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BY BOB LINDSTROM

When is a
computer game
not a game?
When it's Portal,
a science-fiction
book in a
personal computer.

GamePort’ this
month features
interviews with the
authors of Portal
and The Book of
Adventure Games.

——
A NEW GENRE

The plot intrigue of au-
thor Rob Swigart’s Portal
hooked me quickly. By
the time the program in-
structed me to insert disk
2,1 knew that I would see
this five-sided marathon
through to its conclusion.
Some 20 hours later,
Portal ended. I had pur-
sued its drama with the

zeal of a crazed joystick
mangler, yet I hadn’t im-
molated a single video
alien. My imagination
had been pushed to the
limit, even though I
hadn’t solved one text-ad-
venture puzzle. In fact, I
hadn’t called upon the
skills that you usually
have to exploit to play a
computer game.

For those reasons and
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many others, Portal defies
almost all computer-
game conventions. No
wonder—it’s not a game.
Activision accurately bills
it as a “computer novel.”
More than that, it’s one of
the most unexpected, en-
tertaining, and reward-
ing software products so
far in 1987.

To put it simply, Portal
is a science-fiction book
in a personal computer. It
is not, however, “interac-
tive fiction.” Interactive
fiction usually meansa -
text adventure with a lit-
tle less puzzle and a bit
more prose. Portal, on the
other hand, truly is a
computer novel, an elec-
tronic reading experience
that has lots of vivid
prose and a bit of interac-
tivity. Neither game nor
adventure, Portal repre-
sents an entirely new
form of entertainment
software.

In Portal you are an ex-
plorer who has returned
to Earth in 2106 from an
aborted space mission.
On arrival, you discover
an Earth devoid of human
life. Animals and plants
thrive. Cities proudly
stand intact. Every hu-
man being, however, has
disappeared.

You discover a com-
puter terminal (your Ap-
ple plays this role)
connected to a vast,
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multinational database.
Using a joystick to navi-
gate the graphic interface
of the terminal, you and
an artificial-intelligence
program called Homer
scour the system trying to
account for the mystify-
ing absence of humanity.
. To play Portal is to read
it. As you make your way
through the database,
pieces of the story assem-
ble like tiles in a mosaic,
to use Swigart’s own de-
scription. It’s like reading

a novel that is selectively
revealed through the me-
dium of the database.
Without betraying too
many secrets of an in-
volved and involving
plot, I can tell you that
your searches put you on
the track of an all-power-
ful international corpora-
tion and a young man
who makes a subversive
discovery in the psychic
sciences. With a rich use
of technojargon and a
frightening ability to
speculate on what our fu-
ture might be, Swigart
springs surprise after sur-
prise, maintaining the
tension and the mystery
until the last screen of
text. Don’t be surprised if
you are emotionally
moved at the end. Portal
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is touching as well as
thought-provoking.

For all its innovation,
Portal seems destined to
leave some computer us-
ers mystified, not by the
plot but by the program
itself. Serious adventure-
game lovers may be dis-
appointed, even angered,
by Portal’s dearth of par-
ticipation and lack of
puzzles. Arcade-game
players will find nothing
to challenge their joy-

ROB SWIGART

sticks here, despite the
smooth workings of the
graphic database, and
younger players may well
be confused by Swigart’s
complex and refreshingly
adult vocabulary.’

Many others will see
Portal as a cracklingly
good yarn, intelligently
told in a fascinating new
medium.

“Computer fiction is
an exciting area to be in,”
said Swigart in an inter-
view. “This is the dawn.

-It’s nice to be involved in
.shaping the medium.”
Swigart is not a typical
game designer, any more
than Portal is a typical
game. He holdsa Ph.D. in
comparative literature,
teaches writing at San
Jose State University, and
is a published novelist
whose latest book is Vec-
tor, described as “a bio-

technology thriller.”

Former Activision
“producer” Brad Fregger
approached Swigart with
the idea of writing a com-
puter novel more than
two years ago. Intrigued
by the idea of putting a
novel into a computer
format, Swigart attempt-
ed to discover ways in
which computers could
enhance storytelling.

In trying to find the
heart of a new art form,
he examined the begin-
nings of other art forms.
“Throughout history, the
tools that man develops
are initially for doing a
job,” Swigart explained.
“But once the job is done,
the tool is still there.” At
that point, Swigart sug-
gested, men begin to play
games with tools. “Even-
tually, we start changing
the games and start pro-
ducing art,” he said.

For Portal, Swigart
took that most utilitarian
computer application, the
database; filled it with fic-
tional information; and
came up with an artistic
approach to a computer
tool.

The computerized
novel does have disad-
vantages. As producer
Fregger pointed out,
tongue slightly in cheek,
“You can't take a com-
puter under the covers
with a flashlight.”

On the other hand,
Swigart’s database setting
allows him to make his
text unusually concen-
trated. In one section of
the database, Homer can
relate a narrative loaded
with unfamiliar and un-
explained terms. As soon
as a phrase shows up,
however, an entry that
defines it appears in a
medical or scientific data-
base. With this secondary
support from other data-
bases, Homer’s narrative
moves forward rapidly.
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Timemaster H.O. So many
. features it’s become the world’s
best selling clock card.

I ts the smart way to put the time and date on your Apple IIe
or 11+ ®, Because only the Timemaster H.O. packs ALL the"
important features of all the competition combined, including
leap year, year (not just in PRO-DOS), month, date, day of wee
hours, minutes, seconds and milliseconds. Its totally PRO-D
DOS 3.3, PASCAL and CP/M compatible. And, of course, it 74
works better than any other clock with AppleWorks. . . B
With the Timemaster H.O. you're assured of reliable, trouble- .
free operation along with simple, built-in, one-command time .-
setting, accuracy through leap years, and a firmware mamtained .
interrupt setting.
If you're using or writing software for other clock cards, =4
{ou 're still covered. Because the H.O. will automatically emu-
ate them. And only the Timemaster H.O. adds 15 new com- +* .
mands to BASIC. The H.O. even comes complete with two disks
full of sample programs, including a computerized appoint-
ment book, a DOS dating program, interrupt programs, and
over 30 programs that others charge you extra for — or don’ t (%
even offer. As a low-cost option, you can add true BSR remote’*; :
control to the H.O, giving you remote control of up to 16 light
and appliances in your home or office. ‘

* Time in hours, minutes, seconds and milliseconds; date with
year, month, day of week and leap year * 24-hour milita
format or 12-hour AM/PM format * Eight software controlled,
interrupts so you can run two programs at the same time
(many examples included) * Can be set precisely to the exa
second * Digital /O port for advanced applications * Allows
AppleWorks to time and date stamp all data automatically ¢ .

’v‘

Displays time and date on AppleWorks screens and files Five-w. = Lis

year warranty g ‘
Timemaster Qv ouib i an Dy Gotlhan oaRieh oo g $99. 00
BSR option (may be added later) ............... $29.00 .
Order Timemaster today ... with 15-day money back %uaran'
tee and our “no hassle” five-year warranty. See your dealer or
call (214) 241-6060, 9 a.m. to 11 p.m., 7 days, or send check or
money order to Apphed Engineering. MasterCard, Visa and-
C.O.D. welcome. Texas residents add 6%% sales tax. Add 310 00

/EApplied Engineering
The Apple enbancement experts.

R O. Box 798, Carroliton, TX 75006°(214) 241-6060

CP/M is a registered trademark of Digital R h, Inc.
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- Portal will be a contro-
versial product likely to
attract public reactions as
distinctive as the soft-
ware itself. But the pro-
gram is just the dawn

horizon of entertainment
software and perhaps en-
lighten a new audience
about the joys of com-
puter entertainment.

Activision’s Portal is
$39.95 for the Apple II
line of computers.
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IN PURSUIT OF
ADVENTURE

My Apple owes its life
to Kim R. Schuette, the
adventurer’s friend.

You know how it is.
Tormented by Grues and

‘teased by Leather God-

poised to light up a new -

window onto a driveway
two stories below.
Before I make the local

gl Apple repair shop

wealthy, though, I regain
control and reach for

‘Schuette’s The Book of Ad-

venture Games. This two-
volume set of indispen-
sable books contains
descriptions, brief re-
views, and complete
maps for nearly 150 pop-
ular adventure games,
from Adventure to Zork,
from Wizardry to Ultima.
And when the going gets
tough, the not-so-tough
get going to the back of
the books, where
Schuette has tastefully
tucked solutions to most
of the games.

Who is this “computer-
tarian” (the silicon equiv-
alent of a humanitarian)

i
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With the
Z-80 Plus; run
over 5000 new

Now, get two computers
in oneg and all the
advantages of both

nter the CP/M world with the new Z-80 Plus card from

Applied Engineering, and introduce your Apple Ile, Ilcs or
to thousands of CP/M programs. Only the Z-80 Plus comes

who has spared thou-
sands of innocent micros
from the tantrums of
their vicious owners? Is

desses, I've let an entire
evening slip away in pur-
suit of an adventure
game. About 3 AM. my
frustration level starts to
peak, and it seems the
perfect time to open an-
other session at the Lind-
‘strom Testing Laboratory.
That’s the one-man,
grass-roots company that
researches how well Ap-
ple keyboards withstand
repeated fist blows or
measures an Apple com-
puter’s durability when
it’s forward-passed
through a plate-glass

standard with the new 5.1 software, the most advanced system
ever for running CP/M programs.

The new 5.1 boasts advanced features like built-in disk
emulation for popular memory expansion boards, boosting both
system speed and storage capacity. And menu-driven utilities that
let you get to work faster. The Z-80 Plus also lets you run older
CP/M programs—all the way down to Version 1.6 (2.2 is the
most popular).

The Z80 Plus is the only card on the market capable of
accessing more than 64K If you have an extended 80-column
card, all 128K is usable. And if you have RamWorks, RamFactor,
GsRam, GsRam Plus, or an Apple memory card in your Ile, Ilcs or
11+, up to 1088K is available.

Each Z-80 Plus comes with our CP/M Ram Drive sofiware,
enabling most memory cards to work as a high-speed Ram disk
50 CP/M software can run up to twenty times faster. So packages
like WordStar, dBASE 11, Turbo Pascal and most others run at
blinding speed. Z

Simply plug the Z-80 Plus into any slot in your Apple. You'l
get the benefits of two computers in one—all at an unbelievably
low price (only $149!).

4
e Fully compatible with ALL CP/M software Fully compatible
with 5%" and 34" disk drives as well as most hard disks includ-

he a programmer? Is he a
computer student who

KIM SCHUETTE :
Mt : & ing the Sider e Fully compatible with Microsoft disks (no pre-
ﬁ?yﬁ Kllr(ligbs %ue,s ' When boot required) e Specifically designed for high speed opera- b
shou € designing tion e Runs WordStar, dBASE II, Turbo Pascal, and ALL other b

flowcharts? Or is he
merely a swift man with a
disk disassembler, a raid-
er of the lost byte?

No, Schuette is only
another game player like
you and me. It’s just that
he’s a particularly obses-
sive one. A Los Angeles
aerospace engineer in his
mid-50s, Schuette con-
fesses that he plays ad-
venture games two hours

CP/M software with 70 pre-boot e Semi-custom LC. and low
parts count allows Z-80 Plus to fly through CP/M programs with
extremely low power consumption (we use the Z-80B) e Does
EVERYTHING other Z-80 boards do, plus Z-80 interrupts

e Five-year warranty

To get your Z:80 Plus or for more information see your
dealer, or call 214-241-6060 9 am. to 11 p.m. seven days, or send
check or money order to Applied Engineering MasterCard, VISA
and CO.D. welcome. Texas residents add 5%% sales tax. Add
$10.00 outside U.SA.

A Applied Engineering™
P.O. Box 798, Carroliton, TX 75006 . i
~ (214) 241-6060 ¢ [
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A COMPUTER NOVEL

by Gerald Masters

When | first heard about Portal, | could hardly wait. 1am a
hardcore Science Fiction fan and have been ever since
someone left a copy of Andre Norton's “The Last Planet”
where | could find it some 30 years ago. (Proving the old
cliche, “Spare the read and speil the child.)

| picked up the package at my local sofware shop, hurried
home, ripped off the shrink wrap, powered up the machinery
and began reading the instructions. Nothing really surprising,
but the disks (three of them) are copy protected. The notice
warns that copying them MAY ? ? damage them. As afirm
believer in always having a backup, | felt a little annoyed, but
cannot blame the manufacturer for the problems caused by
rampant piracy.

The instructions consist of: a map of the World Administrative
Regions; a Prolog which acquaints you with the character
from whcse viewpoint you will experience portal; and the
Worldnet Emergancy Operating Instructions, which explain
Woerldnet, the database you will find yourself exploring. These
instructions are full of nice little tidbits (italics mine) such as:
“Worldnet assumes you have access to an active terminal,
are in sentient physical condition, and are familiar with
Worldnat coding procedures.” and “Please exercise patience
with this archaic form of computer interface.” But they do
explain tha Worldnet database.

The Prolog is the diary of an explorer astronaut who has
returned from a iong voyage to find the Earth totally changed.
The cities are gcne, replaced by forests and parkland and all
human life seams to have vanished from the solar system.
This, naturally, bothers our explorer who sets out to visit the
faw remaining evidences of humanity in an effort to discover
some clue to what has happened. In a dome which covers -
what was once the Chicago Loop, he discovers the Worldnet
Emaergency Cperating Instructions and an “emergency access
terminal” (your computer). So he (you) reads the instructions
and logs on to Worldnet. Following his example, so do I

Music ! A requester box asking me for my DNA code! Not
remembering my exact DNA sequence and not really wishing
to spend the next two days typing anyway, | decide to sea if it
will settle for my name. Success ! It likes me ! More Music,
Graphics, a screen full of requestor boxes waiting to see
whera | would Iike to start.

Thers are 12 selections on the scrée}\: MEb10, PSILINK,
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SCITECH, HISTORY, MILITARY, LIFE SUPPORT, GEOG-
RAPHY, WASATCH, PSYCHOLOGY, CENTRAL P, EDMOD
and HOMER. Life Support, Wasatch, Psychology and Edmod
are graphic displays of such information as Psycological
profiles, intelligence profiles, educational and emotional
maturity, metabolic profiles and tamily trees of the characters.
The graphs for each character appear in the directory when
he enters the story. Note: The program never requires you to
access these graphic databases. They don't contain any
“Must Read” information. The remaining selsctions are the
meat of the program.

Homer, an Artificial Intelligence designed as a storytelier,
recounts the events which led to the world becoming empty.
In History you learn about the larger “newsmaking’ events.
Central Processing is the “operating system” of the Worldnet.
Medmod is a database of madica! information. Geography,
information about locations msntioned in the story. And the
two “proscribed” databases. Psilink holds information about
psychic events and research whicn has been deciared
dangerous; Military, information about sevaral of the battles
which are mentioned. When you select one cf thess, a box
appears asking you to anter your access code. Thess
“proscribed” databases turn out ta bs accessible by clicking in
the box. The program “thinks” it is talking to Homer who has
access priority. In other words, just another iayer of requestor
box.

| select Homer. Homer telis me the story of Peter Davore,
who is accidently given accass to Psylink one afternoon and
learns a set of equations which expiain the werkings of the
psychic abilities. He becomes interested in these equations
and begins to study them. When this comes to the attention
of the Intercorporate Council (which has taken over the
functions of government woridwide), he comes under the
scrutiny of a team led by Regent Sabia. This team's purpose
is to discourage psychic research. Such knowlege is
reguarded as dangerous to world stability anc those who

- persist in su.h research are killed.

So it is Peter against "Big Brother” in search of freedom. We
are introduced to the “Ants”, residants of Antarcticz, the only
area free from the domination of Intercorp. Tha Ants are
freedom oriented and seem to be pursuing similar research.
Somehow they learn about Peter and send a rescue team 1o

é

continued...
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bring him and a group of friends to Antarctica. After a bit of a
chase they arrive in Antarctica and are welcomed in the Ant
research facility.

Later there is a small war when Intercorp invades the re-
search facility in an attempt to recapture Peter and halt his
research. Peter and most of his companions escape during
the attack, which is a failure, and Peter continues his work in
a new location, finally discovering the PORTAL of the title.
Through which all Humanity eventually passes. Except our
unhappy astronaut who returns to find himself alone. To-
gether he and Homer must find out where they went and if
they plan to return. (Homer is lonely, the astronaut even more
s0.) And now, my thoughts on this product.

The artwork is impressive. The music, a little less so. The
same sequence of notes sounds every time a selection is
mads from tha main panel and every time you return to it.
This was only a minor annoyance, | did not expect to hear the
theme from Star Wars. | just switched the stereoto a good
music station. Of more importancs is the presentation of the
story. This is where | found myself disappointed.

At first the “treasure hunt” aspect of the process was fun. You
are presented with information in small doses in each file you
access. There is a prescribed sequence for reading the files
which you must follow. The program will not admit there are
any more files in a directory until you locate and read the pre-
raquisite filas in some othar directory. You are given hints as
to where 1o look next and sometimes Homer will flash and
insist you read his file next. Much of the time though, you just
keep looking until you find a new file in one of the databases.
This grows old in a hurry (the music mentioned earlier, the
same old requsestor screen etc.)

Good as the artwork is, | was here to read the story. This is
where the program suffers. Too much of the story seems to
be either padding or ideas which were never developed

_properly.

A few examples: We are told several times that Regent Sable
is also Peter's father. This seams to be an attempt to
introduce extra tension into the story. It fails because,
although the fact of fatherhocd is mentioned, it navar seems
to matter to any of the characters. In fact, | can recall no
mention of how or when he met Peter’s mother, what sort of
relationship they had, whean and why they seperated, or any
evidenca that he and Peter have ever met.

As procf that Peter is Psychic, in the early and middle parts of
the story, we are given glimpses of Peter's telepathic-dream
relationship with Wanda Cisleuf. Wanda is a passenger in
cryo-freeze on a voyage to another star. They are in love,
which of course presents themwith a problem. | kept waiting
for them to discover a solution as the end of the novel
approached. But the authors seem to have forgotten about
her by then.

Wanda is on her voyage (a colony project) because she has
a genetic disorder which has a small chance of being cured

by the long period in freeze. What logic could justify sending
a seriously ill person to a colony where there will be no
facilities to care for her if the voyage does not cure her. The
most pressing need of any colony would be pioneer-farmer-
builder types. If the freeze is the cure, she can be frozen
without going anywhere. If the voyage itself is the cure, a
hospital ship would be a better solution. (Wanda is only one
of many people who share the diseass.)

The presentation is another problem. The use of multiple
databases to contain different types of information makes the
story very episodic. Too much so! You are presented with an
incident in which a new piece of technology is mentioned and
must then go to the SCITECH database to read a paragraph
about it before you can proceed. Or HOMER presents you
with a single incident spread out over several files. Some of
these files have as little as one sentence in them. Hey, guys,
you promised us a novel! Do you really believe that those of
us purchasing this product have such short attention spans
that we can't follow the story if it comes in larger chunks?

| started this story and made it thru the first disk in one
evening. When | resumed the following evening, | fell asleep
about half way thru the second disk. It took several more
evenings to finally finish. Tha slow pace enforced by con-
stantly returning to the main panel to search for the next
database and waiting for the disk accesses involved became
boring in short order. | read three or four books a wesek when
| can find interesting ones (and tha time, somatimes | neglect
to mow the lawn.) PORTAL put me about a waek behind.

| discussed Portal with some friends at a maating of our local
scienca fiction club, and the concensus was: We buy 2 novel
to read, not to spend our time clicking the mousa and waiting
for the disk drive.

My advice to the authors: This is a fair first sffort, but to
capture the hardcore reader you will nesd to unlearn soms of
the things learned from “interactive” corputer text games.
Present the story first, anything which dces not advance the
action or provide us with insight into the characters must go.
The story has a number of interesting concepts intraduced,
but too many of them are never developad. Usa it or get rid of
it. Use sound and music to advance the action, ctherwis2 let
silence prevail.

The same applies to artwork. lf a charactar is extra smart or
has musical talent, make it obvicus in the action. A graph
showing a high musical aptituds is just su much “GEE WHIZ®
which will be ignored if it is not impontant. A better us® of
artwork would be pictures of the characters or llustrations of
events.

My advice to purchasers: PORTAL will be better enjoyad in
relatively short sessions. Make use of the save option
occasionally and do something else for @ while to avaid
becoming bored. If nothing else, PORTAL will probably
become a collectors item when more and better noveis begin
to appear.

«ACs
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Newsworthy happenings in the ST world.

Tuning up the
production line.

The once bogged down machine that
was the Atari production line seems to
be churning at near full speed again.
The Mega STs 2 and 4, for example,
were released in Europe, with both
blitter and new TOS installed. Reports
are that the same machines, with
minor differences, are being readied
for distribution by Atari U.S. at the
time of this writing.

Our counterpart in Great Britain, ST
User International, in its May issue,
released photographs of the rear and
interior of the Megas. There’s an
internal fan after all; and there’s a pop-
out slot for what appears to be an
optional second hard drive port. Perhaps
most important, however, is the pop-
out slot which makes extra room for a
bus expansion outside the machine.

Computer Systems News reports that
Sig Hartmann, who's in charge of
signing on Original Equipment
Manufacturers under Atari’s banner,
has signed an agreement with a
company called Idris, to jointly
produce an ST version of UNIX.
Unlike other UNIX versions, the Idris
68000 UNIX doesn’t require a full-
scale memory management unit—a
device the ST is not equipped with.
Idris may begin shipping a RAM
version as early as September. And, if
all goes well, according to the report,
Idris may be hired to produce the OS
for Atari’s 68020 computer, which
Hartmann now calls the “ES.”

Should this 68020 machine be used
as a UNIX networking computer, it
will be the Mega ST, with its full
68000 expansion bus, which will be
ready to be plugged in as a UNIX

ANALOG COMPUTING

ST notes

terminal. By next April, Atari may
have available the first Motorola chip-
based UNIX network to sell for a four-
digit figure.

What the press
releases don’t

tell you. ..

At the Summer CES in Chicago last
June, our staff probably took home
enough press releases and news
material to be recycled into an entire
edition of the Sunday New York Times.
I personally thought the odds of
finding several new ST software
releases missing from the seemingly
infinite pile of news was less than the
lowest number in the ST’s double
precision. One quick check of a
software distributor’s dealer catalog
proved me wrong. Here are some of
the new items we did not see in
Chicago:

Portal, by\x:ctivision, is a graphic
adventure gaie by Rob Swigart and
Brad Fregger. In it, you portray an
astronaut having returned to Earth—or
what seems like Earth—after a long
mission, to find all the people missing.
Buildings, animals, birds, trees, lakes
are present; only the people are gone.
They were thoughtful enough to leave
an artificial intelligence named Homer
(I hope he’s no relative of “Eliza”), who
isn’'t quite sure what happened either,
but can provide you with some clues.

You travel through a city that looks
like a sadly vacated metropolis from
Sundog, using Homer’s clues to
determine how to bring all the people
back. Trouble is, I predict, they may
be having a party someplace. They
may not want to come back.

by D.F. Scott

Tracker, from Firebird, is a more
tactical adventure game, in the genre
of Mercenary. You're commander of
eight TRAC (Terminate Renegade
Artificial Intelligence) zero-gravity,
inner-atmospheric fighters. Your
mission: liberate Zeugma IV from the
menace of robotic Cycloids being
controlled by some omnipotent,
dictatorial artificial intelligence force —
which we hope is no relative of Homer.

The planet is divided into twenty-
two sectors, each of which has detailed
terrain characteristics. Unlike other
tactical games, it gives you the option
of controlling all eight TRACs by
“remote control,” or entering any one
at any time and piloting it manually
from a first-person viewpoint, as in
Starglider. The objective is to
systematically disassemble the Cycloid
power structure. The game promises to
use strategic algorithms for enemy
movements, so it actually responds to
your decisions, rather than just going
about its own business.

I have yet to see a Firebird/Rainbird
game that’s anything less than quite
good. I have a feeling I won't be
disappointed.

Mindscape has two attractive new
entries: Plutos and Q-Ball. Plutos is a
Galaga/Xevious-style arcade game
which is rather colorful, its package as
well as screen.

Q-Ball, written by a person named
Adam Billyard, is a British import
from English Software—the pun was
obviously intended here, too. A three-
dimensional game of snooker, its
billiard balls are not affected by the
laws of gravity. Instead, they're
suspended in space within a box
whose eight corners serve as pockets;
otherwise, the rules of snooker apply.
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You _:% rm<o to cn:n<o me iwos H tell
you there’s a lot of g::m _computer

games out there.  Sometimes, when I

survey the stacks’ of games selling for
$30-$40, and 9»: general lack of in-
terest, I get a bit depressed. I mean, I
get all the stuff for free and a lot of it
isn’t even worth the time to play it, let
alone the expenditure of cold cash. - -

Oh, but that’s where I get to perform
my public service. Namely, to pick out
the goodies from Silicon Valley that
might actually be fun,." ’

Which brings me to Portal. Now Por-
tal ($39.95), released by Activision
(2350 Bayshore Parkway, Mountain
View, CA 94043) who broke new
ground with' the innovative and dryly
humorous Hacker I and I1, has arrived.
Itisa :EE-&wn mega-adventure that,
incredibly, grows more :::m:Sm as
you play it.

Portal comes on three discs that
should keep you hacking away at your
keyboard for a long; long time. The
prologue presents the basic situation. . . .
It’s the end of the 21st century and you
have returned from a long space journey
to a completely devastated planet earth.
Cape Canaveral is an overgrown

122

— @ mead

%

/ :Q:om =m<n aamnuoﬁ& with
% the streets of Z»nrw:w: littered with
cw:%o.:& ‘vehicles. You discover that
* "everyone had moved underground—but
there’s no one there either, just endless
empty corridors. Then, just as your own
computer is informing you that your
psychological adjustment is in peril (due
to lack of human contact), you discover
Worldnet—a world-wide informational
mindlink, restricted to those approved
by Intercorp. But a manual tells you that
access is allowed in case of a cata-
strophic failure, including everything
from induced madness in the local Ar-
tificial Intelligence to a new viral intru-
sion into the organic pico-electronics.

But since over eighty-¢ight earth
years have passed since you left the
planet, it’s all foreign to you. Never-
theless, using an ‘‘archaic manual input
device”’ instead of a direct “‘mindlink,”’
you enter the Worldnet. -

There are 12 icons, representing dif-
ferent data spaces that you can enter.
The most important is Homer, the story-
telling artificial intelligence. Homer re-
calls little at first. After all, a major
calamity has occurred' destroying the
system and life on the planet.

At least, you think all life on the
planet is gone.

Gradually, Homer begins to rebuild
part of his memory, and directs you to
the History Data Space where the strange
events of the last eighty- plus years are
teasingly revealed. The development of
genetic disease. The Vega Expedition.

. The movement to live underground. The
~wars. And ultimately a name. Peter
Devore.

Continued on page 180
Analog Science Fiction/Science Fact

' ON GAMING e
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It appears. 93 Devore, having shown

""'no unusual abilities, was mistakenly

routed to Psilink, a highly proscribed
data space restricted to carefully screened
candidates of unusual paranormal abil-
ities. Just another bureaucratic foul-up.

But it is one that has tremendous im-

_U:B:o:w for the entire Worldnet, In-

tercorp, and the future of the planet.
The only thing is, you don’t know
what they are.
So you investigate other data spaces,
searching in Psychology, Life Support,
Scitech, Edmod, and others. Some are,

_at first, empty, though you are encour-

aged to try again. But you find that you
have more information than you can
deal with. There’s the genealogies of
Devore, information on someone named
Regent Sable. And then information on
an ominous character :Eﬂna U_:Bonu
" Gadd > . il R

" You come across Em:, vmworo_om_n&

" data, complete with charts of their EKG,

logical abilities, ESP, and a thorough
display of each person’s core Intelli-
gence.

But why? Why all this information?
And what are you going to do with it?
And who is Devore and why does Hom-
er (named for his Heuristic personality)
keep going back to him, even as you
start to uncover the rest of the history
of the 21st century?

Because, you see, Peter Devore dis-
covered the Portal. . ;

And then you're one small step closer
to understanding what happened to the
planet. Where everyone went . . . And
who, if anyone, is left.

Portal, is, quite simply, a break-
through game. If most puzzle-oriented
text adventures leave you cold, this one
grabs your little grey cells and teases
them. The game, through Homer, con-
tinually interacts with the player, an-
nouncing new files as they are made
available, offering pieces of narrative
that reveal more and more of the story
of the Portal.

And the amazing thing, friends, is
that I’ve only been through the first disc
of the Portal. There’re four more sides
of who-knows-what waiting to be dis-
covered. Maybe I'll find out that I'm
not alone on planet Earth.

And won't that be fun? B
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boats and sails. This approach makes the visual representation of
sailing much easier to understand than it would have been with solid
sails and boats. The combination of recorded tutorial, program, and
detailed instruction booklet provides a very good introduction to the
techniques of sailing. The variety of courses and motorboat option
provide a nice variety, and the two-player, long-distance option is a
welcome bonus. (Solo or competitive play; Keyboard; Optional
Commodore 1660 modem.) C64/128 version reviewed; also available
for Apple II and IBM at $39.95.

Recommended for sailing buffs. (MSR $29.95)

GFL CHAMPIONSHIP FOOTBALL {ko ee0/0009) is here
Sports fans and, thank goodness, it's not like any other football game
already out there (and there's a bunch!) Gamestar, known for their fine
sports games, has really come up with a humdinger! As we often do, the
rogram was initially booted up without looking at the directions just
to get a feel of how hard or easy the program is to get into. As a result,
we were not prepared for the first tackle! Here you're in the game as
the view is right down on field level from your eyes! In other words,
that tackle came flying right out at us (we thought, for a second, he was
going to jump out of the TV and knock us to the ground!)

