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Excerpt of instructions for running Computer Theatre (CT assemblage) (Courtesy Paul Allen Newell) 

Figure 1 shows an excerpt from the instructions Newell wrote detailing how to start the program using the Commodore 64 development 

system he had; note the column of asterisks mentioned earlier that let Newell repurpose his programming editor as a rudimentary word 

processor. The program is called Electronic Theater in the instructions, but that was a temporary aberration, as Newell explained: "The reason 

the Electronic Theater is in there was because somebody, I don't know who, had the idea that maybe we could make a presentation for the 

SIGGRAPH Electronic Theater in 1985." Here Newell is referring to the prestigious annual Association for Computing Machinery's (ACM) 

SIGGRAPH conference and the Electronic Theater show that ran in conjunction with the conference, both of which continue to be held today. 
[221 He recalls being skeptical about their prospects of being accepted, based on his own SIGGRAPH experience at that time, and in the end the 

idea was not pursued. Regardless of the name, however, the documentation revealed enough of the program's memory layout that we were 

able to resurrect Computer Theatre in a modern Commodore 64 software emulator (VICE). 

Figure 2 
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Emulator screenshot of the Computer Theatre title screen (Courtesy of authors) 

The Computer Theatre title screen is shown in figure 2. Bailey and Newell agree that the concept was intended as an "interactive play" or 

"theater" rather than a traditional video game, and with that framing, the title of the prototype's theatrical performance was Holding Things 

Together. This was not the original title, and in fact the John Lennon quote on the title screen was an in-joke: Bailey's preferred title was 

Making Other Plans, and Newell-with an eye to remaining employed during the industry downturn-said "I don't think we should tell the 

company that there's the option of making other plans." 

The title screen was probably Bailey's design because a comment Newell wrote in the source code says that "the following loads the title page 

with whatever Dona dreams up." It is mostly static, with two dynamic elements. The bottom line of text is a horizontally scrolling marquee, 

showing the authors as well as the Activision logo and the copyright date of "19&4 [sic]." The center top of the screen shows the other 

animated component, what appears to be a randomly falling raindrop or teardrop at first, but there are hard-to-spot feet(?) underneath the 

drop, and the source code clarifies it as an "egg drop." Newell says this was demonstrative "eye candy" for anyone viewing the demo, as the 

first thing they would have seen in Computer Theatre. 

Figure 3 
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Emulator screenshot of the chapter selection page, with #2 (Cathy) highlighted (Courtesy of authors) 

From the title screen, the player advances to the chapter selection screen (fig. 3 ), where each chapter would tell a portion of the overall story 
from a certain character's perspective. The intent, based on surviving documents, was that "chapters may be read in any order; because they 
are not arranged chronologically, they need not be read sequentially," and Computer Theatre automatically maintained an independent 

bookmark for each chapter. [23l The characters' stories were intertwined, and they were deliberately told differently to explore the design space 
and show off the prototype's technical features. The character Beth offers a text-heavy third-person perspective; Cathy relies more on graphical 

pages with less text; and Kent is told through the conceit of a "Bachelor of the Year" magazine article.[241

Figure4 
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Emulator screenshot of a sample text page from Computer Theatre (Courtesy of authors) 

Figure 5 
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Emulator screenshot of a sample graphic page from Computer Theatre (Courtesy of authors) 

Figure 6 
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