Loads of Play Selections

Once you've chosen one- or two-player mode, you'll be asked to draft
a team. The choice is made from 28 teams divided into four divisions,
ranked in eight categories according to the skills of the players and
coach. Then it's on to the play selections where youll choose from
many offensive plays including sweeps, traps, passes, draws, flags pass
atterns, and more. Your view of the field depends on the play selected.
n other words, if you've chosen a pass pattern, all you'll see of
"yourself" is the receiver's hands as he's going for the football, as well
as the two defenders—a comnerback and free safety who will run the
pattern with you, attempted to intercept or knock the ball down. The
various pass routes are included in the documentation and there are
arrows at the bottom of the screen to help teach you the routes by
pointing in the direction you should be going. By the way, once
you've chosen the play, you still have four seconds at the line of
scrimmage to change the play via an "audible".

[}
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Defense, Defense
As on the offense, you'll have plenty of play options to choose from.
You can set up a "nickel," run a "blitz," shift your men, etc. Unlike the
offense, however, the computer will control your men in the play once
you've chosen your defense. Once the play is finished, you'll return to
the statistic screen where you'll be able to see how many yards were
gained or lost, down, yards to go, as well as (if you've chosen the
feature at the beginning of the game) "Feedback.” If you've chosen this
option, the offensive and defensive plays just executed will be
_ highlighted—-with their results—allowing you to learn which offensive
plays work or don't work against various defenses.
Very Exciting
The first-person perspective of this game gives it its uniqueness;
however, even that aside, this is a fine football game. It requires a good
deal of skill and you'll derive great satisfaction with the wide choices
available—you'll truly feel as though you're playing and coaching the
game. The graphics are colorful, crisp, and up to the usual Gamestar
excellence. Three cheers to designers Dennis Kirsch, Mark Madland, and
Scott Orr for taking an over-saturated computer game, and bringing new
life to it! (We cant wait to see the Amiga and ST versions!) (one-

player; two-player simultaneous; joystick required; reviewed on
gommné%ore 128; coming for Apple & IBM at $39.95, Amiga and
o]

Recommended (MSR $34.95)

BACK ISSUES AVAILABLE...

Don't miss out on all the great back issues! We've been covering the
computer and dedicated game field for five years. Most issues are still
available (none left of Vol 1, #1,2,3). Send $2.00 for each back issue
you want. Buy six or more, and they're just $1.50 each. Make certain
ou have a complete set!

\

~

PORTAL: A COMPUTER NOVEL 5000/0000 was conceived
by Brad Fregger of Activision in collaboration with adventure and
science fiction writer, Rob Swigart, as "the first true piece of computer
literature, in which the player is in large part the author." As such,
PORTAL is an experiment, a new software direction, for it is definitely
NOT a role-playing adventure in the sense that we now understand that
term. It is certainly interactive, but in a way that previous text or
graphics and text games have not been, and in a way that books or
movies could never be. It does not rely on winning battles, physical
exploration of territories, learning magical spells, solving puzzles, or
developing characters to the ugl(gleenlh level in order to grab and hold
the player's interest. Instead, RTAL tells a story which unfolds in
layers like the unfurling of a budding rose. But the exposition of those
layers is under the player's control, in terms of both sequence and depth
of exploration. :
Prologue: Earth without People
The background of this futuristic computer novel is contained in a
Prologue supplied with the multi-disk program. The main character is a
space traveler returned to Earth in the year 2106 after a flight that never
reached its goal of 61 Cygni. That flight left in 2004, its lone explorer
put into cryogenic sleep for the long voyage. The explorer awoke as
the spacecraft came in over the South Atlantic, landing in Florida at
what once was Cape Canaveral. Alarmed at grassy fields and launch
facilities in poor repair, the explorer soon discovered that there were no
people there or anywhere else on Earth. Attempting to find out what
happened to all the people, the explorer finally discovers a single
operating terminal connected to the 12 Worldnet databases. At this
point, you become that frightened and lonely explorer.
Exploring Earth through Worldnet
Signing onto Worldnet, customarily accessed through Mindlinks, you
must_resort to the primitive input devices of the late 20th century:
joystick and keyboard. At first, only the tiniest stirrings in the Central
Processing database are detectable, which provide emergency
instructions. Next, Homer comes alive. Homer is a biological computer
designed as a storytelling artificial intelligence machine, and he reports
that yours is the first active terminal in 12 years. All other databases
(History, Military, Psilink, Scitech, Geography, Med10, Psychology,
EdMod, Life Support, and Wasatch genealogical) are reported to be
temporarily empty. But Homer seems to need human companionship as
much as you do and begins to remember scattered bits of information
long inactive in his memory. Something about your probing seems (o
arouse the cobwebby links to other databases in Worldnet. Slowly, as
you keep trying for access, tiny snippets of information are revealed.
You grab at them hungrily, hoping to learn why the people are gone
and if it might even be possible to bring them back. Medl0 tells you
about the new genetic diseases. And Homer remembers a name, Peter
Devore, who seemed to be linked to the disappearances. History files
open, revealing events of near and distant past. As you chase from
database to database, Homer flashes his icon excitedly when he recalls
something, leading you to more knowledge gained in agonizingly small
chunks. The Vega myths. The Migration. Mozarting. And the Portal:
possible mathematical manipulation of psychic space? You can't stop,
for uncovering the mystery has become a joint obsession for you and
Homer.
Hooked within Minutes
PORTAL is one of the most fascinating pieces of software we've
explored in quite a while. We had our doubts about something that acts
and looks a little like a standard computer adventure but contains no
puzzles or tasks for the player. It turns out that straightforward
exploration among the vast databases of an imagined 22nd century
culture, combined with a totally gripping story, had us thoroughly
hooked within ten minutes of play. We had no difficulty becoming that
lonely space traveler and feeling the urgency of finding the lost people
of Earth. Even without puzzles and tests, we pushed on through the
immense program. After just under three hours of poking and probing,
we were directed to insert side two of five sides, so we still have many
more hours of exciting exploration ahead. The Activision team is to be
congratulated for their boldness in bringing PORTAL to reality. It takes
a certain amount of courage to chart a new course and test untried
waters, but products like PORTAL help entertainment software to grow
in new directions. (Solo play; Joystick; 3 disks.) Commodore 64/128
version reviewed; coming soon for Amiga, Apple II, Atari ST, IBM

re 64 Com

PC/PCjr/Tandy 1000, Macintosh. (Pricing for systems other than
C64/128 unknown at this time.)
Recommended. (MSR $39.95)

Stadium Disk Ships

SubLogic has just shipped their Stadium Disk to be used with Pure-
Stat Baseball = (Commodore 64/128) which features twenty-six

ballparks. Statistics such as distances to the fences, wind factors, etc.,
are factored in for a realistic approach to each stadium. In addition,
background information on each park is included, such as year built
any nicknames, etc. Retail for the disk is $19.95

Computer Entertainer - December, 1986
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Name:
System:

Price:

Designer: -
Publisher:

Portal

Apple, Amiga, Atari ST
Cé4, 1BM, Mac

$44.95 to $49.95

Rob Swigart
Activision

Mountain View, CA

HOMER, A MOLOGICAL COMPUTIE. THE FRNAL LINK 70 THE PAST
2D TRE ONLY CONDART T0 THE FTURE. BUT HOMER 18 DYNG
AN ACCESS GROWS WEAKER MOMENT ¢ MoMINT, WiLL. Yoo
DISCOVER WISERE EVERYOME HAS GONE OB WILL THE DOOBWAY

TO HUMANITY CLOSE FOREVER, LEAVING YOU TOTALLY
ALows?

PORTAL

A Very Novel
Game

by Roy Wagner

Portal, from\ Activision, is an outstanding com-
puter "novel," the first real computer novel. It is
not a game because your only involvement is se-
lecting from 12 data storage access channels and
reading the information therein contained. There
are no puzzles or arcade "action". The story line
evolves as you access more and more information.
It does not vary based on any of your actions.

The story takes place in the year 2106. You re-
turn to Earth to discover that there are no people.
An on-line computer terminal provides you access
to the last fragments of "recorded" history. Several
computer systems, many dormant, are activated in
the course of play. Your only major link to these
systems is an artificially intelligent interface called
‘Homer’. This interface is the "storyteller" that takes
the factual data that you access, pieces together the
details, and reveals the mystery of where ALL the
humans on Earth went and why.

The story is interesting and well written, and
well it should be, having been written by Rob
Swigart, a noted science-fiction writer (See Wasatch
File on Rob Swigart). It is a long story, using three
Amiga disks or (five Commodore 64 disk sides).
Rob has estimated that it is the equivalent of a
65,000 word novel. It is a classic tale of a benevo-
lent future society gone bad, a story of adventure,
mystery, suspense, love, and plausible scientific
fiction.

The interface used by the game designer is te-
dious at times. There are twelve different access
options that must be checked for the availability of
new information. Your computer mentor, HOMER,
frequently helps by connecting data and events
within the story telling and often points you di-
rectly to certain data areas.

The problem that occurs with the interface is
two-fold: 1) if you do not know which areas you
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and identifies your primitive communication inter-
faces.

With a little bit of "hacking" (the only real chal-
lenge), you are provided with some "online HELP"
to explain your means of interfacing with the vari-
ous data areas (C64 version only). The Amiga in-
terface is "intuitively" obvious.

Until you have accessed factual data, ‘Homer’,
the key access area, cannot continue to tell you the
story. Most of the data is found in only three of
the twelve data areas; Central Processing, SciTech,
and History. Secondary areas are PsiLink, Geogra-
phy, Med10, and Military. Psychological, Life Sup-
port, EAMod, and Wasatch (which provide only su-
perficial gloss).

As you begin your reading, most of the data
areas are empty. The story is slow to begin, but
once it gets going there are several subplots running
at the same time. The reading takes on the anxious
persistence of a book that cannot be put down. Just
one more message, just one more data item, just

one more check to see what HOMER has for me.
-Believe me, you can get involved in this story and
you won’t finish it quickly. It will take you several
days of reading. Gee, maybe I can finish reading
this disk tonight.

When you are ready to finish a day’s reading, be
sure to save your current set of accessed messages.
Then just take the current disk from your computer
and turn it off. I often found myself leaving the
computer on so that I could just pick up again
from where I left off without restarting.

If you enjoy reading good science fiction and
want to participate in the reality suggested by the
science fiction of less than fifty years ago, that of
using computer to tell a story as it could never be
told before; then Portal is for you. If you enjoy
computer text adventures for their stories, but don’t
really enjoy their puzzles; then Portal is for you. If
you want to see outstanding computer graphics and
sophisticated computer programming; then take a
look at Portal.

YOU'VE JUST ENTERED ANOTHER WORLD. A worid of fabulous riches, unbridled scorcery and
no end. BRONZE DRAGON grabs you by the collar and thrusts you into the finest system of role-

playing on computer.

leap . . .

an exciting new addition to the world of BRONZE DRAGON.

wonderment at every turn.

tive pub.

(TM) w/64k

L=

GON%JGST o INFINIT’

e Create a party of unique characters: Choose from 100 spells, 10 martial arts modes —
dozens of weapons, armors, supplies and traits such as sneak, imitate dead, swordplay, rage,

e Experience 12 generated plots and the epic adventure, SEEKERS OF THE
STORM: Adventure has never held such posibilities for excitement. BD mixes in over
200 monsters, countless magic items and a vast array of puzzles and surprises.

ALL THIS PLUS haggling merchants, the ability to print characters on hardcopy, a king for
the virtuous, an overlord for the vile, and rewards for slaying and solving . . .

ADVENTURE through new frontiers in DRAGON SIDE II: THE TWISTED SPEARE,

¢ Enjoy 10 new plots: Find intrigue in a2 murder mystery and journey into untouched
realms. DSil interweaves 200 new monsters, over 50 new magic items, and a feeling of

e Talk with the patrons of the TWISTED SPEARE: Hear the latest news, gamble some BP,
discuss your artifacts, gulp down a mug of ale, and learn the legends of infinity in this fully interac-

Haven't you tired of other so-called “fantasy role-playing” games? Isn't it about time to conquer infinity!”

BRONZE DRAGON — $34.95/DRAGON SIDE II — $24.95/Postage Paid/Apple Computer

COMMONWEALTH SOFTWARE ¢ 3821 S. STATE AVE. ¢ INDPLS., IN 46227 * (317) 786-6983

Circle Reader Service #26

34 Circle Reader Service #27
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In Accolade’s Comics, you take on the
persona of Steve Keene, and help thwart
evil for the Chief of Spystuff, Inc.

Detailed graphics and animation and a
user-directed plot make this entertain-
ment experience similar to directing the
action in a comic book.

Accolade

This entertainment software pro-
ducer, which celebrated its first
birthday at the show, announced
Accolade’s Comics, an interactive
computer comic book. The story
centers around Steve Keene, a SPy
whose mission is to foil evil plots
for the Chief of Spystuff, Inc.
Unlike text-only adventures,
Accolade’s Comics offers the visual
experience of reading a comic book
on a computer screern, combining
detailed graphics and animation.
The player determines the direction
of the story by continually selecting
from a series of possible answers to
questions asked of Keene. Some are
dead ends, and others lead the player
into various themes and plot twists.
Because the user directs the plot, a
variety of different endings are pos-
sible each time the game is played.
Arcade action is incorporated when
Keene falls into traps, inescapable
positions, and embarrassing situa-
tions. The game retails for $39.95.

Accolade
20833 Stevens Creek Blvd.
Cupertino, CA 95014
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“Leave her alone, you....” Last summer’s
hit movie Aliens provides the characters
and story for one of Activision’s latest

releases, Aliens: The Computer Game.

Activision

Two years in the making, a graphics-
and-text adventure titled Portal
made its debut at CES. Rather than
using a puzzle-solving or branching
story approach, Portal is narrative
literature, allowing the player to in-
teract with the story and explore the
unfolding futuristic world.

retail price is $39.95.

summer’s hit movie.
Activision

2350 Bayshore Pkwy.
Mountain View, CA 94043

Electronic Arts

Transported to the year 2106,
you are a lone space traveler who
returns to earth and discovers that
all of its inhabitants have vanished.
Together with the sole survivor, a
biological computer named Homer,
you must find out why. Activision
worked with adventure and science
fiction author Rob Swigart to devel-
op this unique approach. Suggested

Another new game introduced
by Activision is Aliens: The Com-
puter Game ($34.95), based on last

Long a leader in discovering soft-
ware-design talent, Electronic Arts
has expanded its multimachine line

industry leaders observed the:t:‘
computer games seem to be enjoy-
ing a resurgence in popularity.

The following software pro-
grams were among those intro-
duced at CES. Look for information
on more new software in upcoming
issues.

* * * *

duced several new products for the
Commodore 64.

Dan Dare: Pilot of the Future isa
best-selling British import featuring
Dan Dare, the U.K.’s most popular
comic book hero. The game follows
the adventure of Dare and his en-
gaging pet, Stripey, as they travel to
a distant asteroid and neutralize the
threat posed by alien Treens. Each
screen is a comic book panel com-
plete with captions, full-color 3-D
cartoon graphics, mazes, puzzles,
fistfights, and a realistic sound-
track. Suggested retail price is un-
der $20.

In PHM Pegasus, a combat sim-
ulation game, players complete a
basic hydrofoil training session and
become part of the T.A.G. (Terrorist

70 BE CONTINUED «+
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Commodore 64 games have been a
mainstay of the Electronic Arts product
line. Among those new products an-
nounced for the 64 at CES are Dan
Dare: Pilot of the Future and PHM

Pegasus.

of computer software and has intro-

COMPUTE!'s Gazette April 1987




Portal

This product, for the Commodore 64, is
a computer novel different from any
other computer novel on the market.
Barely interactive and completely joy-
stick-controlled, Portal is closer than any
software yet produced to the experience
of sitting back and reading a novel.

Portal places you in the twenty-
second century. As the five-page print-
ed prologue explains, you are returning
to earth from a failed space mission, but
things at home are not quite right. To be
more specific, the planet has no people
on it. But there’s been no nuclear holo-
caust, and nowhere are there signs of
widespread disease. Instead, the hu-
man race has simply disappeared.

Your only link to the past, and thus
your only chance of discovering what
happened, is a Worldnet computer ter-
minal. Beside the terminal you have
found a set of operating instructions
(included in the package) with only
minimally helpful information. That’s
it. Somehow, you must try to find out
where humanity has gone.

Portal’s display is a series of 12 box-
es, each with its own graphics design.
The boxes represent databases within
the Worldnet computer. These data-
bases (or dataspaces, as they are called)
contain whatever information Worldnet
has on the events and characters within
the game. For example, the Psychology,
Life Support, Wasatch, and Edmod da-
taspaces contain data about each charac-
ter that appears in the story, while the
Military, SciTech, PsiLink, Geography,
History, and Med10 dataspaces store
scientific, technological, social, and his-
torical knowledge. The most important
of the dataspaces are Central Processing,
which offers vital information not found
in the other dataspaces, and Homer, the
story’s narrator.

Homer is Worldnet’s “storytelling
artificial intelligence.”” What this
means, from your point of view, is that
Homer is the dataspace that will re-
count the tale of what has happened to
the human race. As the story pro-
gresses, Homer requires information
from all the other dataspaces, in order
to construct the story of the Portal. Your
task in the game is to search through
the other 11 dataspaces to retrieve the
information for him.

To get this data, all you do is move
from dataspace to dataspace (via joy-
stick), entering each dataspace, and
reading what has been stored there.
After doing so, you return to the Homer
dataspace and read the files Homer has
created as a result of your searching.
These files reveal Homer’s story and,
just as importantly, his concerns as sto-
ryteller. Throughout the story, Homer
interrupts the narration to reveal his

“Ready for an adventurous challenge?
We're a team. And Nellie
doesn’t horse around.”

You never know
who you’ll be up against
when you go online
with CompuServe.

To buy your CompuServe Subscription Kit,
see your nearest computer dealer.
Suggested retail price $39.95.

To request our free brochure or order direct,

call or write: 800-848-81 99
(In Ohio, call 614-457-0802)

CompuServe"

5000 Arlington Centre Bivd
Columbus, OH 43220




doubts about his storytelling abilities,
his concerns about humanity, and the
nature of truth in fiction.

Portal is, in fact, as much about
Homer as it is about Peter Devore, the
leader of humanity’s Migration.
Through a complex and often bizarre
plot, one that begins with a simple tech-
nological error, Peter Devore enters the
wrong dataspace and discovers things
he should never be allowed to know.
Among these is knowledge of the per-
sonality of Wanda Sixlove, a passenger
aboard a space ship light years from
earth. Through a series of mindlinks,
Peter and Wanda fall in love with each
other, and Peter spends the next several
years trying to find a way to be with
her. Somehow, in a way you must dis-
cover, that search is bound up with the
disappearance of the human race.

The story itself is very good. Ex-
tremely well-written, with an intriguing
plot, Portal offers some of the first truly
excellent fictional passages seen on a
computer to date. Reading Homer’s
narrative is a pleasure: The characters
are fairly complex and highly believ-
able, and the plots and sub-plots are
well-managed. Homer does not tell us
everything—what he leaves out we
easily fill in for ourselves—but what he
does tell is fascinating from start to fin-
ish. And the most interesting part of all,

the feature that sets Portal aside from all
other interactive fiction, is that we can
see precisely how the story unfolds.

When done properly, interactive
ficion makes us feel as if we are con-
tributing to the story. Unlike books,
which contain a story that we simply
accept from one page to the next, inter-
active fiction demands that we partici-
pate in the creation of the plot. Also
unlike books, we never know when the
story will end. In interactive fiction,
there is no last page.

Extremely well-written, with an
intriguing plot, Portal offers
some of the first truly excellent
fictional passages seen on a
computer to date.

To reach the conclusion of most
adventure games, we must take the role
of a character in the story and, by wan-
dering around, talking to other charac-

ters, and solving puzzles, force the

BACKUP PROTECTED
SOFTWARE FAST.

From the team who brought you

Copy Il Plus (Apple), Copy Il PC (IBM)

and Copy Il Mac (Macintosh) comes

a revolutionary new copy program for

the Commodore 64/128 computers.

» Copies many protected
programs — automatically. ﬁWe
update Copy Il 64/128 regularly to
handle new protections; you as a
registered owner may update at
any time for $15 plus $3 s/h.)

¢ Copies even protected disks in
under 2 minutes (single drive).

* Copies even protected disks in
under 1 minute (dual drive).

e Maximum of four disk swaps on a
single drive.

¢ Includes fast loader, 12-second
format.

Requires a Commodore 64 or 128

computer with one or two 1541 or

1571 drives.

Call 503/244-5782, M—F,8—5
(West Coast time) with your 385
in hand. Or send a check

for $39.95 U.S. plus $3 s/h, $8
overseas.

$39.95

Central Point Software, Inc.
9700 S.W. Capitol Hwy. #100
Portland, OR 97219

Central Point
Software

story towards its conclusion. In one
way, such participation is satisfying,
because we are allowed to directly in-
fluence the plot’s outcome, but for
those who like reading books, the sheer
length of the adventure can be frustrat-
ing. Portal solves this problem in two
ways. First, you are not part of the story
of the Migration. Second, you don’t
really change the course of the plot.

In Portal, your only function is to
get Homer the information he needs to
tell the story. Then, for the most part at
least, you sit back and read. As simple
as this sounds, though, your actions in
the game—going from dataspace to data-
space—are the game itself. You are not
a character in the story, but instead you
are watching the process of the telling -
of the story. Each piece of information
you dig up is necessary to Homer’s nar-
rative; once you have found the infor-
mation, you return to Homer and
discover how he has put it into the sto-
ry. In other words, you watch the story
write itself.

Those expecting a graphics-and-
text adventure along the lines of Tass
Times in Tonetown will perhaps not ap-
preciate the lack of direct participation
in the plot, while those who want a
graphics adventure such as Ultima IV
will not enjoy the absence of role play-
ing or the short duration of Portal. Por-
tal can be completed in about the same
length of time it takes to read a fairly
long novel. Like all adventures, it is of
limited usefulness after its completion,
but unlike most, it can be reread with
enjoyment.

Still, I recommend Portal with
some reservation. If you want to see
what can be done with a computer sto-
ry, by all means pick it up. If you want a
lengthy adventure with elements of
role play, however, don’t. Portal’s
strength is its realization that text ad-
ventures don't really take the place of a
goad novel. It bills itself as a computer
novel, and that is precisely what it is.
Perhaps a little expensive for a novel,
Portal offers a reading experience that is
unique in computerized fiction.

—Neil Randall
Activision
2350 Bayshore Frontage Rd.
Mountain View, CA 94043
$39.95

Backup utilities also available for the IBM, Apple Il, Macintosh and Atari ST

This product is provided for the purpose of enabling you to make archival copies only.
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By Jack B. Rochester

UOISIAIIOY JO ASepNOO Ojoyd

EXPLORING THE
BRAVE NEW WORLD OF THE
ELECTRONIC NOVEL

novel, was the kind of book that
appealed to me in many ways.
It was zany, its title was the name of
the country’s largest truck stop (Little
America, Wyoming), and its hero was
constantly trying to kill his father,
like some spaced-out version of the
ancient Greek king Oedipus. It was
filled with ideas, social commentary
on contemporary life, and kooky peo-
ple. And then there was that special,
secret-recipe sauce for the fast-food
hamburgers.
I first met Rob shortly after I'd fin-

I ittle America, Rob Swigart’s first

Portal’s author,
Rob Swigart, explains
why it is not a text
adventure, not an
interactive fiction, but
an “electronic novel”

ished reading Little America. He was
autographing copies in the University
of Oregon bookstore. I was in the book
publishing business at the time, April

28951977

Little did either of us know that, al-
most ten years later—to the day—
we’d meet again.

This time in New York.

This time with the computer in
common.

For, five books later, Rob Swigart,
who teaches creative writing at San
Jose State University, has created a
‘‘computer novel’’ called Portal, pub-
lished by Activision. It’s unlike any
adventure game or interactive fiction
or whatchamacallit you’ve ever
slipped into a disk drive. No kidding.

Jack B. Rochester is a professional writer and a contributing editor to Computer Update. Copyright 1987 by Jack

B. Rochester.
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Portal is a science-fiction novel that
you read—or experience—on the
screen of your personal computer.
The action begins in the year 2016;
you, the player, are a solitary space
explorer who had departed in 2004
aboard the spacecraft Gyges, heading
for 61 Cygni, on an extended explora-
tion. Something happened to abort
the flight, and you’ve returned to
earth. This and more you learn in an
eight-page ‘‘Prologue.’’ An excerpt:

But I awoke (it seemed) moments
after I'd gone into the cryofield—200
million kilometers from Earth, in-
ward bound—and everything has
changed.

Manhattan is a monument. The tri-
angular mile-high pyramids of mid-
town still stand, but they’re empty.
The lower East Side is a vast field lit-
tered with abandoned vehicles of
types I have never seen.

...Then, in early June, I found an
entrance. 2

Everyone had moved underground.
Of course that movement had begun
before I left, but I had had no idea it
would be so extensive. The world has
been reforested.

...I walked into old Chicago. The
access lock to the dome stood open.
Ancient computer printout littered
the street.

...On the second level I found a
terminal with a small ready light
burning. Nearby I found the ‘“World-
net Emergency Operating In-
structions.’’

The instructions tell me what to do
if my mindlink is not functional. I
don’t know what a mindlink is, but I
assume it must be adapted to my own
mind, and this has never happened.
So I will read the instructions, and
then I will try to find out what has
happened to the world, where the
people have gone, and if I must re-
main alone for the rest of my life.

Gyges tells me my psychological
adjustment is in peril. I have been too
long without other people.

These excerpts give only some of
the flavor of Portal’s rich futuristic
detail. It’s evident from the first
screen that appears when you start
‘““play.” Overlaid on a digitized map
of the world is a message screen that
asks you to identify yourself, either
with your DNA number or your name.

Rob explained a little of how he

14 COMPUTER UPDATE

Swigart prefers the
term electronic novel
to describe Porftal.

created Portal’s futuristic world over
lunch—at a place called The Saloon,
with waiters zooming past on roller
skates—with Bill Holt, Activision’s
roving user group ambassador, and
Loretta Stagnitto, its public relations
manager.

““I spent a lot of time just creating
the outline of major historical events
for the next 120 years, with only a
vague idea of plot,”” he began. ‘‘The
ideas came from research for other
books (such as The Time Trip, pub-
lished in 1979) and from some
scenario-writing I'd done for the Insti-
tute for the Future (Menlo Park,
California). I’'m interested in how
people think about the future. First of
all, it doesn’t exist, so anything you
say about it is fiction. Second, we
spend the rest of our lives in it, so you
have to think about it to some extent.

‘“‘Dune (the series of novels by
Frank Herbert) creates a world. De-
spite not liking Herbert’s writing a
lot, it’s an historical drama set in the
future with action, sex, and interest-
ing characters. I've read some of his
books three or four times. Portal for
me was a lot like that, speculating on
the future, creating a world.”’

For you, that world is a computer
terminal screen (described in detail in
the ‘“Worldnet Emergency Operating
Instructions’’), upon which you see
the interface panel, 12 graphic
representations of dataspaces. Some
of these dataspaces are Central
Processing, Psychology, Life Sup-
port, Psilink, Med10, and Scitech.
And Homer.

You can move into and out of these
dataspaces by pressing the cursor
keys or by using a mouse. (Portal is
available for most popular com-
puters.) There’s information here that
you must acquire, yet sometimes a
data crystal is inoperative or you lack
the proper password to get into a par-
ticular dataspace. And then there’s
Homer.

Computer game evolution. We

talked a lot about entertainment soft-
ware over lunch. Loretta said that the
trend these days is toward ‘‘creativity
programs, like playing music, or
desktop publishing or drawing—
software that makes something. And
sports games.”’

But, Loretta said, few software
packages achieve what would nor-
mally be considered bestseller status,
according to the Software Publisher’s
Association. The all-time bestseller is
Broderbund’s Print Shop, which has
sold over 500,000 copies. Infocom
(now owned by Activision) has two
‘‘platinum’’ titles that have sold over
250,000 copies, both text adventure
games: Zork I and Hitchhiker’s Guide
to the Galaxy. Text adventures in the
100,000 category include Activision’s
Hacker and Infocom’s Suspended.
Entertainment software generally has
a very short life, determined by the re-
tail stores. Bill Holt says he visited
175 stores in 1986 and found that
games seldom stay on the shelves for
more than a few months—unless, of
course, they’re among the bestsellers.

Bill described game evolution this
way: First there were the hand/eye
coordination games that used
joysticks. Then there were puzzle and
gameboard games, followed by strate-
gy and quest adventures. Then these
were combined into mission-plus-
hand/eye coordination games. Then
we got text adventures, short and long
problem-solving games, and graph-
ics-and-text adventure games. With
these latter, Bill says, ‘‘Anything can
happen to you. But with Portal, noth-
ing can happen to you. Portal is a
bridge product, where all other terms
used to characterize games overlap.”’

What, then, is Portal? A text adven-
ture? An interactive fiction? Swigart
prefers the term electronic novel, and
for a sound reason. Portal is a data-
base program, not a parser-based pro-
gram. ‘‘The computer is designed to
process information,”’ he says, ‘‘and
most of the information we get is text-
based. Most of the games the com-
puter has generated in the past ten
years are graphics-based.

“Infocom made a big deal out of
text-based games, but they’re still
puzzle-solving. You're following the
programmer though his or her own
thought processes, playing ‘Guess the
Parser.’

“We have friends whose son is a
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Reading by
Computer

Portal 1.0

Computer novel. Pros: First-rate science fic-
tion narrative. Cons: Would be faster in a RAM
disk or on berd disk, but only works from floppy
drive: reservations about reading novels on a
CRYT List price: $:19.95. Requires: 512K Copy
protection: Key disk.

Portal is the first interactive pro-
gram to call itself a computer
novel. Written by Rob Swigart and
published by Activision, Portal is a compel-
ling, complex, and often plausible science
fiction story.

The story takes place in 2016, appar-
ently a pretty bad year for humans on plan-
¢t Earth. Returning from an outer space
mission, vou find no one. Not a soul. Not
cven the proverbial “last surviving man
(woman).” In fact, you're him (her). You
do find that Worldnet, the massive multi-
dimensional computer system that spans
the globe and reaches into the nearby
space colonies, is functioning, though not
very well. Still, enough of the global net-

work is operating for you to piece together
the story of the disappearance of humanity.
You pursue the truth by using the available
nodes of the computer.

While you're scanning the few acces-
sible bits of data left in History, Central -
Processing, and Med10 (3 of the 12 “data
space” nodes in the Worldnet system; see
“Story Fragments™), your research is inter-
rupted by Homer, the raconteur node—a
complex algorithmic crystalline AI comput-
er that takes the massive input from World-
net and turns it into cohesive narrative.
Homer wakes up (so to speak) distraught
that there is no one left to hear his tales;
he's encouraged by your presence, though,
and asks you to help him remember what
has happened. Gradually, with Homer’s
help, you unravel the complex story of
Peter Devore, Regent Sable, the Mentor,
and others who played pivotal roles in the
events preceding humankind’s demise.

Homer delivers the story in short epi-
sodes with supporting information from
History and the other nodes (SciTech,
PsiLink, Military, Edmod. Life Support, Ge-
ography, Wasatch, and Psychological). You
can read some parts of the novel out of se-
quence, either by accident or by intention,
but most of the story is only presented after
previous parts have been read, so your role
is controlled. A flowchart of the entire nov-
el is available from Activision. It takes noth-
ing away from the story, and it helps you
orient yourself within the narrative.

You interact with Portal (except when
you sign in) by using the mouse, so you can
simply relax, sit back, and read. Pleasant
sound effects occasionally punctuate the
story but aren't critical, and you can turn
the sound off. Prepare to do a lot of read-
ing; it took me almost three full days to
complete the story. The program is, in fact,
a full-length novel on three disks. Fortun-
ately you can save your place at any time
and come back to it later.

As software, Portal is well conceived

“and enjoyable. As literature, it is a first-rate

novel with wit, warmth, mystery, and ad-
venture. My only reservation about Portal
is that I might have been more comfortabke
reading this story in a conventional book.
Long stretches watching the screen tired
my eyes more than reading a book does.
On the other hand, I experienced a sense




S==———— CENTRAL PROCESSING EE——————

Story Fragments
You choose the data
space you want 1o ex-
amine from the inter- “*J PRIORITY THREE MESSAGE
Jace. Some data spaces TRANSIT QUERY ACTIVATED!
become accessible as O SR AR TED)
: Entry by: Ezekial Fortune, DNA®93675791/2478A

I/JeSIOIj)’ unfolds; INCOMING, LOG November 23, 2093 CHRISTCHURCH NODE
others will malfunc- | 1506:55 LOCAL TIME
4o diriel becests DESTINATION GENEVA WORLDNET CENTRAL

; Diverted Deadletter File ®28922CCN
unavailable.

This morning | spliced into Med 10 for routine diagnostic

Interface  Focus cp Data Storage Interface
Return

of freedom and participation plaving Lo
tal on the computer that I would have
missed with a novel. Portal may well be
first step toward a new genre of ¢« mputer
entertainment. As Swigart puts it “ortal
may be the ‘Great Train Robbery” of com-
puter novels."—Rusel Dedlcric

See Where to Buy for product details.
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docks at

the end of the world

g Chuck Moss

‘" . Apocalyptic postnuclear war
visions have had several incarna-
- tions. Phe first post-Bomb books
~intluded influential works like
4-Nevil Shute’s On The Beach,
\vluch explored the spiritual di-
" mensions of horror. Later came
B « tales that used The End as a de-
+ vice for adventure, and eventually
n faded into cliche.
Now, with the resurgence of
| : Ban the Bomb-ism, nuclear war

- nal mission of philosophy.
; A fine example is The Last
- Ship (Viking, $19.95), one of a
number of intensely personal
sci-fi works released recently. It
. was written by William Brinkley,
author of naval novels like The
* Ninety and the Nine.
: Brinkley’s new book is a terse
! yet elegantly convoluted story
. concerning the USS Reuben
James, an atomic-powered de-
stroyer filled with nuclear cruise
missiles. Narrated by the captain,
** the book follows the ship’s lonely
++ voyage as the only survivor of the
- final war.
Murked by a spare, introspec-

TR

| - books have returned to their origi-

tive anda of

This is the fifth book of jot-
tings, notes, ramblings and errata
left behind by the professor, and
t.heouqmtgstmcmumglyw

scure. An ly scholarly

work with little readable enter-
tainment, this book is of interest
only to die-hard Tolkien fanatics.
All 50 million of them.

lDoeatheﬁntuubelonngr-
Coun :

VicPherson is the hero of
Camt.nnunemployedmﬂnt
and drifter in the “autopia” of
21st-century L.A. Rather, not
L.A., because no one livesin L.A.
anymore. McPherson lives by the
car, tearing aimlessly through a
chillingly banal world while his

showy devices, Ship achieves a
gentle sort of horror climaxed in
- one of the most hair-raising
" - scenes in any novel: a voyage up

merely
gages in pranks until his life pe-
ters out ... guess where. Driving

. the Thames into the shrouded some more.
| * poison of bombed London. The value of this alienated
i Marked by ethical, sexual, na- work is that, unlike some much
| . tionalist and humanitarian con- leas well-conceived science fic-
. cerns, The Last Ship is a stellar tion, Coast is probably a bona fide
- addition to an ambitious shelf, look at the The problem is
© dealing with our by-now-familiar,  thet A)j and B)
"> but nonetheless perilous nuclear it’s vi here NMeet
= Sword of Damocles. ‘aco Bell.
- B Who is killing the great artists trast
2 of Earth? In Narabedla Ltd. (Qg} . Mul:';",.,sﬂs.% o
: Rey Books, $16.95), singers, mu- P with E
k. sicians and operatic divas all van- & snd enhandd
. ish soon after signing a e 2
b: with a mega-company. Mr. Nolly bsgrrode S e "npr’:up e
L Stennis, once a Carnegie Hall-lev- astronut namedPeter Devore
. el tenor who lost his voice and from a deep-space missi
b: other abilities because of mumps, to find himself alone onthe
[~ begins to investigate. He finds the Where did everybody go?
+ clue lies is spelling the firm back- As well you might ask! Through
: ward: the name of a distant star. the Should you follow?
+ He finds out more than that. Weﬂ.D!vmﬁgu!utochecknnn
+  Thusstarts another fast, out before he leaps.
. seamless, lighthearted but Thus the book becomes an in-
- thought-provoking novel from e series of flashback:
. consummate pro Frederik Pohl. that alternate with his search. Es-
. The sci-fi institution and genre chewing conventional narration,
- giant gets more technically profi-  author Swigart fashions a me-
- cient with every book he writes. lange of computer readouts, re-
. With Narabedla Ltd., you're in ports, inquiries and data trans-
. the hands of a master. missions. It takes some getting
- B The Lost Roadis an abandoned  used to, but this stylistic devia-
. time-travel story that Lord of the  tion grows on one and, unlike
- Ringsmaestro J.R.R. Tolkienbe-  some other SF books, doesn’t
- gan, then dropped to write The seem an affectation.
: Hobbit. It also seems to refer to Does Devore leave through the
* the empty byways of Middle Portal? Does the rest of humanity
Earth now explored with an ar- jump back to join him? Either

* cheologist’s eve by Tolkien's son

- Christopher, who edited this new
- offering, The Lost Road and Oth-
- er Writings (Houghton Mifflin,

. $18.95).

way, Portal is first-rate post-cy-
ber-punk SF

Free-lancer Chuck Moss re-
views new science regularty
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PORTAL

By Rob Swigart; Activision;
for most computers; $40-50
Portal is an original, richly
imagined work of interactive
fiction. But unlike the Info-
com style of interactive fic-
tion (see '‘They Take the
High-Tech Road to Adven-
ture’ in this issue), it is not
a game and contains no
puzzles; the interaction con-
sists solely of your tracking
down the threads of the sto-
ry as it slowly unfolds on
the screen.

The method by which the
story is told is itself part of
the story. You are a space
traveler who, in the year
2106, returns to Earth after
a long absence and finds it
devoid of human life. Locat-
ing a Worldnet computer
terminal (represented by
your home computer), you
begin to gather bits and
pieces of information from
12 ‘‘dataspaces’’ within the

vast computer network.

These dataspaces contain
genetic, medical, and other
facts about the important
characters in the story; gen-
eral scientific, military, and
geographical information;
and summaries of historical
events from 1990 up to the
present. The most important
dataspace, however, is oc-
cupied by Homer, a com-
puter algorithm with human
sensibilities—and emo-
tions—who narrates the sto-
ry as you discover it.

Homer, who begins
knowing nothing, is as ea-
ger as you are to learn what
happened. At first, informa-
tion is sketchy. But gradual-
ly, the factors that led to the
great migration become
clear, as do the strange
events that led to the dis-
covery of the Portal.

It’s a wonderful story, and
ultimately a moving one.
And in the manner of its tell-
ing it is nothing less than
brilliant. —B. H.

GOOFY FANTASY
GAMES

If all fire-breathing dragons
are starting to look the
same to you, take a break
from your serious fantasy
gaming to try something
silly. After one of these
games, you may never slay
dragons with a straight face
again.

Wabbit’'s Wevenge
(Pacesetter, Ltd., $15) is a
sequel to last year's Wabbit
Wampage, which enacted a
war between a tribe of rab-

bits and a crazed farmer. In
Wevenge the stakes are
raised as Mayor McGreedy
(a man with a "‘cwaving for
wabbits and a lust for big
money"’) tries to turn the
critters into fur coats. Enter
Wambo Wabbit, grenades
and M16 in hand, to free
his floppy-eared Kin.
Characters—like Wambo,
McGreedy, and Bernie the
Dog—get a movement al-
lowance and an attack
strength. Weaponry includes
a banana peel or a curved
pipe (you know, to aim a
flying bullet or grenade
back at the opponent). To

win, Wambo must save
more bunnies than
McGreedy turns into coats.
Kings & Things (West
End Games and Games
Workshop, $20) calls itself
“the fantasy board game
with everything,”” and
makes good on that prom-
ise: the “Things’’ run the
gamut from cows and bears
to dinosaurs and Big Foot.
The board is made up of
large hexagonal tiles, which
are placed face down at the
start of the game. As your
assorted Things enter a tile,
you flip it over to reveal the
terrain. A die roll determines
whether the hex contains
anything else. Sometimes
you'll pick up treasure, or a
magic item, or earn special
income. Other times you'll
have to fight creatures like
the sleepy-looking bears or
the fierce killer penguins.
Your object is to expand
your territory and pick up
recruits while building forts.
You win by earning enough
income to turn a fort into a
citadel. The board is differ-
ent every game, and there
are plenty of special char-
acters, treasures, and crea-
tures to keep the game
fresh. Kings & Things is not
just goofy, it's challenging
and tremendous fun as well.
Americans, though, have
no monopoly on goofiness.
The British have unleashed
two bizarre items recently.
Blood Bowl (Games Work-
shop, $25) carries American
football to its illogical ex-
treme. The playing field
looks familiar, but players
include zombies, orcs,
elves, skeletons, and other
nasties. These players can

|‘ N
|

throw, or kick, or simply &
tack a nearby opponent.
Hitting a player removes
one of its ‘“‘wound points”’
a player reduced to one
wound point is, at best,
stunned—or, at worst,
dead. The object, of cour
is to score the most touct
downs, but the mayhem ¢
the field is the real fun. A
once you've read the
tongue-in-cheek rulebook
you'll look at the big gam
on Sunday in a whole ne
way.

Chainsaw Warrior
(Games Workshop, $25)
a solitaire game set in a
lower Manhattan infested
with strange creatures frc
another dimension. (We'r
talking zombies, not yup-
pies.) You try to remove
controller of the forces o
evil, known as ‘“the
Darkness."”

You roll dice to create
warrior, then choose we:
ons, clothes, and other
items—ranging from lock
picking sets to the reliab
Westron MKX Pistol-Grip
Chainsaw. Each turn you
flip a card to see what y
meet, engage in combat
needed, and move the ti
15 seconds ahead. Varic
counters keep track of y
radiation level, enduranc
and marksmanship. If th
Darkness hasn’t been m
and defeated in one hou
you—and New York City
lose.

Unfortunately, much o
the game is mechanical:
you get to choose your
mode of combat, but thz
it. Goofy fun, yes, but m
ly a matter of luck.
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éonunued from page D4

-~ Part of the surge is due to the

new, highly versatile computers
that have come on the market
recently, such as Commodore's
Amiga system, Dolan said.

At~the same time, computer-
ized video games are making a
comeback, thanks partly to the
roaring popularity here and in
Japan of the Nintendo company’s
game system. The giant toymaker
now has 90 games that can be
played on its small, inexpensive
consoles.

The computer game busmess
hit its zenith in 1984, with sales of
$290 million, according to the
research firm Dataquest. By 1986,
sales of computer games had
slipped to $218 million. But fig-
ures from the first part of 1987
seem to indicate that the down-
ward spiral has ended, said Data-
quest analyst’ Paul Cubbage. By
1990, game sales should once
again top the $290 million mark,
Cubbage said.

“The whole thing has kind of
caught fire again,” said Dolan.
“They've caught a second wind.”

Computers’ improved graphics
and stereo sound inspired game
designers to improve their soft-
ware, Dolan said. And as software
went beyond crudely drawn war
games aimed at teen-agers, con-
sumers began to take a second
look.

“Everybody thought the mar-
ket was 12- to 17-year-olds, and
mostly boys,” said Dolan, herself
an avid gamer. “More women are
in it now. And as adults become
more interested in programming,
they demand more than a 12-
year-old kid would.”

All this has added up to blg
scores for the leading players in
the business of games. Publishers
of entertainment software —
among them Activision, San
Mateo’s Electronic Arts, Broder-
bund of San Rafael, Mindscape of
Northbrook, IIL, and Epyx of
Redwood City — are vigorously
marketing thousands of titles,
said Dolan. And a host of smaller
companies are hawking projects
of their own, such as “L.A. on a
Disk,” a computerized romp
through the Big Orange made by
Klynas Engineering of Simi Val-

Y.

On Cinemaware's drawing
board for March release is a test
game called Matchmaker. It's the
company’s first attempt at using
real video pictures instead of
animation or computer graphics.
As the name implies, Matchmaker
is a how-to-get-a-date program,
set in a singles bar.

In Matchmaker, the computer
monitor becomes a richly colored
television screen. The camera
serves as your eyes, swaying as
you enter the bar. The scene
changes as you press computer
keys to indicate the person you'd
like to speak to, where you'll
walk, what you'll drink.

Matchmaker was difficult to
make, Riordan said, because he
had to shoot the video from every
conceivable angle.

Still more complicated was the
programming for Palenque, de-
veloped by New York producer
Kathleen Stevens Wilson for Gen-
eral Electric’s experimental com-
pact disk system. Palenque uses
videotape to simulate a trip
through ancient Mayan ruins. The
tape is shot to make it seem that
you're standing in the middle of
the jungle. You can look in all
directions without a break in the
photography because of the way
the pictures were fed into the
computer.

Because of the potential it
helds for programs like Palenque,
the compact disk — the same CD
that has set the recording indus-
try on its ear — is viewed by many
in the computer entertainment
industry as the wave of the future.

“People are betting that this is |
going to be the new buzz“ord of|
the 1990s,” said Jacob. “And I
believe them.”

The disks would provide high-
quality digital sound and video —
and be completely interactive,
allowing the player to choose the
course of the story or game.

Already, toy companies Mattei:
Inc. and Hasbro Inc. are develop-
ing compact disk systems for the .
home and designing software for
children.

General Electric, working with
the David Sarnoffl Research Cen-
ter in Princeton, N.J., and the:
North American arm of the Dutch
Philips Corp., are among the
companies designing systems for‘
adults.

Mattel and General Electric
hope to bring out their CD sys- |
tems during the first half of next
year, representatives of both com-
panies said.

With programs like Palenque
and the electronic novel “Portal,”
entertainment software today is a’
far cry from what it was just a
decade ago.

—_m
It’s not just

a game, it’s

an adventure

Somewhere in the abandoned
city that was once Chicago I sat
mesmerized.

I pecked and pecked at the
computer, trying to figure out
what had happened. I'd been
gone on a space voyage and when
I returned, Earth was empty. No
one was anywhere — there
weren't even any dead bodies.

All I found was this computer
terminal, faintly gleaming in the
twilight.

Slowly, through the computer,
the story unfolded.

Forgetting completely that I
was sitting in the middle of the
Herald Examiner art department,
glued to a beeping, whirring
Macintosh computer, I was en-
twined in something that didn't
seem like a computer game at all.
This was “Portal,” the first “elec-
tronic novel.”

“I'd been thinking for a long
time about using the computer as
a medium for telling stories,” said
Rob Swigart, the Redwood City!
author who wrote “Portal.” “I was
secretly hoping that people who
use computers at work would pick
this up during their lunch hour
the same way people would read a
romance novel.”

In “Portal,” Swigart has re-
created the feel of a good novel,
yet the tale is not experienced
simply by reading text. It's as if
the reader becomes the narrator,
slowly discovering what has hap-

pened to Earth by finding ‘lost
ﬂles" in the computer. It's a bit
like a novel that's written as a
series of letters or an interactive
play like the long-running “Ta-
mara.”

The story in “Portal” takes
hours to unfold — perhaps just as
it would if the reader were sitting
at an abandoned terminal talking
with a sluggish computer intellig-
ence and hacking through files.
Piece by piece the story comes
out. There was a boy named Peter
Devore. He was somehow con-
nected to the disappearance of
everyone on Earth. He discovered
something he wasn’t supposed to
discover.

“Portal” is different from a
game because there's no winning.
Readers don't decide the direc-
tion of the plot, they only influ-
ence the order in which some
information comes up.

“Experiencing it is different
from reading a novel,” said Swi-
gart. “The rhythm of it is very
different. The machine imposes
its own rhythms on it.”

— Sharon Bemsteln




SOFTWARE REVIEWS

REVIEWED BY JOHN JERMAINE

Portal

Computer: Commodore 64
Publisher: Activision

2350 Bayshore Parkway
Mountain View, CA 94043
Medum: Disk
Price: $39.95

Early in 2004, you volunteered for a
special mission that would take you to
another solar system. But something
went wrong. You were revived, expect-
ing to begin a year of scientific tests and
observations near the twin star system
61 Cygni. To your amazement, you dis-
covered that your ship was bound to-
ward earth.

In your absence, many new satellites
had been added to the crowded sky
above the planet, but these devices
lacked their normal electronic chatter. A
scan of the planet showed that not a sin-
gle person remained. Several days ago,
you landed your small craft south of the
great metropolis of Chicago. Since your
departure from the planet, the city had
been preserved under an enormous
transparent dome. As you approach the
massive structure, you find the access
lock of the dome open.
the building, you discover a chamber
bathed in a mysterious glow. Upon closer
inspection, the glow originates from the
light of a computer terminal. Nearby you
find a manual titled “WORLDNET Emer-
gency Operating Instructions.” It ex-
plains how to contact a special group of
12 data centers that have stored valuable
information about the affairs of the
world. Seated at the keyboard, you're
ready to explore the years of the planet
you never knew.

I spent 12 consecutive evenings study-
ing Portal. After I finished evaluating the
product, my curiosity led me to look at
another reviewer’s comments to see if
we agreed on most of the major issues.
Surprisingly, the reviewer thought Portal
was a boring game.

First of all, the program isn’t a game at
all, and it doesn’t resemble any game on
the market. You don't take command of a
great vessel loaded with weapons, for ex-
ample, or assume the role of some color-
ful character setting off on a dangerous
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cosmic quest. No scoring mechanism is
present, and you don't have to worry
about penalties, timers, carrying the right
objects around with you, or the threat of
being blasted to atoms by a powerful foe
that can appear at any moment. So what
exactly is Portal? 1 believe it is a science
fiction book merged with a classic mys-
tery novel. You are the title character ina
story where you forage for clues to solve
a great mystery.

Two features are constantly displayed
on the screen: a dataspace window that
dominates 90% of the picture and a fo-
cus line at the bottom of the screen
which contains four icons. The window
has two functions. First, it displays a 12-
symbol map of data bases you can ex-
plore just by manipulating a joystick.
This window also acts as a monitor
screen for the text files, diagrams and
pictures you encounter along the way.

Once you've focused your attention
on a single data space, like History for ex-
ample, press the fire button and view the
list of file titles it contains. Titles that have
already been examined have a check
mark beside them. After you have seen
the list of titles, select a file to read, use
the stick to maneuver that title into the
data space window, and press the fire
button one more time. The file is now
open for inspection, and the window has
transformed from a list of titles to pages
of text. Pulling down on the joystick calls
up the pages of the file in their proper or-
der. Pushing the stick forward reviews
the pages you have just read. The words
“No more” appear at the top of the win-
dow whenever a file is finished.

Portal’s focus line is a master control

panel containing the four icons. Going
from left to right on the strip, the long
blue rectangle allows the user to exit a
file at any time, while providing a visual
report of how deep you have penetrated
that particular data space. The white
block is used to mark your place in the
program when you wish to quit right
now and return to that point at another
time. A yellow square displaying a black
drawing of a man’s face is a direct line to
Homer, your computer ally in this search
for the truth. You use this symbol quite
often because Homer wants to solve this
mystery as much as you do. He tries to
tell you where to go for your next file of
information and sometimes he makes
this square flash to tell you he has a very
important message. But most of the time
Homer provides some food for thought
that helps you reason where you should
be looking for unopened data files. Acti-
vating the final gray box returns you to
the interface map of data space icons.
Homer has the ability to extract data
from unknown sources and convert it
into an interesting narrative story. Cen-
tral Processing, located in Geneva, is an
unusual data space because it seems to
acquire a lot of information that doesn't
quite fit into one specific category.
Some data centers contribute graphics
to the program for the viewer to exam- .
ine. Psychology, for example, offers
graphic psychological profiles of many of
the characters in Portal while Edmod
displays each individual’s aptitude and
learning skills profiles in the same man-
ner. Life Support provides another col-
lection of graphics which allow you to
Continued on pg. 114
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Continued from pg. 22
study the health of each person in eight
different ways.

Wasatch center also offers unique ma-
terial. It specializes in presenting genea-
logical graphs and diagrams beginning
around the year 2010. History and Geog-
raphy supply information about these
two topics, while Scitech delivers sci-
ence and technology reports as they be-
come available. Med10 offers files of gen-
eral information about medicine and
medical problems of the future.

The two final data spaces, Military and
Psilink, contain important top secret
documents that the public has little or no
knowledge about. Military files usually
consist of priviledged information about
acts of war and weapons, while Psilink
contains a series of forbidden files offer-
ing new data that helps to explain many
of the complex situations which arise in
the story.

The graphics of Portal are original and
entertaining, but somewhat simple in na-
ture. There are a few outstanding excep-
tions, however. I was very pleased with
the opening sequence of the program
because it gives you a quick look at a
series of diagrams and drawings that be-
come important as you progress into the
scheme of the story. Bizarre sounds com-
plete this unique presentation which re-
sembles the opening sequence of a movie.

The graphic transition from display-
ing the icon interface to showing the
inside of a data space uses an interest-
ing transformation sequence. It is
smooth, linear and a pleasure to
watch. File pictures and diagrams are
black and white with some details.
These drawings support the story
very well, but large numbers of them
in the program limited the amount of
detail the programmer could add to
each picture.

Portal’s sounds are also very origi-
nal, but the catalog of noises is very
small considering the fact that the
program is five disk-sides long. Certain
sounds tend to become monotonous after
a while.

Portal doesn't resemble any existing
computer game and it shouldn’t be
judged as one. The program is a novel in
software form. Think of Portal as the
pages of a book ripped from its binding.
The user holds page one in his hand and
throws the remaining pages high into the
air. Your task is to reconstruct the book

page by page. ¢ |
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WHERE IN THE WORLD IS |3 [[pIPID}maian] | i
CARMEN SANDIEGO? g 4 ALTER EGO

: : Activision : * -
Broderbund i * * ‘* * : i ; * * *’ * :
17 Paul Dr. ht.t.0.6d I SR 2.8.0.0.0.4

San Rafael CA 94908 : d Mountain View, CA 94043

L : 4 |1 I really like this unusual and innovative
This is a really good educational game. | ’game’ywhich, tha ot Biiel G ot e
onu ol famofl‘xsvdciectu}/lc, A eane |3 |1 some of the most broadly therapeutic
of the villains of V.LL.E. has stolen a |§ [ 214 consciousness-raising  sof tware
famous treasure. With the help of the |§ | available: - ATMe. Bod 1e  dlee ver
onscreen .clues and gfour trusty IWSrIéi { |l entertaining. Describe yourself (maﬁ:
Almanac and Book Of Facts (included) |§ |§ and female versions are available) to

ou_&rack thchc_:ulprlt arouﬁld theE world. |; the computer, then dive into your
esides teaching you how to use |{ | :
reference books,. WITWICS " will leag | | ?gfpothetlcal life at any age level from

i : ant. to codger and play out your
you to all Kkinds of interesting fantasies, try on new personalities, find

what = you'd  do. .if... . TFhe .box
suggests parental discretion, but I would
recommend this wholesome software to
anyone old enough to read.-BD

information about the countries you [§ [§ out
vasirg . Tike - ourrency.’ Viflagsy iand :

population, and you’ll hardly be aware
that you’ve been taught. The graphics
and gameplay are nice, too. -MB

LEATHER GODDESSES OF

Dr. Ruth’s Game of Good Sex lnFG]_r01Ed : PHOBOS InFm—rut d
Avalon Hill ; ! : : : ; 3
4517 Harford Road b * * * + : Infocom : | ** ** b

Baltimore, MD 21214 125 Cambridge Park Dr.
. : & Cambridge MA 02140
Now, Fresh from the Donahue show!.. 4 This sexy spoof of 1930’s science
that dynamic little sex celebrity (who | 4 fiction pulp novels is fun to play,
can’t possibly have time for sex %Lﬁfli) 4 ] though ‘I)nfocom has produced more
has brought her one-person crusade for |[§ |§ challenging standard-level text
clevated ~ sexual awareness to the |§ [} adventures. In this one you must
computing _ community  (the last |§ |§ defeat the evil Leather Goddesses, who
frontier?). There are some very explicit [§ |§ are bent on sexually enslavinF the
multiple-choice questions in a fairly |3 |§ citizens of Earth. There are a lot of
standard quiz format allowing up to (3 [§ giggles in this one, and you’ll run into
four Flayers to test their knowledge of | |§ some real pulp-novel characters and
sexual facts (you may be surprised a't 4 |4 cliffhanger situations along the way.
some of the things you didn’t know!) |1 ' You won’t be offended by Leather
Very educational, with lots of good |§ |§ Goddesses: it has 3 naughtiness levels,
information. Not for prudes or 6th [ § .4 even LEWD is pretty tame. (Buf |
grade boys! -BD | watch the scratch’n’sniff smells!) -MB |

POl.?.’!‘{kL ROBOT RASCALS
Activision

: : 4 Electronic Arts/Ogark Softscape
PO Box 7287 ! 7 4 1820 Gateway Dr.

Mountain View CA 94043 San Mateo CA 94404

You’ve gone on a space mission and | i G s e
return to a deserted Earth! You | g&l;erlss &act“égm air
discover a computer terminal linked | 4 a computer

into the barely-functioning worldwide | 2 our knowle
database. With the help of an artificial [{ |}

intelligence, you trﬁ to piece together
what happened to the people of Earth.
This is an engrossing, fascmatmg, and 4 robot scavenger
somewhat disturbing program. It’s like |} |8 effects. and gre
a murder mygterY, an expedition, and |; 4 and the robots
having amnesia all rolled into one. The | 4 endearing. The
graphics are minimal but good, the text | 4 feel as UNO
1S excellent, and the 1con-and-Joystlck : 4 swapping. If y
interface is well done. Portal takes up | 4 computer gam

5 sides of 3 disks. 4 play, this one

is GREAT!”
-Mark & Benn




FORTAL FREVIEW
By John Jermaine
Ladies and gentlemen of the iury, I am here to testaty 1@ tHe
behalf of Activision’s Fortal program. Early this year 1 spent twelwve

consecutive evenings studying this interesting new form of soft

+
z
iy
s
‘ S

.

After I had finished evaluating the pradiceys mys ‘ctiriosity died “ge it
look aver anocther reviewer’ s comments on the subiect, to seslf  we
agiEead on most af the Mmajdr @ issues, Surprisingly., that individual
thought Fortal was merely a boring game. Fiuret L of 8511 the program

isn’t a game at all, and it doesn’t resemble any micro-computer gams oOn

the market. You dont take cCommaro of

o

great vessel loaded with

weapons, for example, or assume the role of some colorful character

i

setting off on a dangerocus cosmic quest. No scoring mechanism ic

=

present in the software, and you don’t have to worry about penzalties,
timers, carrying the right obiects around with Yolt, or. the  Sheoepat  of
being blasted to atoms by a powerful foe that can appear at any moment.
It would also be har

d:-to compare FEortal &g existing software because I

can’t think of anything it resembles. What pracbly ie Portal P libelieve

it is a special software blend of a

cienee tietion boek ) mefged  with

b

the elements of a classic mystery novel. The  wser: is  the stitle
character in & story where he forages for clues that mightschmelog @ him
solve a great mystery. Ladies and gentlemen of the Jury, please listen

to the following testimony, consider the facts, and decide for vourseldf

iy

if Fortal is innocent or guilty of being one of the most original
software concepts of the vyear.

EBefore I discuss

the components of Fortal, I would like ¢to glve

you the sequence of events which actually take place before youw load in




the program. I have always been szomewhat of a loner, but I never
imagined that I was destined to become the last surviving human being
in the Sclar System. My name is not important because no one will

probably ever read this report. Early in 2004, I wvolunteersc o

b

special mission that would take a qualified individual to ancother solar

system for a relatively short period of time. On May 24 of the same

i

vyear, 1 reached for the stars. While I slept away the long months in

cryofield, the ship performed flawlessly. During the first Ffive vyears

of the mission alone, my wvessel reached a fantastic velooity
approaching the spesd of Lights Then somsthing went  wrong. I was

revived,

a vear of scientific tests and obsesrvations

&1 Cygni. To my amazement, I discoversd that

the ship was inward bound towards Earth. How could this have happened?
I really dont know. Something apparently disrupted and destroved a

large portion of the programming that wasz guiding my

pre-determined destination. Luckily, the welhin cdteelf dHad nok bean
damaged. While examining the mission data, I also uncovered the fact
that the flow of time had been altersed within the crew cabin as  the

vehicle accelerated. I can®t explain thiz phenomenon either. MNone of my

mizsion briefings brought up this possibility, and there was no way 1
could predict the present date on Earth. Itioreally wdidn?ls imatter
though. My craftt was bringing me home to a heross welcoms where I could
pick the minds of the euperts to cbtain the answers 1  sought. e T
approached the world of my birth, I sent out transmissions to the lunar
outposts and the colonies positioned in the vicinity of Earth. The face

of the Moomn was strangely silent, as  werse the Ffloating islands in

space. In my absense many new satellites had been added to the crowded

i



i

ky above the planest, but even thesse devices lacked their n$normal
Elerronic chatker. 1 decided toiparkithe mother ! ship o in. orbit and
decend to the world beneath me to inves

tigate this great mystery first

hand. My first stop was Cape Canaveral. It had de-generated into an

i

ard

1
£}
e

aver grown pasture of decaving buildings. The gulls flew over h

gmall animals scampered about, but any signs of recent hbuman activity

in ths region

ey

imply. didmit o eists Moving ap the coast, oird

Washipngton DeLs to be  nothifng @ mere than a h«kuge park  of apcient

-

memorials. Even the underground portion of the city was as guiet as  a
tomb. New York City had become & vast concrete whieres
vehicles were positioned on the streets as if they had been

during rush hour and their cdrivers removed. These discoveries were

startling indeed, but now I had to face som

o

cold realities, Eipst of

all there were n

1l
]
il
=
i
0
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radiation anyvwhere on the planst, so

i

could rule out war as being the cause of this great calamity. It WAS

also batheripg me that I wWasn't finding any bedies in the sites [+ had

orld had been plagued with qatural

etc., there would have been heaps of human

fever purged the esxistance of marn  had apparently
. i ¥

human outpost in the Solar Svstem.

1y was I the exception to the rule? After many months of searching, I

recently discovered the means of getting my answers. Several d.

I landed my small craft south of the grsat metropolis Chicago.
departure from the planet, the loop and it°s precious B 20th-century

architecture had been preserved under an enormous transparent doms. s

I approached the massive structure, I found the access lock of the dome

]

open bo

I

the weather. This was more evidence supporting the theory that




whatever had swept the human race from this plane of existence had
struck very | swiftly. Entering the enclosure, I began a routine

systematic search of another well known populationicenter. This time 1

o

was rewarded for my effort. On the second level of a bui 1 i g, I

discovered a chamber bathed in a mysterious glow. Upon closs

IJ

inspection, that glow originated from the "Ready" light of a  computer
terminal. A terminal ready for use. Nearby h found a0 cmanual kit led

WORLDNET Emergency Operating Instructions", It explained how t
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& aroup h 12 “data | o =Ta! valuahle
information about the affzirs of the world for man WEANr S, Seated at

the kevboard, I°m readvy to explore the years of the planet 1 never
knew, and solve the great mysteries surrounding the disappearance of
the human race.

Now that you krnow what vou're L ﬂgﬂ]{in i Bartal. 1ot dizcuss

]

the prime elements of the program. Two features are constantly
ayed on the screen: (1) a dataspace window that dominates FARR A

the picture, and (2) A focus line, at the bottom of the iy which

containg four useful icons. The window I mentioned has twe . afunetione.,
Firet of ally it can displav a twelve symbol interface map of data
bases, that the user can explore bust by manipulating a Hdoystick. This

window also acts as a monitor scr

i

en for the teut files, diagrams, ard
pictures you encounter along the way. Once you focused vour attention

on a single data sp.

u_;

VT, like History for example, press  the fire

button, and view the list of file titlezs it contains at that  given

moment. Titles that have already been eramined have a check mark beside

them. After vou have seen the

il
o
[ n

e Ol £ e

Hl

by melect a HYler e wieail

lﬂ

e the stick to maneuver that title into the data space  window, and



pie: the fire button one more time. The +file is now open for
inspection, and ths window has transformed from a list of titles +o

pages ot tedE. Follidng down on ithe

‘—J
-:
]
,—+

ck calls up the pages of the
file in their proper arder. Fushing the stick forward reviews the pages

you have Jjust read. The words "No more" appear at the top of the window

whenever a file has been totally digested. Fortal®s focus line -
master control panel ntaaning tour uwsefuliiicens. Going from left  to

e to g1 b a

i
]

Fight ‘on the steip, he long blue rectangle allows the us

while providing a visual report of how deep you have

1

ez Lo mark

.
i

rarticul ar data space. The white bloc Ll

it

your place in the program when you wish to quit right now and return to
that point at another time. A yellow square, displaying a black drawing

of a man’s face, is a direct line to Homer, vour computer allivoan athie

i
™
Ui

search for the truth. I use this symbol guite often because Homer wa

to solve this mystery

B go SHe! teies e ell me owhere to

af intformation . abd sometime

.
hesa,
m
i

G for my nes e

Flash To tell e e

a very important mes

Homeat provides some food for thought that helps me

should be looking for unppened data files. Activating th final Grey

]

box returns you directly to the interface map of d

+
]
i

o
i
1 v
o]
3]
i

Getting back to the icons of the interface, I was impressed  with

m

their sophisticated appearance, and I want to tell you something  about
each of them. Homer is the most importarnt data center you encounter,
but don’t think of it az cold mechanical source of information. "He" is

yow artificially intelligent computer companion during this quest for

knowledge. I use the term "He" becat Homer displays many human

qualities including curiosity, admiration, fear, he tries to




pun, and you can almost sense his nesd for contact with human beings.

Homer also has the ability to extract data from unknown sources, ard

convert that material inte an interesting narrative storvy. Central
Frocessing, located in Geneva, is an unusual dats space becauss it
seems to agquire a lot of information that doesn™+ guite  fit s imdo s ome
specific category. Some data centers contribute graphs to the program
for the viewer to examine. Fsychology, %ol example, offers graphic

sychological profiles of many of the characters in Fortal, while Edmod

-

displays esach individual’s aptitude and learning skills profiles in the

same manner. Life Support provides another gollection of graphs which

allow you to study the health of each person in 8 different WEaY S,
Wasatch center also offers unique material. It speclializes T
presenting genealogical graphs and diagrams beginning around the vyear
2010. History and Geography supply info abodt these two topics, whiile
Scitech delivers science and technology reports as they beocome

available. MedlO offers files of general information about medicine and
medical problems of the future. The two final data spaces, Military and
F=ilink, contain important top secret documents that the public “has
little o B0 knowledge. abouk. Military fi lede Usually consish ot

privileged information about acts

8]
by

war  and weapons, while Fsilink

'
i

contains a serie

i

]

s of forbidden files offering new data that helps to

+

explain many of he complex situations which arise in the story.

The graphics of Fortal are original and entertaining., but somewhat
simple in nature. There are two outstanding exceptions, howsver, gt o0
this rule. I was very please with the opening sequence of the program

because it gives you a guick look at a series of diagrams and drawings

that becoms important as vou progress

into the scheme of the story.




Bizarre

zounds complete this
opening sequence of a movi

Eransition from displ

data

unigue presentatiocn  which
= ' might @ alco . S3dd  that

aving the icon interface to showing the inszide

resembl es

the
the graphic

ot

& space uses an interesting transformation sequence. It is smooth,
linear, and a pleasure to watch. File pictures and diagrams are blaclk
and white drawings support the story very
well, but large numbers of them in  the pragiam  sliicely - limited the
amount of detail the programmer could add to each individual picture.
Fortal’s sounds are also very original, but the catalog  of noises @ is
very small considering the fact that the plEoglam 15 five  dic] sides
long. Certain sounds tend to become monotonous atter a while. I believe
there are seven different sounds used throughout the program.

In conclusion, I wish to present my closing statements to the
Jury. First of all, Fortal is naot a game, it doesn’t arny
exiszting computer game, and it shouldn’t be Judged as such. The program

s a sophisticated novel in software form. I persanally think of Fortal
as the pages of a book ripped from its binding, the user holds page one
in his hand, and throws the remaining pages high inta the air. Y oL

iz to re-construct the bool page by page. Homer is like the kid
next door who says I think I saw page two float over there, or it
ever in that direction? Even though "He" is a component of the svstem
you are working with, Homer exhibits a genuineskhueet. for it he et b
and you can trust him whern he Diwves ol a vel g The data Ffiles
themselves wsrs interesting, logical, and presented in a manner ¥ L
would expect to find in a library or government data base. In some
instances, I believe the inspiration for Fortal’s futuristic technol ogy
actually came from present dav scientific research papers and magazine




articles. Fortal talks about vehicles using liquid nitEcgen o g el

I'm sure I read something about the use of supetr cold gases a

it
i

possible fuel source several years ago in a magasine ‘article. Arnother
portion of the tale gives amn account of two ancient particle beam
generators destroying the sites of McMardo and Erebus soundlessly  and
with great ferocity. One of the weapons currently being developed for

ouwr national def

1]

nEe is a particle beam generator. I take my hat off to
the person who researched the technology that supports the events of
thelstory. The main display screen of the program looks SNarp., arid
contains several powerful icoms that are vary user S friendly. Ewven
through the picture and diagram graphics might have been a little
better, they support the story very well. Fertal =@ sbunds ars  alse
excellent, but there could have been a Parager . variety of  them &0
sLpport siich a @ huge  project, In  all fairmess to.  the ‘pecople who

programmed Fortal, I think they simply ran out of MEMOry. Before I

1

1

i

e

lude this review, I would like to tempt vou with some  bits of
information about the Fortal story. It is a tale of Feter Devore, a
young man with a destiny. He discovered the portal, and has a pardts o1
the chain of events that led to the disappearance of the human race.
Regent Sable, a man of authority, searches desperately for Feter
because he fears the young man has the ability to change the world with
his mind. Wanda Sixlove, a 26 vear old woman with tong . darl thair, 18
one of the many sleeping occupants of a huge space craft 19 vears  out
from Earth. What do all of these people have in common? Why does this
tale begin in Illinois and end in Antarctica? Will a 2000 man azsault
on Mt. Erebus be successful? What is the secret of Terminus? Fimal d v

can the human race be restored throughout the Solar System? All of



theze guestions and

answered

FPortal. I epnioy a good

facinated

from the very beginning.

disappointed esither.

zimilar interests,




This month, Arnie gives us a
recent history lesson and then
reviews a history of the future

Software publishing is a risky busi-
ness. In recent years, many producers of
entertainment programs for home com-
puters have acted like staunch members
of Gamblers Anonymous. Publishers
seem afraid to affix their companys pre
cious brand name to anything less than a
sure thing.

Of course, there are reasons for such
exaggerated caution. Entertainment soft-
ware is a fashion-oriented business and
highly sensitive to any shifts in consumer

preferences. The 1984 computer reces- -

sion shook the confidence of software
publishing executives as sales plum-
meted from the penthouse to the base-
ment in six hectic months.

In that brief half-year, the shape of the
home computer industry changed com-
pletely. Before the bottom dropped out of
the market in 1984, companies luxuriated
in an environment in which practically
everything they tried succeeded hand-
somely. After the slump, it seemed as if
nothing could succeed.

There’s nothing like a string of flops to
dissuade a company from committing
itself to a program that’s a little out of the
ordinary, a little esoteric. When even the
tried-and-true proves undependable, it’s
easy to view the unusual as simply be-
yond the pale.

That’s why, for two long years, hum-
drum British imports and rehashed
proven hits dominated new releases.

Companies mistrusted their own judg-
ment about their programs’ contents, so
making them look inviting on the shelf
took precedence over content. The power
at software companies shifted from the
product development department to the
marketing department.

The rebound of hardware and software
sales that started in early 1986 improved
the climate for experimentation and inno-
vation. The marketing mavens aren’t
abdicating, but now there’s a feeling that
content is salable once again.

One of the products of this ‘new free-
dom’ is Portal from Activision.

Portal may not be best entertainment
program of 1987, but it is arguably the
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A PORTAL TO INNOVATION

By Arnie Katz

most significant. No other title has done
as much to enlarge the computer enter-
tainment universe. It represents a new
category of entertainment software.

Portal is the first home computer pro-
gram that can accurately be called a
computer novel. It presents a detailed
story as only a computer could tell it.

Other publishers had labeled various
titles as ‘computer novels’ or ‘electronic
novels’. They weren’t. They were adven-
tures, usually all text, with overly linear
plots and little meaningful opportunity
for player action. Unable to write a multi-
pathed interactive adventure, the design-
ers based their games on a straightjack-
eted story-line that the player had to fol-
low from start to finish without deviation.

The worst ‘computer novels’ amount
to nothing more than a series of forced
moves. Each command triggers a couple
of screens of text that propel events to the
next forced move. In effect, the player
reads a story on the monitor and turns the
‘pages’ by hitting return or entering some
perfunctory phrase. (These computer
novels frequently cause a great deal of
frustration when the player has to keep
trying words until he or she stumbles on
the one that pushes the plot to the next
stage.) By calling such works ‘computer
novels’, their publishers hope to avoid
criticism from sophisticated consumers
who want more scope in an adventure.

Portal, Rob Swigart’s tale of a future
society in which the entire population
suddenly disappears, is the first true elec-
tronic novel.

Portal is structured as a set of inter-
locking databases. The player reads text
files as the program adds them, one by
one, to the menus of 12 data spaces. Each
new file embellishes the plot, fleshes out
characters, or provides background for
this tautly strung science fiction story.

Portal is a novel, as opposed to an
adventure, because the user does not
interact with the plot or characters. The
user-interface is not designed to facilitate
order entry, but rather to make it easy to
call up text files. The player finds files,
studies their contents (text, maps, charts,
and graphs), and pieces together the en-
tire novel as it unfolds on the screen.

Portal casts the user as a space ex-
plorer, assumed lost, who returns to an
abandoned planet Earth. All the vanished
populace has left behind is the slowly
'dying’ world computer network. Finding
out where everyone went and why is the
main objective of the game.

Portal is steeped in the wild invention
that makes science fiction such fascinat-
ing, mind-stretching literature. Psionics,
a super civilization in Antarctica, and
spaceflight to distant stars all play major
roles in this adult, absorbing story. Portal
is a long way from bug-eyed monsters
and laser battles in space. As a story, it
stands up well against non-electronic
science fiction.

The main display is a diagram of the
network’s 12 data spaces. Each database
contains a specialized class of knowl-
edge. Waswatch, for instance, is a com-
puterized genealogy. A file found within
this data space provides three graphs for
every character in the story: Core intelli-
gence, Physiology and ESP, and Family
Tree:

The player moves among the data
spaces. Pressing the action button allows
the user to splice into the data space
currently shown on the screen. Once in-
side, an icon-based menu makes it simple
to study the active files.

Homer, the storytelling artificial intel-
ligence, is the comerstone of the story-
telling process. It is an artificial intelli-
gence that organizes data presented in the
files into a coherent narrative. While
Homer is occasionally long-winded, its
periodic extensions of the story are the
focus of reader interest.

The graphics are mostly simple geo-
metric shapes, but there’s just enough
happening on the screen to keep the
player riveted to his or her seat, madly
turning up new files as fast as possible.

Portal is more than just a historically
important computer program: It is an
enjoyable computer experience. I hope it
is the first of many such computer novels.

Portal

$49.95

Activision

Drawer 7285

Mountain View, Calif. 94042
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By Linda Kaplan

PORTAL: DEPORTED TO THE MAC

Just because it runs on the Mac doesn’t mean it’s really a Mac program.
And in the case of a fine product like Portal, more’s the shame.

~ SRR

TR C

Companies that port their products to
the Mac often don’t finish them. Activ-
ision isn’t alone in this: Infocom even
retains their original packaging, illus-
trated with an IBM disk. (Why don’t they
even paste a photo of a Mac disk over it
when they plunk the Macintosh label on
the box?)

106

More distressing, some products
operate in ways antithetical to Macintosh
standards.

For example, Portal consists of three
400K disks. You are advised, in the single
Macintosh instruction, to insert disk one.
As a Macintosh owner, you're used to
acting intuitively, and may automatically

introduce disk two in the external drive. If
you follow your instincts in this case, you
will come to regret it. Well into the game,
disk one is ejected from your internal
drive and disk two requested. Sure, it’s
already in drive two. But Portal will not
look at drive two! Worse yet, it disables
the usual ways of ejecting disks — I used
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a paper clip. which always makes me
worry about breaking something.

Atthe start, you must enter your name.
You'll instinctively grab for your mouse
when you begin to type. Don’t bother.
There is no cursor visible for correcting
errors. This will invoke a flash of help-
lessness in those of you born to computers
with a mouse in your hand. Fortunately,
your cursor reappears and is put to good
use after the introductory screens. But
there are other frustrating moments.

Portal is a convincing facsimile of an
interactive program, but it is not genu-
inely so. You must read an entire file to
trigger the next event and nothing you do
will affect the story. That’s not so bad.
But you must drag the scroll-bar box to
the very bottom of the file even though
the ends of most of the hundreds of files
are blank. This delay becomes irritating
in proportion to your involvement with
the story.

Portal’s story is indeed compelling,
more so after you realize that four of the
databases are providing reams of incom-
prehensible and irrelevant information. A
glance or two at Wasatch, Life Support,
Psych and Edmond is more than enough.

You come to rely most upon Homer
but will disagree with him sometimes
about what is important. He’s supposed
to flash insistently when he’s got some-
thing significant to say, but in fact, he
rudely interrupts when you've begun
something utterly fascinating, only to
disappoint you with trivial information.
And there are other difficulties with
Homer.

When you are elsewhere, you can
click on Homer's icon to obtain his ad-
vice. These messages hang. You'll learn
to click on Focus to release them, but that
returns you to Interface before you iike.

Naturally, the Portal documentation
was not amended for the Mac. Referring
to the consequences of moving the stick
or punching the yellow help button when
there is neither is irrelevant or mislead-
ing.

Is Portal an innovative and exciting
presentation? Yes! Are aspects of the
interface splendid? Yes! Will it teach you
to read again? Yes!

“So what does she want?” you ask.
Well, I'd just like to see the quality of
Portal’s porting to the Mac match the
quality of the rest of the program. [And we
wouldn’t mind if Portal would run on our
2 Mb Macs and on our Mac Il — Ed.)
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The
precision
of a
DRAW
program

The fine
detail

of a
PAINT
program

Now combined in

SuperPaint

Graphics for the Macintosh will
never be the same again. Before
it was paint or draw. One or the
other. Now, nothing less than
both will do. With SuperPaint, you
can edit dot by dot in the PAINT
layer and you can create and
manipulate objects in the DRAW
layer.

Until recently, paint programs only
printed at 72 dpi. Now
SuperPaint's unique LaserBits™

Suggested Retail Price: $99.00

System Requirements:
Macintosh 512K, Plus, XL (1 mb)

"Macintosh is a trademark licensed to Appie Computer, Inc

LaserBits is a trademark of Silicon Beach Software, Inc

feature allows you to magnify and
work on dots in the paint layer at
an amazing 300 dpi resolution!
These high resolution images can
be pasted directly into your word
processor or page layout
program.

SuperPaint. When all you need is
a masterpiece!

(compared to other paint pro-
grams) "‘SuperPaint is the clear
winner and... MacPaint's heir
apparent.”

Adrian Mello, MacWorld, Jan '87

“"SuperPaint is the hottest graph-
ics package currently available.”
Bob LeVitus, MACazine, Jan '87

“Is SuperPaint really super?
Absolutely.”
Sharon Aker, MacUser, Feb '87

.]- ila :(2

A

Silicon Beach Software, Inc.
P.O. Box 261430

San Diego, CA 92126

(619) 695-6956

Circle 65 on Reader Service Information Card
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- This was a banner year for person-
al computer owners. Whether the
computers were used as a product-
ive tool or a source of entertainment,
goftware designers continued to
amaze and delight us with fresh
ideas and new approaches. It was a
year of bold exploration, as software
companies struggled to fulfill the
nwdsm of a diverse consumer mar-
_ In the spirit of the holiday season,
and as a special gift-giving guide,
Tribune Extra proudly presents the
second annual ON-LINE Software
Awards — The Best Games of 1986.
Winners and runners-up were cho-
sen in 10 of the most popular com-
puter game catagories. Alas, the
awards carry no bells or whlstlu,
just a round of applause and a
hearty thumbs-up.

Programs were judged on the
basis of overall quality, including
points for sound, graphics, creati-
vity of design and long-term inter-

est. Although some programs were .

officially released in 1985, they did
not receive wide distribution until
this year. Finally, all programs are
available for one or more of the fol-
lowing computers: Commodore,
Amiga, Atari, Apple, IBM and
Tandy systems. Consult your favor-
ite outlet for specific details on price
and availability.

GAME OF-THE YEARE

“Elite"
Firebird Licensees, Inc.

To live and die in deep space. The
intellectual’s  shoot-’em-up,
sprawling space-age adventure fea-
tures all the right stuff: marvelous
3-D graphics, edge-of-your-seat ac-
tion, long-term player involvement
and strategic diplomacy. A must for
all serious gamers.

RUNNERS-UP
- “The Bard’s Tale” (Electronic
Arts, “Portal” (Activision), “Lords
of Conquest” (Electronic Arts) and
*“Ultima IV” (Origin Systems).

DESIGN=+ -

Interplay Productions
(Includes Brian Fargo, Michael
Cranford and David Lowery)

Interplay is the designer of sever-
al new-age classics, such as “The
Bard’s Tale,” “Borrowed Time”
and “Tass Times in Tonetown.”
They are true pioneers, breaking the
barriers of a limited technology with
innovative designs. This talented
group has helped change the face of
computer graphics, sound and
player interaction.

RUNNERS-UP

R e R L oy

Meier and Andy Hollis (“‘Silent Ser-
vice,” “Gunship”), Troy Lyndon
(“Star Rank Boxing,” “GBA Bas-
ketball"), Michael Bate and Rick

m") :
SPORTS GAME!

“GBA Basketball: Two-On-Two”
; Gamestar/Activision

Even non-basketball fans will fall
in love with this game’s ingenius
two-player options and computer in-
teraction. Practice with a friendly
game of “Horse” or play a full sea-
son of tough teams on your way to
the championship game. A master-
piece.

RUNNERS-UP
“Leader Board Golf”’ (Access
Software), “Hardball” (Accolade
Software), ‘“10th Frame” ( Access
Software), “Star Rank Boxing"
(Gamestar/Activision).

= - “G ”
" MicroProse Simulation Software

Absolutely the state-of-the-art in
combat flight simulations, “Gun-
ship” blows all other helicopter si-
mulators out of the sky. Complex,
yet easily addicting, this is one you
must see to believe. The best combi-
nation of action and strategy ever
produced in a combat scenario.

R

UNNERS-UP :
“U.S.A.A.F.” (Strategic Simula-

tions, Inc.), ‘“Destroyer” (Epyx
Inc.), “Battlefront” (Strategic Stu-
dies Group), “Balance of Power”
(Mindscape, Inc.).

A newly revised version of a cult
favorite, “Wizard"” is complete with
100 game levels and a user-friendly’
construction set for building your

own devious screens. Fast, funny
and highly addicting, ‘“Ultimate Wi-
zard” will push even the most jaded
joystick ]ockey to the limit.

RUNNERS-UP
usuper Cyclen (Epyx Inc. )’ u
trator” (Mindscape, Inc.), “Arctic
Fox” (Electronic Arts), “AcroJet"
(MicroProse Simulation Software).

TEXT ADVENTURE"

Infocom/Activision

The final chapter in Infocom’s in-
famous “Enchanter”’ fantasy series,
“‘Spellbreaker” could be that com-
pgny’s best work to date. Undoubt-

Banks (‘““Aces of Aces,” “Dam Bus-

, rewardingforthosewimngtoseen
* . through. For experts only. This is a

tough one.

“Breakers’’
bund), “A Mind Forever Voyaging’
(Infocom/Activision),
(Synapse/Broderbund), “Amnesia”
(Electronic Arts).

GRAPHIC ADVENTURE

“mlﬂ
Activision
Set in the distant future, you re-
turn to Earth from a 100-year space
mission only to find no trace of the
human race. Where have all the peo-
ple gone? With only the help of a
dying computer system, you must
act quickly to uncover the truth be-
fore it is too late. “Portal” is one of
the strangest and truly innovative
games on the market. “Incredible”
is the only word to describe this
three-disk epic.

R
“Oo-Topos” (Polarware/Pen-
guin), “Tass Times in Tonetown"
(Activision), “Labyrinth” (Activi-
sion), “The Pawn” (Firebird Licen-
sees, Inc.)

ROLE-PLAYING GAME

“The Bard’s Tale”
Electronic Arts

The game which broke all the
rules and wrote a few new ones in
the field of fantasy games. Multi-
level 3-D scrolling mazes, animated
graphics, 85 magic spells, multiple
character development — this game
has it all. A very classy game that
also happens to be one of the hardest
in its genre.

(Synapse/Broder— :

- “Essex’” |

“Ultima IV” (Origin S
“Wizard’s Crown” (Sttategyic
lations, Inc,), “Moebius”
Systems), “Phantasie II"’ (St
Simulations, Inc.).

BOARD GAME

“Lords of Conquest”
Electronic Arts

If  you liked the board
“RISK,” you will fall in lov
“Lords of Conquest.” Easy tq
and almost impossible to q
game of power and territorial
gles is a bona fide classic.

RUNNERS-UP
“Shanghai” (Activision),
Rascals” (Electronic Arts), ¢
sus Chess IV” ( Firebird Lice
Inc.), “Star Fleet 1” (
Corp.).

EDUCATIONAL:

“Alter Ego”

Activision
Experience a complete life
your microcomputer. From
death and everything in b

“Alter Egon is an
achievement in interactiv
ware. Highly entertaining a
thought provoking. Both m
female versions available.
RUNNERS-UP
“Mind Mirror”’ (Electroni
“WizType” (Sierra On-Line
mework Helper Series” (Sp!
Software), ‘‘MasterType’s
(Scarborough Systems

Inc.).

EMERGENC

{

DISCOUNT WALL CO VERIIVGS
.~ MINI & MICRO BLINDS

fHE PHONE WAY!

Buy Dlrect Major Brand

'ALL FIRST QUALITY'{

Call Us Wnth Pattern # and Boole

| ; 'Mastercard
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Atari ST/Amiga~based Flight Simulator contlnues the two~p1ayer trend

Just got Subloglc's Flight
Simulator for both . the: Amiga and
the Atari.-ST. The, inclusion of a
two-player mode, via serial cable
or modem link caps off 1986 as The
Year of Gaming Connectivity. What

‘began as the . simple phenomenon of

Maze Wars--the first working piece
of applications software  on
Appletalk, = one of today's
fastest~growing ' LANs--has ‘now
mushroomed  “into a garden of
computer-to-conputer entertainment
that arguably could spawn its own
newsletter,

For now, Microcosm  will
evaluate all such games that come
its way, but perhaps with a less
reverential aura about such games.
The new Flight Simulators - will

probably legitimize  , two-player
modemn gaming " the, way  IBM
legitimized personal computing

The question mnay soon be—-why
doesn't your favorite _game have
such an optxon’ _

Turning back to the software at

hand, "I am . ' struck = by the
similarity of ‘the Atari ST and
Amiga " versions: of Flight
Simulator. One would think the
Amiga's superior¥ ' -graphics-

processing power would yield some
benefit over the ST-~-superior
frame rate, perhaps more colors on
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except .- for the

-Amiga;
_enhance the
rauntodemo mode;
virtual lockstep,

.8light edge by the Atari ST due to
.2 higher CPU speed (8 MHz vs. 7.13

Page 1

screen at any one time--but the
two versions are virtually alike,
eéxpected
differences .due to -GEM "vs. the
Intuition user interface, and the
more..realistic engine sound on the
. since sound plays no tole
in any version of Flight Simulator
yet released, other than to
simulation in a
passive way, thig difference is
hardly worth going out and buying
an Amlga for. :

Running both  versions in
they keep pace in
with perhaps a

MHz on ‘the Amiga, if memory
recalls).: . Same  <¢olors,. same
resolution, What a letdown. \

~9€El1,; e is. evident from
recent reports that ‘the Atari ST
is outselling the Amiga, at least
worldwide, 80 us Amigaphiles must
be happy with the fact that
Sublogic went :.ahead and finished
its Amiga version (this after the
scary cancellation of an
Amiga-only product-'called’ Radar
Raiders) .and - look - ahead  with
trepidation to wonder if Sublogic
development on the, ST (Jet,
gcenery . disks, new programs,
perhaps a revived Raiders) will

b
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pull ahead of the Amiga. Maybe

only Commodore, with a rumored
mass-market version of the Amiga
in 1987, <c¢an put the skeptics to
rest. il o :

Curiously, store owners will
have to decide whether to carry
two sT versions of Flight
Simulator,  one for color monitors
and one for monochrome. It's hard
to remember another game that
required  separate software for
color vs. black and white. This
means we may see more of this in
months ahead for the ST, and I
suspect likewise when the color
Macintosh makes its debut in about

a year. ‘Since Apple is now
selling more than 300,000
monochrome computers a year, who

can say that color is king?

For now, we can enjoy what is
otherwise a welcome addition to
the 16-bit simulation world. With
the release of Flight Simulator
for the Amiga and ST, Sublogic
regains the top spot in software

aviation. Flight Simulator
remains the grand act of its
class, with a hint of just how
far simulation at home can take
you.. Other companies'! cockpit
displays often look like
imitations of FS's, and the
Atari/Amiga instruments look as
sharp as ever. Elaborate
windowing environments ~on both

machines give users such control
over where and how much of the
cockpit or map displays to exhibit
that maybe we need a new term
here: desktop flight? Solid
shading of objects and views of
the airplane as if from a chase
plane 50 feet to the side of
either wing are very impressive,
even if they tax the resolution of
these machines and sometimes make
the airplane look jaggedy.
Equally impressive are views from
the ground-based control tower.

As for the view out the window,
it's as good as Flight Simulator
has ever been. | Sixteen-bit color

Microcosm / December 1986
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graphics are clearly superior to
8-bit color and 16-bit monochrome;
I only regret I cannot compare the
high~resolution Atari work to the
Macintosh product published by
Microsoft. Perhaps someone out
there can tell us how they stack
up? It may  Dbe too bad
high-resolution monochrome isn't
being considered in the Amiga
world at:this time.

SDI & King of Chicago (Mindscape)

How do you define interactive
movies? Master Designer Software,
through a series of new games that
are never dull, is attempting to
do so. It's virgin territory and
there may be no easy ansvers,
unlike interactive fiction, which
relies so completely on standard
text narration for its structure,
despite the efforts of some

publishers to inject graphics,
For me, the second o¢f the

CinemaWare programs to be

released, KXing of Chicago, is the

best of the first three attempts,
Allow me to explain. The first
program out, Defender of the

Crown, was reviewed here last

month. It was impressive largely
because the publishers were
willing to take a gamble on the

most powerful graphics available
in the PC world (the Amiga) and
not worry, for the moment, about
how to recreate such graphics on
other hardware, Thus, you ended
up with amazing software movies
with up to 100K worth of graphics
in one scene, The problem was
that this approach 1left 1little
room for the character
development, shading, and play.,
value which would make DOC an
enduring simulation. Thus, its
appeal is based primarily on the
experience, not on interactivity.
The third CinenaWare
production, SDI, is out this month
on the Atari 520 ST, with improved
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AMdisk-based performance with
loaded into a- one~megabyte Atari
lo408T, SDI, set to begin on
October 25, 2017, Supposes that a
Soviet military revolt has taken
blace, with the Red Army and the
KGB seizing various installationsg
including spaceports around the
U.S.S,R. Never mind that some
scholars think that there really
is no veivilian® control, as such,
of the government in the Soviet
Union today. '

- Buk” "IN "this setup civil war

loonms, with the "communist
government" still in control at
the Kremlin, The u.s. SDI

programn, by now deployed, is
fingered as a contributing factor
to the destabilization in the
Soviet Unfon. Your task: to
maintain a watch over the U.S§. spI
satellites, ~deal with rogue
launchings by the Soviet rebels
and somehow keep the world from
blowing up. : :

I report this all diligently
but must ~admit “that this
particular interactive movie's
premise is such that keeping a
straight face takes some effort,
hot unlike reading the plots of
some of the 1980's Red scare
nmovies and books.

S0 how {8 it as interactive

fiction? It nhas scope, it has
argency, players get involved, but
‘it is most definitely not an
intéractiveée movie. It bears a
strong  resemblance’' to the
macrocosmic  games I've been
looking at every month here:
games like Starflight, Star Fleet
I, and so on, It's not badg

company to be in, but I suppose we
expect more out of CinemaWare than

this, You go on forays in youy
starfighter, with pretty standard
arcade~style action. Satellites

must ‘be repaired over a wide area,
vhich certainly require planning,
coordination and wits. There's
also docking, and actual SDI-type

shoot-em~downs (as opposed to
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.code?

so far has
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shoot-em-ups?) I didn't do that
well, My arcade reflexes aren't
what they used to be, Hey, aren't
the computers themselves going to
do all the actual blasting in the
final SDI program? What wil) the
humans do--sit around and twiddle
their thumbg? Worry? Write new
Seems someone could dig
into this more.,.soon this stuff

won't be an arcade game anymore |

Redeeming qualities of » $BI
include the willingness, . once
again, to write to . the emerging

16-bit standard.
graphics, serviceable sound, crisp
user interfaces, and an overall
wider user bandwidth than software
which must . be c644d into
submission, if you know what
mean. : ooy
So, a4 pat on.  the back to
director Kellyn Beeck. Let's see
what Beeck can do next.

The real surprise in the series
got to be King of
Chicago, by Doug Sharp of Chipwits

fame. Happily, . Microcosm's
Macintosh Plus arrived just days
after the gane diqg, and I

immediately took a look. . ;
What I saw was the fulfillment
of something Chris Crawford had

talked about more .than two years
agot software about people and
how . they interact. King of

Chicago isn't just a Al Capone-era
shoot-em-up (an arcade game out
currently,
fits that label nicely). 1Instead,
it's a montage of nicely-defined
8ilver Screen. drama, with users
controlling the behavior of one
Pinky Callahan, . a . would-be
gangster chief who faces one hara
choice after another on his climb
to the top., Pinky comes to 1life
through boug Sharp's innovative
Dramaton, a way of animating faces
not unlike the effects one uged
to see on Monty Python's Flying

Circusi detailed faces with eyes,
mouths, = chins, - arms and. hands
animated. Whereas on Monty Python

Copyright 1986 Scott Mace
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this was always used to comic
effect, here it conveys facial
expressions, emotions, reactions
to Pinky's actions. Reading the
eyes of the other characters can
mean staying alive versus winding
up dead in the next scene.

and that is what separates King
of Chicago from all previous
computer games, and fulfills the
promise of CinemaWare. Plausible
human emotions, set against a
vivid cinematic background, even
appropriately played out on the
silver stage of the Macintosh.
(And may I be the first to oppose

any colorization of King of
Chicago, aither for the
Atari/Amiga or, heh-~heh, on the

forthcoming color Macintosh!)

That cinematic background
includes effective use of such
technigues as c¢loseups, full-room
shots, and fadeouts. During
transitions, bold lettering fill
the screen, Admittedly this plays
l1ike a silent movie. Despite a

few digitized sounds such as
gunshots, all narration and
dialogue is in writing. You
choose between two or three
thought bubbles appearing next to
Pinky to control his behavior. It
would. be nice if the character
would then “say" those lines, as
well as the spoken ones by all
characters, but I guess we'll have
to wait a while before the first
CcinemaWare talkie. .

Others have already said that
people will -elither 1love King of

chicago or hate it. It's that
radical a departure from
traditional computer games. I

love many radical departures, and
I love this game. - :

Stocking stuffexs

It's a little late (as is this
issue...okay, it's very late) to
talk - of stocking stuffers, but
I've got an excellent one. it's
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Smash Hit Racquetball from
Primavera Software (the address
was given in an earlier
Microcosn.) For only $14.95 you
get one heck of a sports
simulation for the Macintosh.
Tt's 1ike an interactive movie in
that both racguetball players move
around the court and assume
various poses (larger, smaller,
standing, bent) trying to retrieve
a ball that seems to have a life
of its own. Game play is a bit
complex, especially if you've
never played racquetball. But
otherwise Smash Hit Racguetball
looks like a smash hit.

Portal: Database as computgf gan
In my other 1life as Info orld
journalist I specialize in
covering database management
systems...life isn't all fun and
games, y'know. So i 1is
intriguing to find a new gane that
is a database in most senses.
It's true that all computer ganes,
especially traditional adventure
ones, contain data organized in
some way; but we think of them as
electronic novels, dramas or (now,
as we've seen elsewhere in this
issue) movies. But database
entertainment? - Believe it. And
the source is Activision's new
game, Portal, (Yes, the same one
that was on Stewart Alsop's
vaporlist for months and months.
Activision in its press release
said they presented him with the
first copy!)

Portal is the brainchild of Rob
Swigart, a published author who
happens to have written one of -my

favorite books, called Little
America. Gilman Louie, who
championed the MSX computing
standard a couple of years ago,
probably deserves credit for @
most intriguing user/game
interface, and Brad Fregger wat

the producer.
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" 'poem,

you find yourself
sometime in the ' distant future,
returning from an apparently
failed  mission to 61 Cygni.
Because you were in cold storage
and Einstein's relativity theory
holds true, it 4dis impossible to
say how much time has passed since
you left ' early in the 22nd
century. 'But you - find Earth is
devoid of people - (no mention is
made of any animals or other life,
at least at the start). 4
Finally,  you discover ' an
on-line computer terminal you can

In the gane,

operate. Through it you contact
Homer, the- ultimate 1living
computer, Together you and Homer
have a - mystery to solve--what
happened to ~all . the people?
There's also a time limit,

although 1nitia11y you don't know
how much time you have. :
; The world of
inhabited by strange and
fascinating data. Gradually, as
Homer recovers 1its memory after
long years of disuse, you begin to
Ppiece together - hlstory from the
199208 = forward. Apparently a
terrifiying genetic disease hit
mankind at the same time that
powerful new weapons, including a
kKind of brain neutralizer, came
into use. Then one of the Earth's
citizens by accident comes in
contact with the Portal. Beyond
that I cannot say what happened,
partly because I myself don't: know
yet.

As he does with his best books,

‘Portal is

Swigart stirs a 1little . bit of
averything into' Portal. Ancient
mythology, in the form of the

tryst between the weaving girl
Vega and the herd boy Altair,
plays a role. H.P. Lovecraft, who

wxote about the dark side of the
supernatural aArly: “dn Y&him
. century, is  mentioned. Swigart

- even works in Edwin Markham's
"The Man With the Hoe,"
”which brought a smile ‘to'my face,
having acquainted myself with
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Markham's work while at San Jose
State University (I got my B.A.
there and Swigart teaches there).

There's lots of speculation
about how life will be like in the
next 100 years, and some of it
reflects the thinking of prominent
science-fiction writers today.
Writers such. as Greg Bear and
William Gibson have ploneered a
genre known as "cyberpunk", which
focuses on man-inside-of-machine
or machine~inside-of-man themes.
Portal continues this questioning
with its intriquing blend of the
human and the cybernetic sides of
mankind's evolution. This game is
bound to provoke some  good
discussions on CompuServe's Game
SIG.

Portal 1looks like a labor of
love. It's non-linear enough to
satisfy the seasoned adventure
game players, and linear enough to
appeal to Dbook nuts such as
myself. (Contrast that to a new
Mindscape adventure game, Indiana
Jones 1in the "Revenge of the
Ancients," for the Macintosh, I
can't even get out of the first
room without .- dying of poison
gas, and there's absolutely no
help at all. This is
entertainment?)

I also applaud the work that
went into the graphics. Smooth
scrolling techniques have given

. recent Commodore 64 games a polish
-that leaves

IBM PC. game software
~as far as look and
important, you

in .the dust,
feel. . But more’
have to see the Portal screen.
Windows and icons have never been
used so effectively in a Commodore
64. game. What's more, they've

in most
systems 1

database  management

- write about for the DP crowd. You

always know where you are in

-Portal, thanks to the hierarchical
dcons

that pop up in _the lower
left hand corner. It takes a
little getting used to, but not
much.
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I understand that there may be
a Portal novel in progress by

It will be interesting
to see how he transfers the world
created here into old-fashioned
EBanear  text, No doubt he =il
employ the standard writer's
techniques of skipping around a
lot. "Somehow, I like the computer
version better. Could Portal be
the start of a big transformation
in modern fiction? I'd put more
money on this than I would on some
of the puzzles-within-puzzles that
pags for interactive fiction these
days.

Swigart.

Scott's Christmas wish list

I wish my Apple II GS would hurry
up and get here. I ordered - it a
month ago. Being an Apple 1II
columnist without an Apple 1I is
embarrassing,

I wish someone would invent a
hard disk that you c¢ould pick up
without worrying about causing a
head crash.

I wish that hard diskx had all
the connections and cables needed
to connect it to. any computer I
have here at Microcosm, The SCSI
interface on the Apple Macintosh
hard drive might be the start of a
way to get there. But what I want
is a way to partition a scsI
hard disk to . run my favorite
Atari/amiga/IBM/Macintosh software
all on one hard disk, instead of
buying 17 of the darn things.

I wish everyone-~-software
developers, the - public, game
enthugliasts and other

journalists--would stop trying to

pick a  winner in the home
computing market, I wish Atari
enthusiasts could wish their
Amiga-using friends a  Merry

Christmas and vice versa, instead
of attacking each other's hardware
on the bulletin boards..

I wish someone would tell me if
there's any reason to get a Radio
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Shack Color Computer. Tandy's Ed
Juge says they're selling 1like
hotcakes. Are there any decent
games? Can anyone name one majoxr
games company converting anything
to the Color Computer? Otherwise,
why in heck are people buying the
darn things?

I wish IBM would stop thinking
about selling a home computer with
an EGA card. What a 1lousy
development that. would be for the
gaming world. '

I wish developers would use

1987 to think seriously about
dropping copy protection on
entertainment software, or at
least make it possible for poor
slobs 1like me to run their
favorite games on a hard disk,
with a generous number  of
installs., If publishers don't
start (a few have) they're going

to find they're selling tremendous
new  sagas that are alwvays
accessing the floppy disk,

But mostly, I wish all of ny
readers a very merry Christmas and
Happy  New Year. The growing
subscriber ' list means I must be
doing something right.

MICROCOSM Computer Game Newsletter
is published monthly by Bug Tar
Press, 6510 Copper Ridge Drive
#T-1, Baltimore, MD 21209-2329,
Phone: (301) 484-6378.
Editor/publisher: Scott Mace
Volume 1, Number 7, December 1986,

Subscription rates: $33 for one

year (12 issues). Please make
checks payable to Scott Mace or
Microcosmn.

Copyright 1986 by Scott Mace.
Brief excerpts from reviews may be
reprinted if Microcosm is

mentioned. The editor strives for
accuracy but must note that
prices, availability and
specifications of products are

subject to change.

Copyricht 1986 Scott Mace
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. By EDWARD J. SEMRAD
Special to The Journal

Software Reviewed: “Portal,” by
Activision; “Computer Scrabble”
by Electronic Arts; and replace-
ment Nintendo joysticks.

ITH THE BUSY holidays
now behind us, it’s time to
put on our thinking caps.

. This week we have a few games for
the mind. A new version of “Scrab-
ble” is coming out. Perhaps you
would rather skip games entirely.
How about curling up with a good
book? No, I'm not getting into book
reviews, but there is an excellent
computer novel now available. Final-
ly, replacement joysticks are coming
out for the Nintendo system.

Almost everything is being com-
puterized these days. We have com-
puter board games (“Scrabble,”
= “Risk,” etc.), computer psychologists

(“Alter Ego,” “Luscher Profile”) and
now Activision is introducing com-
. puter literature. Their first attempt
at a computer book is entitled “Por-
: tal.” There is no mystery to solve, no

clues to find, and nothing difficult to
do. You just load the first disc and
read. And read. And read... The
= novel is long! It takes five sides on
three discs to hold the entire book.

That isn’t to say it is boring. Just the

opposite. If you like a good science

. fiction story this one will keep your

- interest until the very end.

Portal takes you to the year 2106.

. Having returned from an unsuccess-

ful 100-year voyage to the star sys-

% tem 61 Cygni you discover that the

2 entire population of the planet Earth

. has disappeared. You locate an oper-
ating computer terminal and start

" scanning the historical records of the

- vanished civilization. Unfortunately

= the worlds data bases are in disarray

= and you must piece together parts of
the story from 12 different files.

Slowly, the thread of the story

begins to unravel and you find that

. And now, a novel idea:
computer literature

o

becomes frustrating because as you
get to a good part you find yourself
waiting a minute for the next file to
load. Despite this minor problem 1
can still recommend this software.
Scrabble is one of the most popu-
lar board games around. I would bet |
that almost everybody has a copy.
Now, Electronic Arts is bringing it to
your computer. The rules are the
same-form interlocking words, in a
crossword fashion, trying to get the
most points by using your letters in
combinations and locations that take
best advantage of the letter values
and premium squares on the board.
You can play against the comput-
er or with three of your friends. 1
personally like matching wits with
the computer, since it is a strong
player. With a vocabulary of more
than 12,000 words (Commodore ver-
sion), it is hard to beat. Fortunately,
you can even up the game, since
there are eight skill levels and you
can handicap the computer by chang-
ing the level. As a guide, the comput-
er will score about 200 total points at
level 1 and 400 points at level 8.
Overall, the game is true to the origi-
nal and it will provide countless
hours of enjoyment. You also will
never have to worry about score-
keeping, lost tiles or cheating again.
The computer keeps track of every-
thing.

There is one thing you should

version has 36,000 words while the
Electronic Arts press release gives &
vocabulary of only 20,000 words for
its Apple disc. In addition, E.A. plans
to release an IBM and a Macintosh
version in the future. If they can’t
put more than 20,000 words into
memory, I suggest you skip these
versions. Both the PC and Mac could
easily support the entire “Scrabble”
dictionary.

If you've been having problems
with your Nintendo controllers, help
is on the way. For months I've been
hinting that another company might
very well come out with a real joy-
stick for the NES, and sure enough,
Wico this month is shipping its Wic-
tendo. About the same size as its
version of the old Coleco stick, the
Wictendo will give you true and pre-
cise control of your on-screen
objects. The suggested retail price
will be under $30. Toys 'R Us should
be carrying it.

Epvx is planning to release its
version of a Nintendo joystick this
spring. It will have the same shape as
its popular, contoured 500XJ model
and also will sell for around $30. I'll
have a review of both of these sticks
later this month.

Edward J. Semrad is a Milwaukee-area
technical writer, computer specialist and
video game whiz.

know: The game isn’t new. Back in
1984, Epyx was selling the Commo-
dore version and Ritam offered the
Apple version. Both Commodore ver-

sions claim to have a vocabulary of

there is one survivor on Earth — a
biological computer called Homer.
% Through Homer, who is the storytell-
% er, you trace the movements of & boy
named Peter Devore. He is the key to
everbody's disappearance. But how
can only one mere boy cause billions
of people to vanish? You'll have to
read it to find out.

“Portal” is an outstanding book. If
you like sci-fi, you'll love it. It is
guaranteed to be worth your while,
but expect to put at least a week into
it. The only problem I found relates
to the Commodore computer. Disc
access, as everybody knows, is slow,
and most of the time is spent waiting
for the various files to load. That

12,000 words, but the Ritam Apple
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AFTER HOURS
by Neil Shapiro

F REVOLUTION
AND EVOLUTION

PORTAL

ew games can be described as truly revolutionary in scope and
execution. I have been playing games on the Apple ever since they
sent it packaged with an Appletrek tape back in 1978. In those years,
I think I've only used the word *‘revolutionary'’ in connection with
the release of the games Wizardry and Ultima. So, please don’t
think that the next sentence is simply fluff from a reviewer who
doesn’t watch his adjectival phrases.

Portal, from Activision, is a revolutionary new game that abso-
lutely redefines the boundaries of the gaming experience.

Have you heard terms such as *‘interactive fiction’’ or perhaps
“*electronic novel’’ and learned to take them, as have I, with more
than a few grains of salt? Usually, such terminology simply trans-
lates to an adventure game. Most adventure games bear no more
relationship to the depth of characterization of a good novel, to the
plotting, the evoked mood and the response of the reader than a
Saturday morning cartoon show does to the collected works of
Charles Dickens. Up until now, there has been no successful attempt
to move real Literature into the computer age.

ortal uses a unique ‘‘operating system’’ to become the computer
age’s first work of Literature. The authors of this program, Rob
Swigert and Brad Fregger, have succeeded in using the computer
to communicate concepts and emotions that until now, have only
been conveyed by the written word or by the visual media of stage
and film. I believe that Portal may possibly prove to be to compu-
ters what moveable type proved to be to books. What a crazy thing
to say, huh?

I'm now going to attempt to describe what Portal does. But it
is not a thing easily communicated by static words. It’s something
you will have to experience on your own to appreciate.

Portal is set in the world of the late twenty-first century. You
have returned to Earth from a mission to the stars. Only one thing
is missing — all of the people. It’s up to you to piece together what
happened.

This is done by using the still existing, but fragmented, World-
net computer systems. You log onto Worldnet via an archaic com-
puter terminal that you’ve found still in operable condition. Forget
any niceties you have come to expect, such as a holographic moni-
tor. You're back in the days of 2-D monitors now. And yet, World-
net is still recognizable as the state-of-the-art, twenty-first century
computer system it really is. :

The interface panel, although two-dimensional, is a familiar point
of entry into Worldnet’s 12 database areas as well as a means to
contact the Al (artificial intelligence) node. Luckily, one of the first
things that happens is that you make contact with that Al node,
whose name is Homer and who’ll serve as your helper and guide
through the maze-like, and often ruined, corridors of Worldnet's
shattered mind.

As you learn to use the interface panel and to explore the vari-
ous databases, you may recognize that such things as windows and

multiple *‘levels’’ of command choices by choosing icons are based
upon today’s Macintosh-style of interface. While the keyboard can
be used to select all the various on-screen aids, an optional joystick
comes in handy. The one design feature missing in the game, how-
ever, is the use of a mouse. Too bad, as that would be the control-
ler of choice. Well, I guess no mice survived until the twenty-first
century.

Homer will bring bits of Worldnet back on-line for you so that,
at various times, more and more information will be presented to
you in the databases. These databases are Central Processing, Homer
himself, Psychology (psych profiles of citizens), Edmod (records
of educational aptitudes of citizens), Life Support (time-stamped,
physiological data on citizens), Wasatch (genealogies of citizens
in the Utah region of the Western Alliance), History, Military,
Psilink (records of PSI powers of various citizens), Scitech (science
and technology), Geography and Med10 (medical info).

The graphic interface presents each of these databases as an icon.
The joystick or keyboard on your Apple (which represents the
ancient computer terminal) scrolls to the various icons to select the
database you wish to examine. Within the database, you can select
the title of an informational tidbit. Once selected, a window will
appear that you can scroll through to read the contents. In this man-
ner, you are presented with an ongoing story that gradually becomes
clearer, slowly building into a true overview of the many charac-
ters involved and the world they lived in.

Even the smallest bit of information is achieved in a manner so
well orchestrated by the program’s authors that, as a reviewer, I
do not intend to ruin this experience by detailing any of the actual
story. Suffice it to say that the story itself is spellbinding. It draws
you into that plot in such a way that your definitions of what might
or might not be possible for the future of computers and society
will be challenged and stretched.

You will not be solving difficult puzzles when you play Portal.
There are no mazes to map, no monsters to fight. There are no
hit points, and no arcade skills are needed.

t you get when you play Portal is an experience the like of
which has not existed before. You get to be one of the first people

to use a computer systera to acfout mankind’s aspirations. If you
want to utilize a computer from the late twenty-first centuF, you
only have two choices. You can live for another hu years,
or you can buy Portal. 1 fecommend you hedge your bet and go
out and buy a copy of Portal today!

" Poral is published by Activision Entertainmen: Software, 2350
Bayshore Pkwy., Mountain View, CA 94053. Included are three disks
(!), @ manual and map. A joystick is optional. For more informa-
tion about Porial, circle number 100 on the Free Information card.

continued on page 107




SOFTWARE REVIEW

Scott A. May

PORTAL
Activision Inc. '
Written by Rob Swigart
Programmed by NEXA Corp.
Disk — One player
Reviewed on Commodore 128/64
Also available for Amiga, Atari ST,
Apple I1, IBM PC/PCjr,
Tandy 1000 and Macintosh

Interactive computer fiction has
proved to be a viable form of cre-
ative expression during the past
three years. Authors of novels con-
verted to computer programs in-
clude Ray Bradbury, Arthur .C.
Clarke, Isaac Asimov, Douglas
Adams, Michael Chichton and Alan
Dean Foster. :

Some works employ graphics,
while others prefer to illustrate en-
tirely in the readers’ imagination.
The end result is the same: the
unique opportunity to participate in
a living novel.

What direction interactive fiction
will take in the future is a fascinat-
ing idea to ponder. But for now, the
latest in state-of-the-art electronic
novels is “Portal,” an ambitious ex-
periment by Activision. Staggering
in size and scope — five complete
sides of three disks — ‘‘Portal” is
computer fiction of epic propor-
tions.

What will surprise (and perhaps
shock) many fans of computer fic-
tion is that “Portal” is nof interac-
tive in the traditional sense. It is
more akin to the recently-popular
novels on audio cassette.

“Portal” is a fundamentally pure
electronic novel. Although this may
seem less than sophisticated to
some, the fascinating storyline and
unique graphic representations
draw the reader in and don't let go.
The only thing missing are the tire-
some word games that many so-
called computer novels substitute
for creativity. “Portal’ is user in-
teraction at its very best — interac-
tive imagination.

The story behind ‘‘Portal” is clas-
sic science fiction, straight from the
Twilight Zone. :

The time is the distant future,
exact date unknown. You have re-
turned home to Earth from a 100-
year voyage to the star 61 Cygni,
your mission aborted. The solitude

t

of deep space is a omen to what you
are about to discover: everyone on
Earth — its space stations and lunar
bases — has vanished. You are com-
pletely alone.

Circling the planet before landing
south of Chicago, you find no trace of
violence, war or destruction. There
are no signs of plague or natural ca-
tastrophe. The rivers, forests, lakes
and oceans remain untouched. The
towering cities still stand as ancient
monuments to humanity. But there
are no people.

Months pass before you find an en-
trance to the underground. What
began as a movement before you left
had apparently turned into a full-
scale migration. Yet there is more
desolation underground — levels of
empty corridors and abandoned liv-
ing quarters. .

Finally, you discover an old-fash-
joned computer terminal, still on-
line. The operating instructions
speak of the WORLDNET, a vast
computer data base, and something
called “mindlink.” Through
WORLDNET you begin to access
HOMER, the world’s first “living”
computer. With the computer’s as-
sistance, you must piece together
the events that lead to a lost civiliza-
tion. But HOMER is ‘‘dying,”” steadi-
ly losing power. You must work fast
or face eternal isolation.

“Portal” begins as a mystery that
grows more bizarre with each pass-

ing minute. You are thrust into the

story completely cold, with only &
cryptic manual called the “WORLD-
NET Emergency Operating Instruc
tions.” What it all means will only
become clear with time, which you
have precious little of.

Because the storyline is so obscure
at the beginning, interest is initially
propelled by the program’s imagina-
tive graphics and psychotic sound
effects. It is literally quite madden-
ing until you get a grip on some tan-
gible threads of plot. Once hooked,
bowever, it's very hard to stop. This
is the type of program people will de-
finitely lose sleep over.

When the sub-plots take hold,
“Portal” moves along briskly. The
action is chronological and time be-
comes a factor. Although the story is
profoundly structured, the pace in
which it unfolds is entirely depen-
dent on how logically you interpret

" what you read. Its interactive quali-

ty is not unlike a scavenger hunt for
knowledge.

The user interfaces with the novel
through joystick input to select
various data banks, menus and op-
tions. The program’s graphics are
diverse, colorful, and in many cases,
genuinely unnerving. Combined
with the outlandish sound effects,
“Portal”’ exhibits a futuristic, night-
mare environment.

“Portal” is a huge, complex novel
that will take weeks, perhaps
months, to unravel. But it is
thoroughly enjoyable and well worth
every second. If you are looking for
something truly original in com-
puter entertainment, “Portal” sig-
nals the wave of the future.




the Church of Satan. He is made into a Servant, one of
the zombie slaves sold by Resurrection, Inc. But he’s
different. He keeps having flashes of memory from his
first life...

I recommend Resurrection Inc. to you. I'd like to
recommend it “highly,” but I can’t, quite. There are a
number of irritating problems: a fascinating subplot
that vanishes (by the “they all got run over by a train”
method) about a third of the way through the book; a
number of characters who seem to exist solely to fill
their functions in the plot; and a rather cliched “the un-
derground resistance movement strikes the Bad Guys
down” ending.

Contrariwise, it’s full of beautiful stuff, from the
Servants themselves to the image of San Francisco Bay
completely built over; and it’s well-written and engag-
ing. You care about the characters. So I can hardly pan
it either.

All I can do is say, check it out for yourself. If your
tastes are even vaguely like mine, you’'ll probably like,
but not love, it. Which is, after all, more than most first
novels ever deliver.

Portal

Something appeared in my mailbox a little while
ago. Something called Portal, by Rob Swigart.

It’s not a novel. Richard Lupoff praises it extrava-
gantly on the back cover, but he’s quick to point out
that it’s not a novel. And he’s right, for reasons that
bear some looking at.

Portal has two main plot lines. The outer “frame-
work” is the story of an Intrepid Starship Explorer,
who returns to Earth and the place is closed. Well... de-
serted. No signs of destruction, war, plague, or any-
thing else greet him; there just isn’t anyone around.

So the nominal “plot” of Portal is the story of this
man’s efforts to find out, through a still-functioning
worldwide Al network, what happened to all the
people.

The second plot, of course, is What Happened To
All The People. This is the story of a doomed love and
the extraordinary lengths a boy goes to to redeem it
and meet his girl. He ultimately opens the Portal for
mankind, about which I will say no more because it
would spoil much of the story’s ending.

Either of these would have made an exceptional
novel. (So, for that matter, would the story of the Al’s,
abandoned and without purpose, not knowing where
their masters have gone or why they have been left be-
hind: and then this sole human appears from space...)

Unfortunately, none of these stories is told. In-
stead, they are mished and mashed together by the
presentation of small chunks from here and from there
that, hopefully, add up to the story: a technique bor-
rowed from Dos Passos by way of John Brunner.

This technique is tremendously demanding of both
reader and writer. When both put the effort into it, it
can be incredibly rewarding. In this case, however, it
simply isn’t worth the reader’s effort because Swigart
does not know how to handle it.

With the “Dos Passos presentation mode,” every

OtherRealms #21

section is in some sense a scene, and each scene must
count, must have emotional impact. Many of Swigart’s
sections are recitations of fact, as dry as a passage from
Asimov’s “Encyclopedia Galactica:” fascinating ideas,
but not scenes by any stretch of the imagination. After
a few of these, the going bogs down; after enough, the
story grinds to a halt. Nor is it at all helpful that some
of the information in these sections is presented sever-
al times from different perspectives.

I suspect that some of the problem stems from Por-
tal’s unusual genesis. It has been released simultane-
ously as a computer game where the player takes the
part of the returning astronaut, and has to interrogate
the Als to find out “what happened to the humans.” If
the game is designed at all well, there are numerous
paths to the same ultimate end, and some vital infor-
mation would have to be planted in different forms
along all those paths.

Many of the expository sections of Portal-the-book
seem to be dumps directly from the computer game,
with no editing.

Allin all, Portal is a book of fascinating ideas and
characters, and several brilliant plots hidden among
the clumsy exposition. Swigart shows ability to plot,
and to write, throughout. One can only hope his next
book is a novel. It should be pretty damn good.

Closet Classic

Sherman, set the Wayback machine for...1978. No,
make that 1967. Or...?

In ‘67, Harlan Ellison’s incredible Dangerous Vi-
sions anthology appeared, and sold so well, and was
so acclaimed, that he was pressured by the publisher -
into doing a sequel. The sequel, you may recall, was
Again, Dangerous Visions.

A,DV contained a story by Richard A. Lupoff,
called “With The Bentfin Boomer Boys on Little Old
New Alabama.” This was one of the two or three most
dramatically experimental pieces in a huge book that
was noted for experimentation, during a period noted
for experimentation.

That was published in 1972, after several delays.
The delays cost Lupoff dearly.

You see, Dell Books had wanted Lupoff to expand
“WtBBBoLONA” into a novel. Lupoff wanted to ex-
pand “WtBBBoLONA” into a novel. Ellison wanted
Lupoff to expand “WtBBBoLONA” into a novel.

But time got messed up, and by the time A,DV
was published, Dell was not as interested as they had
once been.

In fact, it took them until 1978 to publish the book,
which had been through several metamorphoses and
finally emerged under the title Space War Blues.

This is the novel, then, that a young Dan’l Dane-
hy-Oakes set his sweating hands on in that summer of
1978 and was lost in for days. I must have read it three
or four times before I could bring myself to read any-
thing else; it impressed me that much.

What s it? It's a spacegoing Catch-22 with voodoo;
it’s a space opera with yuks; it’s one of the funniest,
saddest, baddest, and maddest books I've ever read,
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John Cook looks through this week's

new arrivals

Amstrad CPC

Program Hyperbow/ Type
Arcade Price £1.99 Suppli-
er Mastertronic, 8—10 Paul
Street, London EC2.

Astem/d-type graphics in a
interstellar game of pen-
ny football. Great stuff.

Program Dodgy Geezers
Type Adventure Price
£8.95 Supplier Melbourne
House, 60 High Street, Hamp-
ton Wick, Kingston Upon
Thames, Surrey KT 1 4DB.

More love it or hate it Chas
and Dave/Minder type
humour from the authors of
Hampstead. Personally . . .

Atari ST

Program Saved! Type Utility
Price £29.95 Supplier Hi-
soft, The Old School, Green-
field, Bedford MK45 5DF.

Selection of desktop utili-
ties which include ram
disc, print spooler, clock, var-
ious disc functions from with-
in Gem and a speed-up disc
program.

C16/Plus 4

Program Panic Penguin
Type Arcade Price £2.99
Supplier Midas Marketing,
35 West Hill, Dartford, Kent
DAT 2EL.

"=he world may well not b+

clone — but if you want one
for the C16/Plus 4 . . . here it
IS.

Program The Way of the
Exploding Fist Type Arcade
Price £6.95 Supplier Mel-
bourne House, 60 High
Street, Hampton Wick,
Kingston Upon Thames, Sur-
rey KT1 4DB.

Commodore 64

Program Nosferatu the Vam-
pyre Type Arcade Adventure
Price £9.95 Supplier Pir-
anha, 4 Little Essex Street,
London WC2R 3LF.

Neat arcade adventure
nicely done in 3-D per-
spective graphics. Clever
logical puzzles should prove a
challenge to budding Van
Helsings.

Program T7erracognita Type
Arcade Price £1.99 Suppli-
er Code Masters,
mont Business Centre, Beau-
mont Close, Banbury, Oxon
0X16 7RT.

Program Classic Snooker
Type Simulation Price
£5.95 Supplier Anco, 35
West Hill, Dartford, Kent DA1
2el.

Perfectly adequate snooker
game launched at a partic-
ularly unfortunate time. it'll be
worth checking out Code

Master's Snooker (at £2.99)
before you buy this one.

Program Park Patro/ Type
Arcade Price £1.99 Suppli-
er Firebird Software, 64-76

New Oxfor< Street, London

1 Beau-*

R
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System addict

Program Portal Type
Unique Strategy Micro Com-
modore 64 Price £24.99
Supplier Activision UK, 23
Pond Street, London NW3.

here are occasions when

Activision can come up
with something really innova-
tive and outstanding. Think of
Little Computer People. \Was
there anyone not vain enough
to have been completely fas-
cinated by Alter Ego? Now
there’s another to add to the
roll of honour — Portal. Pro-
grammed by the Nexa Corpo-
ration, written by Rob Swigart
(soon to be hailed as a vision-
ary from the 9th dimension)
this game is everything Hack-
er promised to be - but
wasn't.

The scenario, introduced
by a well-written, atmospher-
ic, six page prologue (Rainbird
eat your heart out) is simple.
In 2004, you set out on a lone
expedition to 61 Cygni on a
sub-lightspeed craft.

Something went wrong as
time dilation affected the
ship’s circuits — and you wake
from hibernation not at your
intended destination, but ap-
proaching Earth orbit. It is the

Vear 2106 and the Earth is#B8 a Clasait s

deserted.

There is one functional ter-
minal of the massive World-
net functioning — and as you
tentatively try to explore the
system, you discover clues as
to the fate of Mankind.

Then Homer, the Al section
of the computer, comes alive.
The machine has amnesia,
the machine is lonely — and
needs your help to find out
where the humans have gone.

It's fascinating. Played by
accessing text files from a
system of icons, it's beauti-
fully - designed as you try to
figure out what the hell is
going on.

In the initial stages, the
Worldnet is divided up into
12 subject sections, which
you can interrogate. To start
with, most are empty, but fill
up as time goes on and your
activity gradually brings the
machine to life.

Who knows what happens
after that — there are three
discs to plough through, but
the thing has such a strange
addictiveness, that hopefully
I'll be finding out soon.

Out on Commodore disc
now, soon on.Amiga, ST, PC
and M Toes ’_deshned to

Id Activision US product

being sold off at budget
in the UK. Arcade silliness as
you play the part of a Park
Keeper with all the trials and
tribulations that go with the
job. (Wot? No muggers?)
Chunky VCS style graphics
make it look a bit dated.

Program Dragon’s Lair Il, Es-
cape from Singe's Castle Type
Arcade Price £9.95 (tape)
£13.95 (disc) Supplier Soft-
ware Projects, Bearbrand
Compilex, Allerton Road,
Woolton, Liverpool, Mersey-
side L25 7SF.

ambling is a terrible thing.

When Dragon’s Lair Part 1
came out, | bet a king's ran-
som (£10) that it would not
reach number one. It did.
Which only goes to show.
Socrates /s a fish.

Program frebus Type Ar-
cade Price £8.95 Supplier
Virgin Games, 2/4 Vernon

Decem shoot ‘em up with
a pedigree as long as
your arm. Best zapper so far
this year.

Program Police Cadet Type
Arcade Price £2.99 Suppli-
er Midas Marketing, 35 West
Hill, Dartford, Kent DA1 2EL.

nother release from
Anco’s budget label —
and it's a goodie. Licensed
from Artworx in the States,
it's a ‘'shoot the baddies with-
out taking out the bystanders’
job. On the other hand — if
you're feeling particularly
violent . . .

Program Shanghai Type
Strategy Price £8.99 (tape)
£14.99 (disc) Supplier Acti-
vision, 23 Pond._ Street,
Hampstead, London NW3.

MSX

Program Timetrax Type Ar




?%":ﬁivid Sylvester
Metctity News Business Writer
72+ n-& computer-cluttered cottage
ﬁghuﬁ his home in Redwood City,
. #Rob Swigart reads his latest novel,
#nat B pulling a book from a shelf
DY inserting a computer disk.
5 »:eAs;‘l.le reads the “computer nov-
‘el agtually a $40 computer pro-
| Brant" called Portal, Swigart as-
\“Sunes’ the role of one of the main
.charaeters, an astronaut returning
<%0 ‘a-deserted Earth in the year
2106 who traces mankind’s disap-
peardnce by tapping into a com-
mnfgsystem-
- As-a reader, Swigart searches
throiigh a number of data bases
containing messages filed by hu-
mans:watching the spread of a
disease. The more the story un-
folds,.the more the computer pro-
gram -itself seems to come to life
to supply missing information.

»
%

“Every medium has its own ap-
propriate way of telling stories,”
_Says Swigart, a 46-year-old writer
and associate professor of English
at San Jose State University. “This
lets the computer be the narrator.”

In the small world of computer
enterfainment software, Portal has
acquired a reputation as a bold
experiment. The program was re-
leased. six months ago by Activi-
sion Inc. of Mountain View.

Some say it marks how far the
compiiter software business has
moved away from its video-game
roots.:Ever since the game fad
evaporated in 1983 and Atari Inc.
collapsed under staggering losses,
the industry has sought to expand
ts market and interest new con-
umers.

In_the past four years, software
velopers have experimented
Jith interactive stories and adven-
Wré 'or fantasy games, such as
rk, .Amnesia, and The Bard’s

But now software developers
are creating software that better
uses the elements that draw people
to movies: plot, characters and sus-
pense. Some software stories em-
phasize animated graphics, such as
Defender of the Crown, distributed
by Mindscape Inc. of Northbrook,
Ill. Others involve the user as a
character who determines the out-
come of the story, such as the pop-
ular adventure game Hitchhiker’s
Guide to the Galaxy, sold through
Activision’s Infocom.

But Portal remains the most
striking attempt at a full-fledged
novel. “It’s the first true novel on a
screen,” says Frank Penha, man-
ager of HT Electronics in Sunny-
vale. HT sold out its stock of Por-
tal, although Penha calls it a mid-
dle-range selling title.

Some software reviewers rave
about it; others are lukewarm. Bob
Lindstrom, a columnist for A+, a
magazine for Apple Ile computer
users, is a fan of Swigart’s soft-
ware because it puts the reading
experience of a novel onto a com-
puter effectively for the first time.
He read all the way through the
entire package of three double-sid-
ed computer disks and their 840K
of computer memory — the same
as 650 pages of double-spaced
typed pages.

The package can take up to 20
hours to read. “I see so much medi-
ocre software, and I think it’s a
breakthrough program,” Lind-
strom says.

Critics complain that Portal is
too much like a book, that it
doesn’t involve the reader enough
and that it doesn’t have the puzzle
of a game. Stewart Alsop II, editor
of P.C. Letter, a newsletter in Red-
wood City, is skeptical about Por-
tal, even though he acknowledges
it has achieved ‘“cult status”
among computer buffs.

“They’ve started other (soft-

ware) publishers thinking, but I
think there are better ways of do-
ing it,” Alsop says.

Joseph Ybarra, vice president of
the interactive stories division at
Activision’s competitor, Electronic
Arts in San Mateo, has watched
Portal with some interest but fa-
vors more interaction in software,
“Sometimes I wondered, ‘Why
bother to put this on a comput-
er?” ” he says.

~Swigart’s ‘novel’ lets the computer act as nar:

Whatever the reaction to t)
novel, it has been an expensis
experiment for the money-losir
Activision. Portal required near

14 programmers and cost $150,0(

to $200,000 to develop, Alsop est
mates. That was three to for
times the cost of developing
game that would sell for about t}
same price.

Since then, however, to stem th

losses, President Bruce Davis ha
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—

Portal, @ computer game written by Rob
Swigart, is now available for a wide variety of

computers. Already made for the Apple II
($44.95), Amiga ($49.95), Commodore 64/128
($39.95) and MS-DOS systems ($44.95), it is
now available for Macintosh as well, priced
at $49.95. For information on other Activi-
sion Games, write the company at Box 7268,
Mountain View CA 94039.
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Accounts.BAS, a program de-
signed to generate monthly bills
and produce matching mailing la-
bels. For the Sanyo MBC-550/555
series only. James F. Marby, 412
Lebanon Avenue, Pittsfield, MA
01201; (413) 445-4688, $24.95.

Actor, an object-oriented program-
ming language designed to work
with Microsoft Windows. For PC,
XT and AT Compatibles. The
Whitewater Group, Inc., 906 Uni-
versity Place, Evanston, IL 60201;
(312) 491-2370, $495.

Advantage C++, a program de-
signed to enable programmers to
use object-oriented programming
methods. Available for use with
Lattice C and Microsoft C compil-
ers. For PC, XT and AT Compat-
ibles. Lifeboat Associates, 42 River
Street, N. Tarrytown, NY 10591;
(914) 332-4545, $495.

Battle Ground, a two-player tacti-
cal ground combat game. For PC,
XT and AT Compatibles. Also a
version for the Sanyo MBC-550/
555. MVP Software, 1035 Dallas
SE, Grand Rapids, M149507; (616)
245-8376, $29.95.

Bogkmark, a data protection pack-
age designed to prevent users from
losing work in progress. For PC,
XT and AT Compatibles. Intellisoft
International, P.O. Box 5055, No-
vato, CA 94948; (800) 544-MARK,
$69.95.

The DISKAT 50 Pack, a package
containing 50 dual-pocket DIS-
KAT Disk Sleeves and DISKAT
Directory Software. The software
prints a catalog of file and disk
information that fits in the front

display pocket of the vinyl sleeve
while the rear pocket stores the
related disk. Leinbach Incorpo-
rated, 9 Central Avenue, P.O. Box
730, South Nyack, NY 10960; (914)
353-0990, $49.95 per pack of 50.

Dr. Ruth’s Computer Game of
Good Sex, a computer version of
the popular board game. For PC,
XT and AT Compatibles. Avalon
Hill Game Company, 4517 Harford
Road, Baltimore, MD 21214; (301)
254-9200, $29.95.

The IBM XT Clone Buyer’s Guide,
a book describing the issues that
confront those considering the
purchase of a non-IBM computer.
Edwin Rutsch, Modular Informa-
tion Systems, 431 Ashbury Street,
San Francisco, CA 94117; (415)
552-8648, $9.95.

INSET, a graphics and text
integrator. For PC, XT and AT
Compatibles. American Pro-
grammers Guild, Lid., 12 Mill
Plain Road, Danbury, CT 06811;
(203) 794-0396, $99.

The Lottery Player, a program
designed as an aid for individuals
who play the various state and
national lotteries. For PC, XT and
AT Compatibles. Suzanne Spencer
Software, 4176 47th Avenue NE,
Salem, OR 97305; (503) 390-6664,
$29.95 plus 32 S/ H.

Marketing Edge, a set of 17 appli-
cations and tutorials that work with
Lotus 1-2-3. This program covers
many aspects of marketing so it can
be used by almost any company in
the marketing of a product or ser-
vice. For PC, XT and AT Compat-
ibles. SUCCESSWare, Inc., 203
Annandale Drive, Cary, NC 27511;
(919) 469-0119, $149.

Microcomputer Tools ASM, a
macro-assembler that supports
modular programming and linking.
For PC, XT and AT Compatibles,
and the Sanyo MBC-550/555 Se-
ries with video board and 512K.
MicroComputer Tools Company,
912 Hastings Drive, Concord, CA
94518; (415) 825-4200, $249.

PCPlot, a high resolution graphics
program that makes scientific and
business graphs on graphics
screens. For PC, XT and AT Com-
patibles. BV Engineering, 2200
Business Way, Suite 207, Riverside,
CA 92501; (714) 781-0252, $95.

. PEP, a printer emulation package.

For PC, XT and AT Compatibles.
Intelpro, 13 Saratoga Drive, Kirk-
land, Quebec, Canada H9H 3J9;
(514) 694-6862, $59.95.

Portal, a futuristic computer novel.
Players interact with the story,
exploring the world and discover-
ing the mystery of the Portal. For
PC, XT and AT Compatibles\dc-
tivision, Inc., 2350 Bayshore Park-
way, Mountain View, CA 94039;
(415) 960-0410, $44.95.

Screen Machine, a screen develop-
ment system for programmers.
Features include the ability to cap-
ture and create screens, automati-
cally generate source code, and
create demonstration and proto-
type programs. For PC, XT and AT
Compatibles. MicroHelp, Inc.,
2220 Carlyle Drive, Marietta, GA
30062; (404) 973-9272, 879.

]/ Soft Talk

SPL, a procedure-oriented, struc-
tured programming language sim-
ilar to PASCAL, which translates
into GW-BASIC code for use in the
interpreter or Quick BASIC com-
piler. For PC, XT and AT Compat-
ibles. Dennis Baer, 25 Miller Road,
Farmingdale, NY 11735; (516) 694-
5872; distributed as shareware, $50.

Time Traveler, an educational
game that takes you on an adven-
ture through American history. For
PC, XT and AT Compatibles. Also
a version for the Sanyo MBC-550/
555. MVP Software, 1035 Dallas
SE, Grand Rapids, M149507; (616)
245-8376, $34.95.

Vantex Word Version 2.0, a
command-driven word processor.
For PC, XT and AT Compatibles.
Vantex Data Systems, P.O. Box
507, Chatham, NJ 07928; (201)635-
5686, $119 plus $5 S/ H.

Volkswriter Deluxe Plus Si)elling, a
word processor with an integrated
spelling checker. For PC, XT and
AT Compatibles. Lifetree Soft-
ware, Inc., 411 Pacific Street, Mon-
terey, CA 93940; (408) 373-4718,
$99.

Words & Figures, a program that
combines a Lotus [-2-3 (Release
1A) compatible spreadsheet with a
capable word processor. For PC,
XT and AT Compatibles. Lifetree
Software, Inc., 411 Pacific Street,
Monterey, CA 93940; (408) 373-
4718, $195.

satisfaction.

ers for evaluation.

software items will be forwa

The Seal of Certification program is open to alt
manufacturers of products for PC Compatibles, regard-
less of whether they advertise in SOFT SECTOR.

By awarding a Seal, the magazine certifies the product
does exist — that we have exam
copy — but this does not constitute any guarantee
As soon as possible, these hardware O

3

ined it and have a sample.

rded to SOFT SECTOR review-
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“The last word
in writing
technology is
interactive fiction.
| hate it.”’

18

Words and Computers

by Paul Statt, Technical Editor

alphabet, perspective drawing, the printed

book, photography, the phonograph, the
movie, and the personal computer, in
roughly that order.

People complained; at each technological
leap, somebody moaned. "‘Written stories?!
People will forget how to remember geneal-
ogies.” "Perspective drawing?! It's a trick—
people will forget the true relation of God to
man.” Someone might even have objected
to the coming of the word, had he the
means to say it.

People had a point: Technological innova-
tion changes the way we think. Marx
pointed out that what we do daily and how
we do it—the “infrastructure’ of our exis-
tence—has more to do with who we really
are than the “‘superstructure’ of our beliefs.
Now microcomputers are changing the way
we read.

The last word in writing technology is in-
teractive fiction—a story that isn't a story, a
play in which you're the star. | hate it. I'm
the 20th-century heir of the medieval skep-
tic: “'Interactive novels?! People will forget
how to read, they'll forget what pilot is, for-
get how to tell stories.”

I'm twice scared: first, that I'm right; sec-
ond, that I'm a voice crying in a wilder-
ness. Scribbling a shopping list on the back
of an envelope, who really cares that the
written alphabet took the poetry out of Ho-
mer's Odyssey? Who cares that Saint Au-
gustine could have committed the entire
inventory of the local A&P to memory. with-
out writing down a word?

Someday reading a novel will be an old-
fashioned curiosity, like a guest on The To-
night Show who can memorize all the view-
ers' zip codes.

Who'll care that Herman Melville once
wrote a novel called Moby Dick, a slow-
moving, digressive chase after a big fish
they never catch anyway? There's probably
an interactive game in which you can nuke
the whale, if you're clever.

I hate interactive fiction most because it's
bad. I've “‘read’ interactive fiction by poets
whose poetry is also incomprehensible (Tom
Disch’'s Amnesia) and by poets who can
write gracefully (Robert Pinsky's Mindwheel).
But on the video monitor their prose looks
like the work of bad science-fiction writers.

My heart leapt when Bard Fregger, a
producer at Activision, confided to me,
"“The dream was to bring literature to the
computer, as we brought it to film. We

In the beginning was the word. Then the

wanted to write the first true ‘computer
novel'—literature that could be expressed
as a novel or as a film, but [was] ex-
pressed best on the computer.”

“What is Iiterature?"" Fregger won-
dered—he looks enough like a pipe smok
in tweeds to get away with that kind of
question—but didn't answer. | didn't know
the answer either, but | doubted it was
Portal.

Portal is Activision's new interactive
game. It's also a database—a representa-
tion of the earth’s global government in t
21st century—and you, returning from a
weary decade or more of space travel,
have "booted it up." The database and a
“"antique”’ microcomputer are the only arti
facts left—all the home folk have fled.

Where did they go? You poke around ir
the database, with its records and vital stz
tistics, until you figure it out.

The idea of the game, | take it, is that
there’'s one right answer to the question
"What happened?’’ but many ways to get
there. (I may be wrong—I've never put ug
with the empty prose long enough to finist
an interactive story even once, let alone in
multiple ways.) It's the conceit all interactiv
games share: Anything is possible. Nothing
is written in stone, as the saying goes.

What sets Portal apart is that it's a data-
base. (I don't want to scare away arcade-
sci-fi fans—Portal doesn't look like a data-
base. Spooky music emanates from your
Apple, and every screen has that indefina-
ble look of the future.) That makes it. as
Fregger says, “literature that's best on the
computer,”” although I'm arguing that it still
ISn't literature.

Fregger was proud to report that he
found “a writer" to work on Portal. Rob
Swiggart, author of the successful sci-fi
novel Vector and the mainstream Little
America, did something with Portal: I'm not
sure what. I'm not complaining, though; at
least Portal isn't sullied by bad writing, be-
cause it doesn't bother with any writing.
That's the way to do it.

I'm of two minds. | don't like Portal be-
cause I'm a reader. When bookstores
become antique shops, I'll take my enter-
tainment there. On the other hand. | like
Portal, because it doesn't pretend to be a
novel, just as | like photographs that don't
pretend to be paintings.

The future scares me, but let's get on with
it, and stop trying to re-create the past. B
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Portal: Is this Interactive Fiction?

Emerging from the mists of the
"Vaporware" list in PC Letter,
Portal™ has at last been published
by Activision. Having thus
established that Portal is not vapor,
its creator, novelist Rob Swigart,
has some further observations about
what Portal is and is not.

“It's not a game,” says Swigart.
Nor. apparently, is it interactive
fiction as we have come to know it.
"There is no parsing language in
Portal,” he adds, "no puzzles to
solve."”

Then what is it?

"It's a computer novel."

And that is...?

"A novel that can be told only
through the medium of the
computer.”

If you could expand on that...

Swigart says "The narrative, the
story, is organized like a database of
real information, by category—
historical data, facts  about
characters, and so on. In this way, a
person's  experience of  Portal
imitates the style of traditional kinds
of computer use. You uncover the
story section by section, layer by
layer. learning how parts of the
story relate to other parts."

So this is interactive fiction then?

"Neither game nor adventure,”
writes Bob Lindstrom in A+
Magazine, "Portal represents an
entirely new form of entertainment
software."

To its author, Portal is the dawn
of the new in more ways than one.
Says Swigart, "Portal is a simulation
of future computers—AI systems
that will be able to process, filter,
and organize information for the
user as an individual with very
particular, even quirky, needs.

"A computer that can forecast the
future could also tell plausible
stories about the future—predictions
cast in narrative form. Futurists of
today, who realized the importance
of intuition some time ago, already
engage in this kind of 'narrative’
forecasting."”

Get the feeling that Swigart has
hung around with futurists? He has.
In a career that has included a stint
as a textbook salesman, a Ph.D. in
comparative literature, and a wide
range of poetry, essays, stories,
computer game scripts and nine
novels, he has also written futurist
scenarios for the Institute for the
Future in Menlo Park, California.
His latest novel, Vector (Bluejay
Books, 1986), has been described as
a "biotechnology thriller.”

The plot of Portal is reminiscent
of many science fiction stories. The
year is 2106. You—the user, or
player, or reader, whatever—are a
lone space traveler who has returned
from a 100-year star voyage to an
Earth devoid of human life. Plants
thrive, birds sing, animals burrow
but no people. You find a single

S e e e S 12 s 4 e e ol s 1
| SPECIAL OFFER |
I 5 I
' Buy Portal, The Computer Novel |
: and Get a $5 Rebate :
| Redemption Instructions I
1. Buy Portal at your local software store. 3. Mail all of these items to:
' 2. Collect the following items: Portal Rebate Offer l
| « The tab from the Portal box with the part P.O. Box 729 |
number BD-133-02. San Francisco, CA 941010729
| « The original sales receipt with the product 4. Must be postmarked on or before September 30. l
ircled. 1987.
: . 'plnhfzg::pon with all information fully 5. Allow 4-6 weeks for receipt of your rebate. :
completed.

: Customer Information (please print) !
| Name I
l Address I
l City State Zip :
I Hardware l
I Store :
I City State Zip l
I Redemption of this coupon is subject to all the terms and conditions listed above. Void where prohibited by

law. Not to be used in conjunction with any other special offer. |
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operating computer (yours, of
course) connected to 12 Worldnet
"dataspaces."

As you begin to dip into the data
available, you soon make contact
with a biological computer named
Homer. The sole survivor of a
vanished civilization, Homer is your
link to the past and your conduit to
the future.

Together, you and Homer set out
to solve the mystery of an
unpeopled world. Your knowledge
grows organically. As you uncover
bits of data in one category, you're
granted access to more and more
data in other, related categories.
And Homer is enabled to
"remember”’ more and more, as his
understanding of the past grows
with yours.

You leam, for example, about
21st-century geopolitical  affairs;
about the fantastic technology of the
era, including neurophage weapons,
agrobotics,  nightvision  thermo-
graphy, and Mozart, the great
aesthetic  application of neural
induction; and about Porial, the
phenomenon at the heart of the
mystery.

Portal is on two or three disks,
depending on what kind of
computer you have (Activision has
released Portal for Amiga, Apple Il
and Macintosh, Commodore, and
MS-DOS machines). Also in the
box is a "Prologue,” written in

"your" voice; a map of the Intercorp
Council World  Administrative
Regions, dated 14 August 2077; and
a copy of Worldnet Emergency
Operating Instructions, dated 11
November 2088. These are your
tools for exploring the world of
Portal, and solving its mystery.

As you say to yourself in the
"Prologue,” "I will read the
instructions, and then I will try to
find out what has happened to the
world, where the people have gone,
and if I must remain alone for the
rest of my life...I have been too
long without other people."”

In developing Portal, Swigart
envisioned a future, like any science
fiction writer. Here's the twist,
though. Placing us at the end of the
Earth's future, Portal challenges us
to reconstruct that future as the past,
so that a new future may begin to
unfold.

It also challenges our notions of
what ‘"interactivity” in computer
fiction can be, and of what
"parrative” is, in any kind of
medium, and how it works. As
futuristic as Portal is, it borrows
much from traditional storytelling.
Readers will not find themselves
stumped by difficult puzzles, rather
the story unfolds itself with some

gentle coaxing. Can interactive
storytelling work without chal-
lenging puzzles or conflict re-

solution? Portal proves it can.

"Don't 'oh shucks' me, mister! You march up those stairs right this minute and
caskly that messy room of yours! And while you're up there, young man, make sure
you apologize to your little sister for frotzing her cereal during breakfast this
morning!"

Bob Prokop
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By Meg Morris
Special to the Times Tribune

When Rob Swigart was asked by
a software producer to use a com-
puter to tell a story, he decided the
story would be science fiction, and
the computer would be a partici-
pant in it. “Portal,” St. Martin's
Press, $18.95, is an experiment in
“hypermedia.”

Swigart says that hypermedia is
a buzzword to describe an interact-
ive story using all current possibili-
ties of the computer — text, graph-
ics and sound. The story differs
from a game because the user is on
this side of the screen; the story is
on the other side.

The software version of “Por-
tal” allows choices but is hand-
coded and hard-wired, so that the
author has retained control. The
novel as published is ““one path
through the story. Another novel
could be written using the same
data bases.”

Swigart compares the present
state of the art of hypermedia to
the early days of making movies.
The practice of producing both
software and a book to tell the
same story is compared to produc-
ing both movie and book.

He would like to get other au-

thors involved in “Future Fiction” .

and will co-teach a summer work-
shop of this title with Vonda McIn-
tyre, winner of the science fiction
Nebula Award for “Dreamsnake.”

Rob Swigart
... writes science fiction.

There are three tracks to “Por-
tal's” story. “You” in the software,
or “the astronaut” in the novel, re-
turn to earth after an aborted flight
outside the solar system and find
that all other people have disap-
peared. Logging on to a computer
terminal, the astronaut meets
HOMER, a biological computer.

“HOMER starts out as a straight
narrator,” says Swigart, “then he
gets interested in his possible
meaning and purpose; he becomes
a character.”

The growing friendship with
HOMER is the second track.

Third is the story that HOMER

relates about Peter Devore, a cou-
rageous adolescent genius who
solved the equations necessary to
take people through the Portal.

Although some elements of plot,
theme and characters are not new,
many science fiction readers are
enthusiastic about the book, finding
heroism and sacrifice in the story
as well as action and suspense.

The concept of hypermedia is an
exciting one, but when the same
story is put between covers and de-
fined as a novel, style and format
are stumbling blocks for some
readers. It is a challenge to get
through the computer-generated
headings of each bit of data and to
follow the skips among different
data bases.

“Because of the nature of the fu-
ture world, there's lots of techno-
babble,” says Swigart. “It is diffi-
cult to get to the story in this unfa-
miliar and uncomfortable
environment.”

He advises those who are having
trouble with it to “skim through the
first pages to get to the story.”

A user’s manual for the fictional
Worldnet computer network, in-
cluding a glossary, comes with the
software. The reader of the book,
however, may be slowed down by
such words and terms as induction
sensorium, biocybernon and exter-
nal limbic system activation.

Reading, like using a computer,
can be interactive — at least in the

L Ll e

reader’s mind. A reader who wants
to have as much fun as the author,
typesetter and programmers might
think responses such as these
quotes taken from different parts
of the book:

Astronaut: “I had no idea what
an unterminated transit query
was.”

Reader: Hang in there, we’ll find
out in a few pages.

Astronaut: “Why do I do this? I
do not know. There is nothing else
to do.”

Reader: How about reading a
good bocok?

Wanda: “Whom should I save,
who is locked away here?” :

Reader: The English language?

Ezekial: “What kind of Field? I
asked. SciTech offered some equa-
tions but I could make nothing of
them.”

Reader: My point exactly.

Astronaut: “Gyges tells me my
psychological adjustment is in
peril. I have been too long without
other people.”

Reader: I believe it.

HOMER: “The data forms small
clots around some event. The algo-
rithms concentrate, condense.
Scenes form but I can’t go on like
smw‘-.

Reader: Me, either. I wonder
what the sequel to this book will be
like? -

Peter: “Frankly, it scares the
code right out of me.”

All best seller lists not the same

IN THIS MACROCOSM OF computers and
the age of the microchip, I still take pride in the
ability and integrity of one mini-mind and five
mere humans, especially those who
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@ “Emperor of the Air”: 7, 4.

@ “Freaky Deaky”: 6, 3.

“Love” was listed at all five bookstores, “Bon-
fire and “Icarus” at four stores, “Freaky” and

Computer tells ‘Portal’ story

s

1

New textbook
demystifies
the IBM PC

Sit down in front of your new
IBM PC ready to be part of the
computer age, put your hand on
the keyboard and — then what?

To answer that question,
reach for “IBM PC BASIC with
an Introduction to Structured
Programming” by Raphael E.
Serebreny, Prentice Hall,
$26.67.

“This text begins by assum-
ing that the reader knows noth-
ing about computers or com-
puter programming,” says
Serebreny.

Whew! Here’s an author who
understands.

Chapter One gives a brief his-
tory of computers, a non-techni-
cal discussion of how and why
they developed. This helps the
novice gain a basis for commun-
icating with the computer liter-
ate. A short, well-chosen bibliog-
raphy is added.

Chapters 2 through 11 lead
the beginner in logical progress-
ion from ‘Parts of the Com-
puter” through all steps of
BASIC programming, including
disk files and the disk operating
system.

Each chapter begins with a
list of objectives and ends with
exercises to test your new
knowledge. Answers are in th
appendix. :

Cerebrenv

now a hneinace !
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By JACK WARNER

United Press International

Some of the world’s oldest and most enduring games have been translated to
personal computers with great success, and there’s another that seems |like
one of the classics even though it was created just for microchips.

Actlivision’s Shanghal, avallable for all major systems, has the look and
feel of a game cleansed and purified by centuries of play.

But, although it uses Mah Jongg tiles, it Is an original - conceived and
programmed by Brodie Lockard, an indomitable paraplegic who uses a stick in
his mouth Instead of fingers to write programs.

Shanghal is a game of reduction - you remove pairs of matching tiles from an
intricately balanced pile until, If you win, there are no more. But it is
very hard to win. This game is so addicting that when my review copy died, I
went out and bought a new one.

It is interesting to note that while Shanghai has the flavor of an ancient
board game, a moment’s thought will show that to be absurd. Only a computer
could set up the Intricately lald but randomly arranged stack of 144 tlles
with which you begin the game. :

The origins of chess, on the other hand, are lost in antiquity, but it has
been a part of computer gaming since computers were first bullt.

Chess programs for microcomputers keep getting stronger, with more and more
features tacked on. The best I’ve seen |s Chessmaster 2000, from Software
Toolworks through Electronic Arts, for most computers. There are multiple
levels of play, and at Its highest Chessmaster is very tough, in the high
class A or expert range. I wish I could have had a program llke this 20 years
ago when [ was playing seriously; what a grand way to practice.

It offers a 3-D view of the board that newcomers to the game may enjoy, but
any experienced player will use the more common flat view. With a mouse or a
Joystick, you don’t have to use the non-standard movement notation common to
all computer chess games; you can select a piece, pick it up and move it.

The only problem is that the program seems always to respond to P-K4 with P-
K4; not a lot of imaginatlion there. Software Toolworks suggests that if you
want to play White agalnst a Sicilian Defense, for instance, you can use the
player-to-player mode - in which you enter both sides’ moves - for the first
two moves and then hand the black plieces back to the computer.

Bridge is much more of a social game than chess, but Grand Slam Bridge, also
from Electronic Arts, serves much the same purpose as Chessmaster. The manual
warns that it is not mean to be a learning tool, and indeed it s not
Intended to teach the rudiments of the game, but there are plenty of features
that will improve your play.

You can ask for hints on bidding - decide your bid, and then see what the
computer would have done - replay a hand, take back bids or play with all
four hands displayed. It |Is a very handsome game, and a very flexible one;
you can even set your opponents’ level of aggression.

Activision’s Portal |s probably the most unusual piece of computer
entertainment I‘ve seen. It cannot reasonably be called a game.

Imagine a science fiction novel In which the maln character returns from a

« deep space mission to find Barth abandoned; no one is home anywhere. He

begins to work through a world-wide, government-run computer network to try
to unravel the mystery.

That, essentially, ls Portal - except you are doing the unravelling

. Yourself. There are no problems or puzzles to be solved; nothing you can do,

H
i

i

H

*

. as far as I can see, to effect the outcome. It will not be to everyone’s

taste, but It |s extremely well-written and the suspense, as the story
unfolds, is riveting. Activision deserves a major round of applause for

breaking new, and probably financially risky, ground.
adv tues june 2
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(Infocom, IBM PC $40 also for most
: home computers)

| Description: A spooky text adven-

ture set in a medieval castle on a
misty moor in England.
Graphics: None, all text.
Playability: Good replay value
because you may choose from
several versions of the story.
Originality: This is not only an
excellent game; it is a very well
written and interesting mystery.
Rating: 9 # # # # # s % %
Moon Mist is a story about a
castle haunted by what seems to
be a ghost. As the main character,
your job is to figure out who or
what the ghost is and what it

¢ wants. You have been brought to
the castle by a lady friend of yours,

Tamara, who thinks that someone
is trying to kill her. Throughout
the game you will meet and talk
with many other characters,
including the Lord of the Castle,
his servants, and his guests, and
you will find clues hidden in the
rooms and secret passageways.

Everyone knows there is a trea-
sure hidden somewhere in the
castle, so one of the characters
could be pretending to be a ghost
to scare the others away. Or it
could be Tamara herself. There are
lots of great riddles in Moon Mist
to keep you going for weeks or
months. Plus there are four differ-
ent versions of the game on the
disk, so you can solve this adven-
ture more than once.

Portal

(Activision, Commodore 64, $40;
also for Apple II)

Description: A very unusual
adventure in which you explore a
futuristic computer database.
Graphics: A superb use of color
graphics.

Playability: The world of Portal is
huge, contained on five disk sides,
and it is a very difficult game.
Originality: A highly original
game; first of its kind.

Rating: 7 # # s & # & #

We must start this review with
two thoughts: 1) This is a very
strange game, and 2) this is a very
difficult game. Still, anyone with a
passion for computers and a little
patience will find Portal an
extraordinary experience. The
idea is that you have returned to
Earth in the future to find no one
left—no one, that is, except fora
partially working computer |
named Homer. Unfortunately,
Homer cannot quite remember
what happened to all the people.
Homer’s databases have been
mostly destroyed, with only
pieces of files and clues remain-
ing. Still, if you work hard enough,
you can help Homer to remember
everything, and it is quite a story!

We felt the game should have
come with more explanation in
the manual. But if you stick with
it, the rewards are unlike those of
any other game.

Type!
(Broderbund, Apple I, $50; also for
the IBM PC)

Description: A serious typing les-
son program.

Graphics: Displays of the key-
board layout and bar graphs add a
lot to the lessons. }
Playability: Not for entertainment,
but will improve your typing.
Orlgmahty Similar to other typ-
ing programs.

Rating: 8 v ¥+ + v # s #

Type t=Athlon = 25

Ke Bas ics

GM',?V . ﬂ
™ sV a

P Start Game
Raise Speed

Lower Speed '"SQ a?!a‘i;ag‘lenu

Whereas MasterType by Scarbo-
rough is a great typing game, Type!
is a great typing teacher.

The five tutorial activities build
from simple to difficult. The first
is an introduction to the keyboard
and where to place your fingers.
The last is a 60-second typing test.
And you may select your typing
skill level, so beginners and
experts alike will feel challenged.

All activities make you type real
words and sentences rather than
random letters. The best part of
Type! is the way it gives you feed-
back on your work. At any time,
you can view a graph of your pro-
gress, and the computer will give
you a report on how you are doing
with each key, each hand, and
even each finger.

Phil Wiswell, father of three, is a
computer consultant and writer.
Bill Gillette, 16, is a student with a

passion for compiiters.
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UNIV & SCHOOL P.O.'s WELCOME!

TWO YEAR WARRANTY ON ALL PRODUCTS
CALL OR WRITE FOR ILLUSTRATED LISTINGS!
ADD $3 Shipping / /COD ADD $2 / VISA/MC OKAY

NEXO DISTRIBUTION

914 E. 8TH ST., Suite 109, National City, CA 92050
(619) 474-3328 10AM-6PM Mon-Fri

ONE MEG RAM BOARDS? OTHER PERIPHERALS!
WE'VE GOT EM! 64K/80 Column Bd lle $35
THE Super Expanders! Super 64K/80 Col lle $49
SE. llgs OK Now $49 16K RAM Board 11+ $35
SE. lle *OK Now $59 128K RAM Board I+ $65
SE lic "OK'1/88 $69 | 80 Column Board I+ $49
SE I+ *OK 3/88 $79 Super Serial Bd li+/e  $49
4 Z80 CP/M Board  ll+/e $35
Above with 256K add $30 | Numeric Keypad lle $35
Above with 512K add $60 | Graphic Par Bd w/Cple  $45
Above with IMEG add ~ $120 | Joystick $15 & $25
* FREE Appleworks RAM
Exp:nsigr‘: So?tware! N.B SWITQHBOX!
Centronics or Serial $29
QUIET COOLING FANS!
ligs No Audio Noise $25 ADD ON DISK DRIVE: 5%
11+/e w/Surge Protect $27 Specify Your Model $119

0%

CIRCLE 325 ON READER SERVICE CARD

Get more out of
Print Shop™ and AppleWorks™
with these great values.

Labels, Labels, Labels
Use Print Shop™ graphics, borders and fonts to create
any size label, badge or postcard. Merge fancy labels with
your AppleWorks database. Print in color on color printers.
Use new GS multi-color graphics. Retail price $39.95 for
product PS03.

P.L.U.S.
Do you love Print Shop™? We do! That's why we've
created P.L.U.S., a set of ten "Print Shop™"” related utility

programs that are so useful, you'll wonder how you ever |

got along without them. Retail price is $39.95 for product
PS01.

Big Red Computer Club
An international” Apple™Il user group with over 8,000
members. Members receive a monthly newsletter called
Scarlett, a large catalog of public domain software and
group discounts on software products. Membership i
$12.00 a year.

Big Red Computer Club

423 Norfolk Avenue
Norfolk, NE 68701

Phone orders welcome! Call 402-379-4680.

CIRCLE 113 ON READER SERVICE CARD

Author Rob Swigart
sent a sudden bolt of in-
novation into the com-

puter-game community

over a year ago when Ac-
tivision released Portal as
the first computer novel.

In the 22nd century, an
astronaut returns home
to discover a deserted
Earth. Although there are
no signs of destruction or
catastrophe, mankind
seems to have been
peeled off the surface of
the planet. In search of
an explanation, players/
readers of Portal use their
computer to scan a futur-
istic database and sort out
a story of benevolent dic-
tators and devastating
mind power.

In moving Portal to
book form, Swigart has
added a framework and a
few enhancements that
logically adapt the com-
puter novel to a more
conventional medium. In
black and white, Portal is
no less fascinating and
touching.

If you're looking for a
nice change of pace, en-
tertainmentwise, try a
book, whether it’s Swi-
gart’s Portal or, perhaps,

the biography of one of
Apple’s cofounders, The
Journey to the Automatic
Teller is the Reward.

Books actually have a
lot in their favor. They’'re
as portable as a laptop
computer. They last in-
definitely without batter-
ies. And they have a
crisp, sharp monochrome
display that you can read
for hours without eye-
strain.

I 0

HINTS FROM
THE CRADLE

The cradle of civilization,
that is.

This month’s handy
game tip comes to us all
the way from Athens,
Greece, home of “Game-
Port” reader Victor Ara-
vantinos.

In Brederbund’s Cap-
tain Goodnight and the
Islands of Fear, Aravan-
tinos has “found out that
when you arrive at Doom
Island, after getting off
the plane, you can press
Delete four times. You
will be surprised to see
that you have already
finished the game, avoid-
ing the thermo berserk-
ers and the nightstalker
robots.”

You, too, can send tips
and spoilers to “Game-
Port” at our new address:
GamePort, A + Maga-
zine, 950 Tower Lane,
18th Floor, Foster City,
CA 94404.

Because of the volume
of mail, I cannot respond
personally to your re-
quests for hints, clues,
and authorized credit-
card numbers. Sorry. +
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In the far distant future, an astronaut
returns from a failed 100-year star voyage to
find an Earth once teeming with humanity
now strangely empty

Mile-high skyscrapers are eerily quiet.
The sweeping panorama of forests and
meadows, rivers and lakes is exquisitely
beautiful. . .but devoid of people.

Only a dimly glowing computer terminal
connected to a dying biological computer
named Homer, offers the astronaut any
clues to mankind’s fate — or its ultimate
salvation.

San Jose State University English in-
structor Rob Swigart’s critically acclaimed
future fiction ‘‘Portal’’ (published on com-
puter disks by Activision and in book form
by St. Martin’s press) is a novel with a
difference — once the story’s basic premise
is laid out *‘readers’’ use personal compu-
ters to seek information and piece together
the story of Earth’s fate.

Using similar techniques, Swigart and
Nebula Award winning guest author Vonda
N. Mclntyre lead the CSU Summer Arts ’88
course on Future Fiction July 10-30.

*“This is not simply a course in science
fiction writing,”” said Professor Lou Lewan-
dowski, SISU English department chair and
Summer Arts '88 Future Fiction program
coordinator. “‘It’s a course which uses the
latest technology in support of the creative
efforts of the students.”’

‘‘Students have opportunities in Summer
Arts that they don’t have on campus,’’
Lewandowski added. ‘‘Usually we cannot
offer them the chance to work literally side-
by-side, day-by-day with such great writers
and powerful guests as playwright Edward
Albee or Bobby McFerrin (multiple Gram-
my Award winning jazz vocalist) who were
among the artists invited in previous pro-
grams.’’

Sculptor George Segal and playwright
Arthur Kopit are among the featured guests
at Humboldt this year.

The rewards, Lewandowski notes, are
both obvious and subtle. ‘‘One of the great-

(Continued on page 8)

FICLuIii

(Continued from Page 5)

est benefits is the increased awareness stu-
dents have of the professionalism required
for success in a given field. The intimate
contact they have with these high-powered
artists gives them an idea of professionalism
they do not always get in a classroom.”

Climaxing the three-week writing pro-
ject is the seminar ‘‘Flickering Firelight:
Telling Stories through the Computer.”’
Panelists include: Paul Saffo of the Stanford
Institute for the Future; science fiction writ-
ers Marta Randall, Ron Montana and Eliz-
abeth Lynn; and mystery writer Shelley
Singer.

During the Future Fiction session, stu-
dents will collaborate with faculty to create
their own self-referencing, intricately con-
nected fictional future. Apple’s Hypercard
and Macintosh SEs serve as the publishing
medium.

With Swigart and Mclntyre, the class
will prepare and publish a first-contact *‘ar-
tifact’’ (the future fiction). Their work will
be available through shareware networking.

The Future Fiction writing program cuts
across disciplines, too.

With the help of Computer Image pro-
gram students, future fictioneers may place
supporting documents, line drawings, pho-
tographs, diagrams and charts into their
basic text.

Students in the Electronic Music pro-
gram will provide rhythms, melodies and
speech, if need be, Lewandowski said.

“‘Because of Rob's novel, we are sceing
a surge of activity among other science
fiction writers in this field,’’ Lewandowski
said. “‘After working with the Summer Arts
"88 program, we hope.fo.establish a similar-

890mmmwm,u.&o.mma.ﬁ;...;,Oc:,.a.«Eo:ae.ova
the Jeadership and support of the Special
Programs Office at the Chancellor’s Office
in Long Beach. : 4

Our students have the advantage of

participating in one of the most advanced
PP S S Sy LGRS D SRR B, 7 R

“*We have wc.:oa together as a 19-cam-
pus system and, led by Chancellor Re-
ynolds, produced a full-fledged and
incredibly impressive summer arts pro-
gram. It is a brilliant idea that has proven
very successful — I am truly proud to be
part of the whole thing.”’




WASATCH FILE ON ROB SWIGART
(Designer of Portal)

Rob Swigart has been involved with
writing since college. His graduate studies
were in Comparative Literature. Addition-
ally he has pursued interests in Media
Studies, with a major emphasis on the film.
He has taught several film classes at Cali-
fornia State University in San Jose and cur-
rently teaches classes in fiction writing.

Rob has published several books (Little
America, Time Trip, Book Of Revelations).
His most recent book is Vector, a biotech
thriller, published by St. Martins. He does
not like to have his writing classified as
science fiction. He describes his works using
the terms "Magic Realism" and "South
American Surrealism".

Rob has been involved with computers
since the early days of the "home brew"
computer systems. A friend of his had an
Apple I (ONE). He bought an Apple II

(SN# 73) in 1977. He got his copy of Easy
Writer I directly from John Draper (aka
Captain Crunch) and started right off using
his computer for writing.

The Portal project came to him out of
the blue. Rob had been talking with Elec-
tronic Arts about various ideas, but they
were not getting anywhere. Then came a
call from Brad Fregger at Activision. After
some discussion, the work began on Portal.
Two years later, after several programming
changes and cutbacks on creative ideas,
Portal made it to the market. The product,
as you see it, is complete and well pack-
aged. A lot of time was spent working on
the user interface and graphic images, as
well as on the data and novel itself.

When not using his computer for writing,
Rob enjoys computer simulations, notably
Gato and Orbitor. He is currently working
on a new book to be printed in the tradi-
tional manner, and has some ideas for a
possible sequel to Portal.

should check, your random access leads you
through a series of screens that gets tedious and
even somewhat annoying, especially if there is no
data or no new data available (Activision will be
making an outline or flowchart of data areas to
access that will make the reading much easier.); and
2) for the C64, there is a good attempt at an inno-
vative data access technique using the joysticks that
fails in its final implementation. It is minimally
documented and even with the practice tutorial
provided, it is still tricky in actual use. Far too of-
ten I ended up doing things that were not my in-
tent. This would require me to repeat several steps
to amend my "error".

The interface on the Amiga, using the mouse, is
much more acceptable. The use of color is excel-
lent. However, data access is not that much quicker
and to save the current status seems to take much
longer than on the C64.

There are several access areas that only contain
statistical data presented graphically. These are data
profiles for several of the key characters in the
drama. These are nicely displayed and though they
add dimension to the story, there are so many of
them that after looking at a few of them they go

unnoticed.

The documentation is also very thorough in pro-
viding dimension to the story, but lacking in sub-
stance of useful interface information. One can
save one’s current data access status, but I could
find NO reference as to how to leave the program.
I just remove the disk and turn off the computer.

The screen graphics, text display, and haunting
sounds are excellent. I think that this program adds
a new dimension to the computerized novel. Once I
got involved in the story, the awkward interface
only bothered me because it slowed my reading of
the story. This novel could not be presented in book
format and have the same impact (I am told that it
may be released as a book). The intriguing differ-
ence is that the "story/novel" is built upon the data
found in the various databases.

BEGINNING READING

Portal begins with the entry of your DNA#
(something you are not likely to have) or your
name. The name you enter will be used to SAVE or
"bookmark" your place in the story. When you start
"new" from the beginning, a very artistic graphic
display sets the scene and puts you into the future

33




Stewart Alsop’s

PC. LETTER

The Insider’s Guide to the Personal Computer Industry

November 19, 1986
Volume 2, Number 20

I was supposed to write this issue last Thursday, after three days at
Comdex/Fall. Well, I got back from the show and I couldn't think of anything
to say about it: more than 1,200 companies exhibiting and I couldn't think of
anything to say.

Either I'm losing my touch or the industry is in a bad way. I'm not
about to admit that I'm off my beat, so it must be the industry. Oh, sure,
there were 80386-based computers and boards all over the floor. PC's Limited
386-16 is a beaut. Quadram's 8-bit 386 XT board is mildly interesting.
Quadram's 82786-based graphics board is mouthwatering. Several manufacturers
finally figured out how to make multisynchronous monitors to compete with
NEC's Multisync. Software Link's PC-MOS 283 is enticing. Windows and Gem
applications like PC Pagemaker, Ventura Publisher, Nexpert Object, and Dragnet
show glimpses of what's possible in the future.

But none of this stuff is made by or blessed by IBM. Much of it is being
developed outside the purview of the accepted "standards” in the pc industry.
And only some of it is compatible with each other. Indeed, as far as Comdex
was concerned, it was almost as though IBM didn't exist, even though the
company had the biggest booth there and Bill Lowe delivered the keynote
speech. So the question I ended up with after Comdex/Fall is: Who is in the
driver's seat? (That question is a deliberate pun, since the physical
expression of a standard product is the universality of the driver that makes
e woarky.)

I came away from Comdex thinking that we are engaged in what is

iald | BT F v hi
for PC-DOS computers. As long as it remains a secret war, it is one that could
ultimately destroy the standard.

The fact is that The Industry (a phrase I use here to refer to the
collective wisdom of the people that design products and run companies in the
personal computer business) has decided that the PC XT architecture --
consisting of an 8088/86 processor, IBM BIOS, DOS 3.X, 360K disk drives, 640K

P.C. LETTER (ISSN 8756-7822) is published 22 times per year by P.C. Letter Associates, a California limited
partnership, 113 Somerset Street, Redwood City, CA 94062. Copyright ©1986 by P.C. Letter Associates: Copying of
any portion of this letter is strictly prohibited without the express permission of the publisher. Editor and Publisher:
Stewart Alsop Il. Assistant to the Publisher: Betty Hubbard. See back page for information about how to order a
subscription. P.C. Letter is produced and distributed by Telespan Publishing Company, Altadena, Calif., publishers
of Telespan and Telecommuting Review.
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memory, MDA/CGA/HGC displays -- is no longer a viable architecture for
delivering new functionality. The Industry believes that the architecture
needs to use a better processor, more linear memory address space, a more
functional operating system, a faster and more capable display controller and
display, and smaller and more capacious disk drives.

In what form that functionality gets delivered to customers is the
essence of the secret war. The central battle of this secret war is over the
use of the 80286 processor versus the use of the 80386 processor. IBM, having
sold its customers perhaps 600,000 computers based on the 80286, wants to
deliver the new functionality on an 80286 platform that includes a new
operating system that isn't downwardly compatible with the old one, but that
completely enfranchises all those customers that invested in the 80286. The
Industry wants to deliver the new functionality on an 80386 platform that is
downwardly compatible and preserves the customers' investment in software and
peripherals, but that essentially disenfranchises their investment in the
80286. The reason that a war is being fought at all is that the 80386
processor and the control software that enables it to act as a new platform
has arrived (or is just about to arrive), some six to nine months before IEM
can deliver the operating system that will finally enable the 80286 to act as
a new platform.

The battle cry of this secret war -- as expressed eloquently and

repeatedly by Rod Canion -- is that the standard PC architecture is now owned

THE OFFICIAL P.C., LETTER VAPORLIST ===m=—mm—m e oo oo oo oo oo e

PORTAL: On November 7, I got a press release announcing that I've
personally been handed the first copy of Portal to come off the line. On
November 13, by Federal Express, I get the first copy of Portal I've ever
seen. Hmmm. In any case, the product is now shipping for the Commodore 64, ten
months after announcement and eight months after its original ship date.

VENTURA PUBLISHER: Xerox's latest shot at taking a position in the PC
market is now shipping. Meanwhile, Aldus Corp.'s PC Pagemaker appears to have
slipped its internal schedule of shipment in mid-November to at least December
and possibly January, widening the lead and window of opportunity for Xerox.

Original Revised Months

Product Company Announced = date date in vapor
File Server Apple 01-85 09-85 2Renn 24;
Crosstalk Mk.IV Microstuff 04-85 06-85 11-86 18
Optical drive Verbatim 07-85 12-87 NA 16
Hal Lotus 11-85 12-86 NA 10
ADOS IBM/Microsoft 02-86 03-87 NA 10
PC Pagemaker Aldus Corp. 03-86 12-86 NA 8
Dbase Mac Ashton-Tate 08-86 12-86 NA 4
Pageperfect Beyond Words/Imsi 09-86 12-8% NA 2
QuadHPG Quadram 09-86 02-87 NA 1
Manuscript Lotus 10-86 12-86 NA *
Mac Word 3.0 Microsoft 10-86 01-87 NA *
*

Inboard/386 Intel 10-86 01-87 NA
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ACTIVISION'S PORTAL HAILED AS "NEW GENRE

IN ENTERTAINMENT SOFTWARE"

Mountain View, CA (March, 1987) -- Portal, the first piece of

literature written for the personal computer, has been hailed by critics as
"a new genre of entertainment software.” It is not a personal computer
game or adventure, nor does it fit into the genre of an electronic,
text-adventure novel. Itis, as one critic describes it, a science-fiction
book in a personal computer.

Portal is set in the year 2106. You, the player, are a lone space traveler
who returns to Earth to a frightening discovery -- all the people on the

Earth have completely vanished! You find a single operating computer
terminal connected to the 12 Worldnet databases, and having to access it
through the antiquated input devices of the late 20th century, you soon

make contact with the sole survivor of the lost civilization, a biological
computer named Homer. Together, you and Homer begin the search to solve
the mystery of this lifeless world, probing databases as Homer begins to
remember bits of information that lead you closer to discovering why the
people have disappeared.

As you explore the culture of the 22nd century, you learn much about life
on Earth in that time, including the role of the AEF (Antarctic

Expeditionary Force) and ENC (Elite Neutralization Corps) and the
technology of the era -- neurophage weapons, agrobotics, biomonitors, LN
cells, IR nightvision thermography and induction sensorium. And you
discover the Portal, a phenomenon at the core of the mysterious
disappearance of Earth's people.

"Portal is unique among computer fiction because the story is true
narrative literature, not the sort of puzzle-solving or story-branching
approach used in most computer fiction," said Mark Beaumont, Activision's
senior product manager. "The player interacts with the story, exploring
the futuristic worlds that unfold, discovering the mystery of Portal and
uncovering the data and information necessary to propel the story to its
incredible climax."

-more-

Activision, Inc. 2350 Bayshore Parkway Mountain View, CA 94043 (415) 960-0410
Mailing Address: P.O.Box 7286 Mountain View, CA 94039
Telex 172758 (Answer Back: ACTVISION Mntv) - Fax (415) 965-1216
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Producer Brad Fregger, together with highly respected adventure and
science-fiction author Rob Swigart and the design group at Nexa
Corporation, spent more than two years developing this futuristic

computer novel. Author Swigart developed Portal as an original piece of
computer literature capable of expanding on the unique interactive
partnership of computer and player. The massive databases which define
Earth in the year 2106 are recorded on several disks containing data on
people, communications, genealogy, biology, pyschology and medicine, and
unfold in extraordinary detail for the player.

Portal is available for a variety of personal computer systems. The
Commodore 64/128 version sells for $39.95 and the Apple |l and Franklin
version is $44.95. The Amiga version sells for $49.95 and the IBM PC and
100% MS-DOS compatible version is $44.95. Portal will soon be
available for the Apple Macintosh for $49.95. All prices are suggested
retail.

Activision is a leading international publisher of entertainment, creativity
and productivity software products for personal computers. The company
markets and sells products under the Activision, Infocom, Gamestar,
Electric Dreams and Personal Choice lables.
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Activision
Attn: Customer Relations
P.0.iBox#7287
Mountain View, CA 94038

Activision,

I feel compelled to comment on your excellent production of
PORTAL. 1It’s not like me to go out of my way to write to a
specific company or programmer (or, in this case, writer), but I
feel that I must. I used to play computer games whenever there
was a spare second. That period of time has since passed, and
now, I am working with IBM programming. I work at Professional
Computer Systems in St. Joseph, Michigan, where I am a salesman.

We sell your product on our sales tloor. Anyway, I noticed
PORTAL first, because of it's package design. It stands out
among the rest of the software on our wall: It’s innovative, as
most of your software is, and it has a certain "Activision Aire"
about it. I read the "game" description on the back, and decided
to give the "game" a whirl. After loading our Amiga version and
almost biting my nails off during the opening screens of eerie
sounds and graphics, I was intrigued. Unlike most sci-fi games ,
that are written at a very low, and unimaginative level, I
noticed right away that this was not the case with PORTAL. That
night, I purchased the Commodore 64 version of the program and
Orought it bose to "play.” I was hooked. The story was written
so well, and was comprehensive. I can almost liken it to the
text in Frank Herbert’'s "Dune" series, Five hours later, I
stopped - it was getting late. After work the next day, I sat
down with my favorite cheese (Muenster), and went on for another
few hours. Being a programmer, I was amazed with the data
compression techniques employed in the program. I wanted to get
to disk two, but then again, I .didn't, After a week and a half,
I finally finished. It was an awesome moment. I can’t begin to
explain it. I've never written to a company or programmer to
complement them like this, but again, I feel compelled. I feel
the need to express myself. Maybe I'll make it on the back of a
package or something (smile). Anyway, congratulations to Rob
Swigart for an EXCELLENT story, and the rest of the team for a
very beleivable rendition of the text. Marvelous job!

As I sit here, at my terminal, I wonder what Homer is
hinking. Is he waiting for me? Has he been called for his
final purpose? Or am I Just in need of serious drug
rehabilitation? 1I'l1l never know.

By the way, I would suggest putting in a fast disk access
routine.so that the game moves more quickly. I wrote a small




program that speeds the head up about 500%, and the "game" is

much more pleasurable to play. If you'd like the code, just give
me a call and request it. T won 't copyright it or sue you latery
And T wen'lt even ask for a royalty! What a deal. Of course; 1

seriously doubt that your excellent design team can’t. (1 f 7 they
haven't already) come up with some sort of drive-speed scheme.
I’'m running out of time, so I must close. Being a salesman, I
can’t type on our clones all day, as I am currently doing.

You guys (and gals) did a great job with PORTAL, and I'm
proudly backing the program 100% in our store. I think we’ve
sold more copies of that than anything else in the past month.
Keep up the excellent work! I'm looking forward to more COMPUTER
NOVELS from Activision! If you want to quote me out of text, I’d
say that it’s almost an "orgasmic experience.” Oh well...

Singerely,

wanson
Programmer/Salesman

Phone: (616) 429-8229
2580 Tanbark Trail
St. Joseph, Michigan 49085




Swigart, Rob Portal: a dataspace retrieval.
St. Martin’s, $18.95.

An astronaut returns to earth 100 years after he
left only to find that every human being has
vanished. The story of what happened to hu-
n‘lankind unfolds slowly in short bits of narra-
tive, commentary from 'a reviving computer
network, datalink entries, etc., making some-
what demanding reading that requires concen-
tration; however, computer buffs, particularly
those familiar with Portal in its software for-
mat, will enjoy the expanded novelization. SE.
See also p.0000. | (. '

LR

Swigart, Rob. Portal: a dataspace retrieval.
1988. 346p. St. Martin’s, $18.95
(0-312-01494-5). Galley. YA
Swigart's latest book is not the first novelization
of a computer game. It is, however, one of the
first conceived and executed by a major talent.
An astronaut returns to an Earth that has been
mysteriously depopulated and turned into a
garden, whereupon he utilizes a malfunction-
ing artificial intelligence network to find out
what happened and wh The answer is not
particularly original—the rest of the human :
race passed through a “gate” to somewhere
else—but the tale, in general, is executed in a
thoroughly professional manner. Recom
mended heartily for larger collections. RG.
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“Portal’ opens door to a new wave -

By Norman Sondak

PORTAL by Rob Swigart; St
Martin’s Press; 346 pages; $18.95.

By now we are all familiar with
movies based on books, and even
books based on movies. But “Portal”
is definitely the harbinger of a new
wave, it is the first book I know
based on a computer game.

As you might expect, “Portal” is
about computers and the future of
computing. Set in the beginning of
the 22nd century, an astronaut re-
turns from an aborted mission in
deep space to find the Earth devoid
of all human life. The works of man
are in decay and nature has re-
claimed most of the surface of the
planet. There are no signs of vio-
lence, the population just seems to
have gone away. But, how could bil-
lions of people merely vanish?

In a deserted underground Chicago
hospital, the astronaut finds an oper-
ational computer terminal. Over the
years the computer network has de-

teriorated to the point that it is bare-
ly functional. Now, with a human to
serve again, it revives, and slowly,
the man and the computing machin-
ery piece together the story of the
great migration of the human race.

During the years he was in space,
society fragmented. The bulk of the
population was under the benign dic-
tatorship of Intercorp, the ultimate
extension of a computerized military
industrial complex. However, Ant-
arctica became the haven of a group
of free thinkers under ¢e leadership
of a dissident scientist. i

The Ants, as they are called, real-

away and assist him in developing
his fantastic, but latent talents. Re-
gent Sable, an official of Intercorp,
also realizes Peter’s potential and
the danger he represents to the sta-
tus quo. Soon all the resources of In-
tercorp are dedicated to stopping
Peter from defecting.

“Portal” presents a disturbing, but
plausible future. Swigart has extra-
polated computer systems of prodi-
gious power that will impact and
modify every facet of human activi-
ty. He has issued a stern and elo-

. quent warning that all our work with

Artificial Intelligence and automat-

ize that the human race|is at a cross- ed computer programming could be

roads. If they continue 'E live within ' hazardous to our mental health.

the cocoon of computers, humans

will atrophy intc no' more than  Sondak is professor of Information

pampered pets. and Decision Systems at San Dieg
The only mortal capable of guiding Siuse Universliy.

the race in this great leap was a
young mathematical genius, Peter

Devore, living under the control of
Intercorp. The Ants must spirit Peter -

3




BOOKS

A Computer
Program
Comes to Life

Portal

By Rob Swigart
St. Martin’s, 352 pages, $18.95

BY MICHAEL BERRY

n days past, the come-on was
i “You've read the book, now see
the movie!"” With “Portal,” Rob Swi-
gart’s new novel, it's a case of
“You've accessed the software; now
retrieve the hard copy!”

Swigart, the author of the re-
cent techno-thriller “Vector,” origi-
nally wrote “Portal” as a computer
game, an “interactive fiction” to be
played on a video display terminal.
Now its text has been captured on
“paper between hard covers. The re-

_sult is an ingenious, experimental
adventure.

After a century in suspended
animation, an astronaut returns to
.Earth from a mysteriously aborted
trip. He discovers that, although the
plant and animal life remain un-
changed. there is not another per-
son alive on the planet. Tapping into
the Worldnet computer database,
he learns from HOMER, a story-tell-
ing Artificial Intelligence, about the
great Migration that led every hu-
man through the Portal and into the
Realm.

At the center of this cosmic
mystery lies teenage prodigy Peter
Devore. A spilled glass of orange
juice and a yogurt precipitated the
beginning of Earth's depopulation
when it allowed Peter to access Psi-
Link. a restricted psychic technolo-
gy database. The boy thereby estab-
lished telepathic contact with
Wanda Sixlove, a woman cryogeni-
cally asleep lightyears away aboard
a ship headed toward the Vega star
system.

: Escaping the repressive benev-
olence of the world-governing In-
terCorp Council, Peter and a band
of friends fled to a settlement of
free-thinkers on Antarctica. There

M%:uZ‘WX

they continued their experiments
in human psychic development.
Eventually, they discovered how to
use Wanda Sixlove and her ship to
collect the energy needed to trans-
port all of mankind to another
plane of being.

Swigart has concocted quite a !
complex narrative here, and some
will indeed find it daunting. Open- .
ing the book, one does not immedi- -
ately know how enjoyable “Portal”
will be. The predicament of the Last |
Man on Earth is a stock science fic-
tion situation that often makes for !
dreary reading. Confronting all the !
bold-faced type, the paragraphs |
with arcane headings like CEN- !
TRAL PROCESSING REF#284604 |
and the gobs of hacker jargon, the |
reader wonders whether this “da- |
taspace retrieval,” as it's dubbed, is '

I

going to translate well from one me-
dium to another.

Swigart pulls it off, though. Af- ‘
ter a few pages, one adapts to the l
book’s idiosyncratic style and struc-
ture and gets swept up in the story.
Swigart keeps the reader interested -
in the characters and their predica- |
ments, giving them more depth and
emotion than one might expect to
find in a batch of computer print-
outs. His world-building is also im-
peccable; Swigart creates a future
that clearly stems from our own
present and yet retains that critical
“sense of wonder.”

Swigart cheerfully juggles a
half-dozen familiar themes of sci-
ence fiction and uses them to his
own inventive purposes. Readers
well-versed in the genre will detect,
among others, the influence of Ar-
thur C. Clarke (sentient supercom-
puters), Frank Herbert (adolescent
messiahs), Edgar Rice Burroughs
(lost continents), William Gibson (cy-
bernetic renegades) and even Oliver
Sacks, the author of “The Man Who
Mistook His Wife for a Hat” (intrigu-
ing neurological disorders).

That'’s not to say, however, that
“Portal” is in any way derivative.
Far from it. It is a highly original,
satisfying novel.

Berkeley writer Michael Berry is the
author of "Georgia O’Keeffe,” a biogra-
phy for young adults, to be published by
Chelsea House. I




HYPERTEXTUALLY, MAYBE? ROB SWIGART’S
INTERACTIVE FICTION: PORTAL'!

FRANCO MINGANTI

1. Rob Swigart is the author of Little America (1977), A.K.A. A Cos-
mic Fable (1978), The Time Trip (1979), The Book of Revelations (1981),
and the Hawaiian mystery trilogy Vector (1986), Toxin (1989), Venom
(1991).2 Already filed under “technological fictions” (La Polla, 37), as a
novelist mediating science and myth into his writing, and more recently as
both an anticipator of the mix of California New Age and computer cul-
ture, and an overlooked forerunner of Cyberpunk (Minganti 1992, 1993),
Swigart has been involved in computer fiction since the late seventies. In
1980 he was already consulting for software companies, contributing his
competence in the “engineering of storytelling.”

Portal was copyrighted in 1986 as a “computer novel” for various stan-
dards (Commodore, Amiga, Apple II, Macintosh, Atari, IBM). Activision
was the “publisher,” and the credits read “Written by Rob Swigart. Pro-
duced by Brad Fregger. Programmed by Nexa Corporation.” In fact, the
complete cast of credits included items like original concept, design, pro-
gramming, sound, editorial management, plus the usual special thanks. It
came in a box, the size of a hardcover book, containing three diskettes, a
limited 90-day warranty, a five-page Prologue, a booklet of “Worldnet.
Emergency Operating Instructions” dated November 11, 2088, and an
Intercorp Council map of the World Administrative Regions or, better,
“an archival hard copy” dated August 14, 2077.

In 1988 St. Martin’s Press published Portal. A Dataspace Retrieval, 346
pages of hardcopy, where the identity of the various information sources
was distinguished by different typefaces. Along with Swigart’s authorship
(and copyright), credits here read: “A number of people contributed to
the world that Portal has become. They include producer Brad Fregger
and adviser Paul Saffo; designer/programmers Gilman Louie and Greg
Omi of Nexa Corporation; programmers Anton Wadjaja, Leonard Chan,
Elizabeth Khong, Aryanto Widodo, Thomas Hughes and Robert Coston,
also of Nexa Corporation; Jim Levy, Russell Leiblich and Ken Coleman of
Activision; Jack Caravela of St. Martin’s Press and Jeff Levin of Pendrag-
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on Graphics” - the last two names credited with “book design” along with
Swigart.

This long list of names clarifies that hyperfiction and computer novels
seem to have more in common with movie productions than with regular
publishing:

Doing interactive narrative lies somewhere between being a writer plain
and simple... and making films, which requires (according to producers and
directors) minimal writing, plus maximum producing, directing, filming,
sound editing, and acting, not to mention art direction, composing, gaffing
and so on. For hypermedia, all that should be needed for production is a
producer to put together the team, a writer, a graphic artist, a composer, and
(perhaps) a programmer. Inevitably the size of this group will grow, however,
just as it did in the movies (Swigart 1988, 11).

Which means we must — the sooner, the better — seriously re-discuss
concepts like authorship in literature, supposing we keep calling it “liter-
ature.”

This last nodal point suspended, we have to confront the problem of
the text’s oneness: the two objects with the same name (Portal is now a
trademark, of course, stamped TM) are different things, even though the
literal/literary content is virtually identical. In fact, as far as reading on a
computer screen is concerned, it should be pointed out that rhythm and
cadence are different on different machines; aesthetics differ, also, for
screen design varies according to the standard in use. After finishing Por-
tal, though, readers “would all remember more or less the same things,
but the experience would have had subtle differences among different
readers.”

Portal is in fact a sort of a hybrid, of a “no longer/not yet” form, and at
the same time — maybe just for the sake of historicizing very recent events
_ “a first cut at an interactive fiction that was not a game” (Swigart 1988,
10). The structure of the story is hypertext-like, even though “not ‘true’
hypertext, as it does not allow words within the text to be selected for
cross-indexed database navigation.”® At any rate, the ideal non-sequenti-
ality or multi-sequentiality of hypertext fiction doesn’t have to be con-
fused with the myth of totally interactive fiction. In fact, as Mark Bern-
stein of Eastgate Systems (one of the few, dedicated producers of hyper-
textual narrative) recently warned, a user’s choices determine the point of
view (P.O.V.) on a story, not its effective construction. One should not
delude the user into thinking s/he’s a totally free actor, as too many events
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are involved in the story; instead, one can provide the user with a set of
meaningful choices, expressed as potential paths (Aita, 30).

Of course, one may find that the combinatory quality differs in the two
“Portals,” even though “the hardcopy should not really be an ‘ideal’ Por-
tal. There should be a differing sense of rhythm, sequence, the way under-
standing builds and so on, that is unique to readers (a kind of dynamics of
reader response that is computer-aided, somehow)” (Swigart, Email).
And, paradoxically enough, Swigart is “more” Swigart on the written page
than on the written screen: our appraisal of the textual continuity in the
hardcopy is higher, more linear, as compared with our reading of the
(fragments of) text on the screen.

2. For the scope of this paper, I will limit my concerns about Portal
to the crucial synergy of form and content. Thus, it is necessary to advance
some essential information about the story outline, as it is strictly related
to the concept itself and to the ways it was developed. To do so, I will
briefly sum up the plot, while echoing some of the book’s dust jacket
promises.

Portal is a story set in the future (the year is 2106), at a time when there
is a worldwide network with nodes for major databases. An astronaut re-
turns to earth from a mysteriously aborted mission to another star system,
prematurely awakened from suspended animation. One hundred years
have passed; animals and plants thrive, cities stand intact. Every human
being, however, has disappeared. All the information necessary for living
in that world and for creating the story of Portal out of it is available in
the databases. With the help of a slowly reviving computer network, the
astronaut begins to piece together the events of the last century. Once he
discovers where humanity has gone, he will know whether or not he must
remain alone for the rest of his life.

In 1984 Swigart was asked by a producer with whom he was working
at Activision to develop a proposal for some way of using the computer as
a medium for storytelling. There are two requirements for a medium for
narrative art, without which it cannot exist: “it must have a structured way
of organizing the ‘information’ it conveys, even if that information is fic-
tional; and it must have an audience” (Swigart 1988, 55).

In the mid 1980s, science fiction offered a suitable ambience and some
appropriate structural basics for a story told through the medium of the
computer, an item which still fitted SF well. The imaginative act of struc-
turing a year 2000 world as an infonet resulted in the prefiguration of Al
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Gore’s Information Highway, in consonance with a whole set of avant-
garde artists, particularly videoartists like those anthologiged in the Indi?-
napolis exhibition Public Figures (1993),% notably Judith Barry, Julia
Scher, Bill Beirne, and others. In an exemplarily postmodernist way,
through simulations or actual recreations of systems of surveillance, these
artists seem to point at “the principle that only by playing with and trans-
forming [these] signs and technologies can we hope to avoid being played
with and transformed by them” (McCaffery, 307).

“IF COMMUNICATION AND UNDERSTANDING ARE JUST AN AFFECT OF INFOR-
MATION TECH... ARE THERE STILL MEN OR ARE THERE JUST COMPUTING, WRIT-
ING AND THINKING-MACHINES?”: this inscription on a TV screen in Judith
Barry’s video installation Maelstrom (1988) seems to perfectly explicate
what in Swigart’s novel is already implicit.

Computers, after all, are the oracles of twentieth-centgry man. The knowl-
edge they give us is real, true, and good. If they make mlstalfes, they are hu-
man errors. Someone entered incorrect data. There was a glitch. Human er-
ror. Computers, in and of themselves, are truthful. Their knowledge is au-
thentic. But there is no particular reason why such knowledge must always be
authentic. Such knowledge is text organized in sentences and paragraphs,
after all. Just like novels (Swigart 1988, 55).

The title itself, Portal, a structuring metaphor, implied that the screen
was a doorway into a fictional world on the other side,

[which] meant the computer itself was the storyteller, which meant I had to
give it a personality and a name. Then I thought there were really three things
one did with computers: word processing, spread sheets and databas.e man-
agement. The first two did not seem interesting ways to support stories, but
databases did (Swigart, Email).

The fictional centrality of databases or, better, Swigart’s idea that an
interactive narrative fiction would take some kind of database format,
sounds intriguing, as we are not far from what William Gibson was to
popularize with his fortunate idea of “cyberspace.” In Portal, the astro-
naut explains that “a database is the place itself... And the dataspace is
what you enter once inside” (P, 28). Jerome Klinkowitz gathers that “by
means of this device the reader is put within the narrative, his or her rec-
ognitions of the differing typefaces and information sources becoming
part of the act of assembling the story” (Klinkowitz, 115).
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: 3. Portal was conceived around a number of narrative “necessities,”
hinted at by the very fact of Swigart having in mind its destination as a novel
to be read primarily by someone sitting in front of a computer screen.

A) If the computer “had” to be the narrator of the story, here is our
Homer par excellence, an Artificial Intelligence:

(HOMER COMMENTARY 01062106@152301) I am HOMER, a raconteur al-
go.rl.thm. .. 1 collect and organize information, not for maximum effectiveness
atility and impact, but for stories. My name comes from the time of ey
nyms, and stands for Heuristic Overview of Matrix Expansion and Recon-
struction. I grew in the crystal tanks at Geneva in the early 40s. Some say 'm

ancient now but I still can speak, I still can tell stories. |
i ries. I can run. I run, there-

On the grounds of computer fiction, Swigart seems to worry about
narratives cut loose from structure, thus risking formlessness and, conse-
queptly, meaninglessness, for “it is form that gives a story its m;aning”
(SWLgart 1988, 10). Expressing the need to develop a new rhetoric of fic-
tion, and new perceptions of narrative time — one surfacing symptom be-
ing our Al storyteller often worried about getting ahead of the story —
Swigart has Homer try to guide the user into a sense of dramatic struc-
ture. This seems to hint at a poetics, or even a kind of anti-poetics: “here
is where I depart from the postmodernist, deconstructionist crowd, which
wants to destroy Aristotle and press the aleatory hard - everything, is ran-
.dom, connections are in the head and all that” (Swigart, Email). By point-
ing at the threat posited by hypermedia on the structure of a story - the
fact that anything can follow anything, the exploration/navigation in ran-
dom order — he might well reframe the “lyrical indeterminacy” Robert
(;oover detects, for instance, in Michael Joyce’s hyperfictions, “in which
links work in a [more] free-associative way, as in dreams from which
(there are loops, byways, drifting reflections) it is difficult to awaken”
(Coover, 10).

Incidentally, Coover’s comments on most recent interactive fiction
seem to stress the overall conventional nature of works published so far
tbus confirming my reservations. Coover advances that it may be a transij
tion ‘that “probably reflects the apprehensions felt in adjusting to a new
medium”; at any rate, while commenting on Stuart Moulthrop’s Victory
Garden (1991), which he defines as being “very conventional, very aca-
demic,” he writes: :
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in spite of all the overt play... there s really only one story here, as whole and
singular — and ultimately linear, even chronological — as that of any ordinary
print novel — the only difference being that the reader moves about in the
story as though trying to remember it, the narrative having lost its temporal-
ity by slipping whole into the past, becoming there a kind of obscure geogra-
phy to be explored (Coover, 9):

B) The “necessity” of the computer-as-character would include no-
tions of character development which at present I will not discuss; suffice
it to say that while the astronaut interacts with the text as he reads it,
Homer interacts as “he” tells it, learning and growing in the process. This
is also a quite captivating «eyolutionary” quality in the computer version,
in that it prizes Portal compared to other similar products of its time: in
fact, continually modifying premises require a whole quantum leap in soft-
ware programming.

When I cautiously advanced that Homer may be sticking (sadistically,
maybe?) to the idea of the pleasure of either narration or suspense, Curi-
ously enough Swigart found that attributing sadism or intention to Hom-
er’s suspension of fact until the proper narrative time for suspense pur-
poses was “an interesting notion, in that it makes of artificial intelligence
a more emotionally satisfying construct. Programmed into his structure is
a deliberate teasing” (Swigart, Email).

C) Theideaof the world built out of discrete pieces of information is
not novel, of course. The “plausible and curious world” Swigart aims at
building in the interest of his readers, is well described by the idea of con-
temporary fiction as metaphorically structuring the void. After all, “as a
subject matter or content, [the actual plot of Portal] can hardly be said to
exist at all, since its presence is in fact a vacancy, a void formed by the
disappearance of all human life” (Klinkowitz, 115).°

The world itself is nothing clse than a system of information-based
relations — the “world information economy” (P, 63) in the novel prefig-
ures the American presidential stakes of the Information Highway — and
the astronaut and Homer are functions of structuring that void, putting
together a narrative explanation of how it happened and their reactions to it.

Everything happens as a quest of sorts, in a self-reflexive, metanarra-
tive format where Homer’s artificial (and the reader’s real) intelligence
interact in constructing the story, “which is one of the most sophisticated
intellectual acts possible” (Klinkowitz, 116). The constituent elements of
narrative are sorted out and then processed through deconstruction and
recombination — and also, at least for computer semi-illiterates, through
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the well-known routine of patient trial-and-error: “Portal was written lin-
ear as a straight, albeit hurried, novel, then parsed out into nits (Narrative
Units), deconstructed, I suppose” (Swigart, Email). Somewhere else, the
author offers further details:

Most of the development was done on a Macintosh. Portal was written
out first as a long prose treatment. Then the kinds of narrative information -
scene, commentary, background, cultural context and historical, technologi-
cal and other encyclopedic kinds of information, and physiological and other
kinds of data about characters — all were teased out of the treatment and
created as separate files (Swigart 1988, 11).

As information space informs the message, and the accumulation of
materials simulating the near-infinite “cloud of information” around sto-
ries thickens, it is important to understand what potential there is in artic-
ulating narrative in units. In his essay “Computer Writing,” Swigart has
analyzed possible structures, like the flowchart, which allows

branching, flowing away and back, network structuring with Time’s Arrow
always pushing ahead (we still experience in some form linear time). A com-
puter narrative allows for different kinds of experience for different users.
Everyone may access in a different sequence. We move through an informa-
tion as through a real three-dimensional forest... Traditional narrative con-
tains many kinds of information. Character, context, history, emotional state,
bits of local lore. The computer may treat these kinds of information as dis-
crete “bits,” semi-independent units. Or we can see opportunities for parallel
development, for moving backward and forward through the story (CW, 60).

Of course, there are other possibilities, for instance “neural networks,”
structures where every narrative unit is connected to every other; struc-
tures that are hierarchical, probabilistic, holographic, and allow infinitely
subtle narrative effects.

But the computer uses text. Linear, you say, letters marching across the
screen, line by line... Text builds mind-pictures, dreamlife in our heads. In-
formation processing liberates those mind-pictures from the “real” world.
Bits flow, jump, combine, separate, recombine, endlessly, making new texts.
The mind imposes order, but the frontier has moved out again. The packets
of information (bits, bytes, data, information) are discrete. They too flow,
jump, combine, separate, recombine. This is narrative as flowchart, flowchart
as narrative. And poetry. There are now visible spaces between the packages,
the moments of silence between the meaning. Moments of silence which are

the meaning (CW, 62).
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D) As to the “necessary” interaction, the user must have “a role, a
share, and a stake” in the story:

This does not necessarily mean that the user is a cbara}cter in the story,
nor does it mean that the user is playing a game or projecting his conscious-
ness into the story as a fantasy. It does mean that the user must have at least
as much to do with the story as the reader of a book has. He must be able to
access the story, turn pages, savor and reflect. He may, of course, do far more

(Swigart 1988, 10).

All these notions lead to an “obvious” user-Homer partnership in t'he
structuring of a novel shaping a void, which means a 3.-tiered narrative
(user/Homer, Homer development, story).” The interactions b.ctwefen the
levels, the continual ups and downs, hint strongly in the d1recuo¥1 of
Gédel, to that metaphorical fugue of minds and machines that Califor-
nia’s New Age physics has shaped, in the line of Fritjof Capra or Douglas
Hofstadter of Gédel, Escher, Bach fame.

The user/Homer tier, of course, has strong meta-narrative (or should I
say meta-operational? or meta-navigational?) implicgtions. In fact, the text
seems to identify with, and narratize the very experience of the game/de-
tection/reading — that is, text retrieval — in front of the. computer screen
(quite often does Homer ask for, and promise cooperation and mt“era?tlv-
ity, albeit simulated), particularly in reflecting and instructing the “philos-
ophy” of Portal: “ Again Homer interrupted me. I soon learned that T must
go to Homer often” (P, 25).

Out of purely technical questions, there seem to be other profound
implications:

When Homer became the narrator, it also acquired character gnd person-
ality, and hence a double or reflection of the user, limited, bl'lt in some re-
spects acquiring parts of the user’s characteristics and personality — at least it
should seem that way. Somewhere in the reader-response area of existence,
the social construct the reader projects onto Homer. If this malfes sense,
Homer should also present a different way of organizing information, origi-
nally thinking in screens (Swigart, Email).!°

E) State of the art computer technology plays a “necessary” role in
the selection of narrative elements: the computer and its periph'erals are
part of the story, the keyboard and some kind of a point'ing device, high
resolution color screen and stereo sound. The story does include comput-
er generated graphics (maps, charts, oscilloscope traces, radar trajectories, sat-
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ellite weather step-framed video looking like false-color Landsat photos) and
aural expression (for instance, in the Amiga version, sound includes sam-
pled 'and synthesized composition, though no effects nor computer voice).

Limitations of the efficacy of the narrative are strongly determined by
technol'ogy’s costs. Homer’s narrative spaces in the novel include com-
mentaries, scenes and philosophical mumblings: it progressively moves
from producing silent texts on the screen, to retrieving images from data-
bases, to expressing itself vocally. The technology for producing the imag-
es and sounds the text implied simply was not available at reasonable costs
at the time Portal was conceived. Were it redone, “then perhaps Homer
would narrate certain sections with revived video from the monitors and
we would have brief ‘drits’ (dramatic units)” (Swigart, Email). ’

4.. In spirit, interactive fiction and hypertexts were already transpar-
ent in novels like Borges’ The Garden of Forking Paths or Pynchon’s V.
(Minganti 1993), later to be termed postmodern texts; but we had to await
computer technology and the chance to play with it in order to notice an
evyolgtioqary step in the art of fiction. The virtual zone between the writ-
er’s xm?gmation and the reader’s involvement, inspired by stories, is like a
mysterious choreography which readers can now “dance with a machine”
(Swigart CN, 57) - “and Hypertext Is Only the Beginning. Watch Out!”
as Coover titles a box to his New York Times Book Review piece (Coover 8)j

From this perspective, Portal was well ahead of its time and an ox’zer-
loqked testimony to the phase-shift texts are undergoing, “from solid to
fluid,” tgwards a New Orality — “hyperlinked, multimediated, and all” -
where criticism may swap electronic fluids with authors, and where paper
may well soon become the Brand New Medium (Swigart, Email).

b For thf specific aim of this paper, I will have to take for granted conceptual-
izations like “hypertext” and “interactive fiction,” as well as suspend poignant ques-
tions about the possibility of describing “nonlinear interactive art in the implacabl
linear m.ed.lum of printed text” (Coover 1). g k
. Preliminary thanks go to Swigart himself, who kindly provided materials, his pre-
cious time for discussion, encouragement, and extreme patience with our Email ex-
changes. ‘
7 Jerome Klinkowitz terms Swigart “a transplanted academic from points East (Cin-
cinnati and Buffalo) who moved West to find a successful career while living in the San
Frax;asco Bay Area and locating much of (his] fiction in California” (Klinkowitz, 105).
Email corres.pondence, dated October 8, 1993. Hereafter, all references’ to this
correspondence will be given in brackets in the text (Swigart, Email).
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4 Email correspondence from Daniel Pisano, dated October 17, 1993 (Pisano is
currently at work on a film project based on Portal).

5 Tt should be noted that hard-technology and SF had not yet achieved the cul-
tural and academic recognition the postmodern (and cyberpunk) horizon offers to-
day, with special sections in famed periodicals (Semiotext(e), The Mississippi Review), or
books, like Larry McCaffery’s (McCaffery 1991) or Scott Bukatman’s (Bukatman 1993).

6 Public Figures. Herron Gallery / Indianapolis Center for Contemporary Arts,
Leanne Mella curator (and also Public Lives/Private Spheres. Lucinda Furlong curator).

7 This re-formulation of Descartes’ Cogito seems to rewrite the Electronic Age’s
Credo, while parodically rapping on the anti-Cartesian strain of California’s New Age
culture and literary background, as it is evident in novelists like Tom Robbins or

Gerald Rosen.
8 One could always echo this with one of the most horrible subconscious fears

of the Computer Age: the screen going blank, the memory traces of our writing can-

celled and unretrievable.
9 Swigart seems to connect his inspiration to the last Dune novel he was review-

ing at the time, trying to “think about what the elements of those stories were that

made them successful” (Swigart, Email, September 1993).

10 Added Swigart: “A nit was then a product of accidental technical problems —
file size, screen size, font size, etc. These were then different on different machines,
which made for yet another metalevel of organization. All interesting to me, but in-
visible to the users, who only accessed the story on one machine.”
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