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			Context

			Tetris might be a timeless video game, but it certainly isn’t new: the first version was programmed more than thirty years ago. Since then, hundreds of millions of people have probably played Tetris at least once, and many more have fallen prey to its addictive qualities. What players might be unfamiliar with are the unlikely circumstances in which Tetris was developed and shared, and the intense legal battle that ensued over the rights to the popular game—across devices and global territories. 

			The surprising story begins in Soviet Russia, where computer researcher Alexey Pajitnov programmed the first version of Tetris on his clunky Electronica 60 PC. The United States today finds itself obliquely threatened by Russian espionage, but, in 1984, the Soviet republics were truly closed off from the Western world, without even the most primitive Internet access. 

			Against the odds, Tetris escaped to Hungary, where a sketchy software licenser picked it up and started selling rights to the game long before he got any approval from Electronorgtechnica (ELORG), the USSR’s official technology distributor. With new digital startups turning into global enterprises faster than ever, the history of the game stands as a cautionary tale that encompasses creativity and innovation, culture and politics, business strategy and negotiation, as well as end users and emerging research into neuroplasticity.

			Technology journalist Dan Ackerman provides an informative, intriguing account of the history of one of the world’s most popular video games in his book The Tetris Effect: The Game that Hypnotized the World.

		

	
		
			Overview

			If you’ve ever touched a computer, you’re probably familiar with Tetris. But have you ever considered the origins of the deceptively simple puzzle game?

			The game’s story begins in the USSR, when Alexey Pajitnov took a job at the Russian Academy of Sciences’ computer center. The technology he had looked forward to using wasn’t even at his fingertips in 1980, when the center was still using a wall-sized mainframe computer from the 1960s, but within a few years he had his own Electronica 60 PC. Pajitnov began working after-hours on his own experiments in programming, trying to create a computer version of one of his favorite puzzle games, pentominoes—a popular game in Russia where players solved puzzles with geometric shapes made up of five connected squares.

			Through trial-and-error, he arrived at the first version of Tetris. Teenaged computer wizard Vadim Gerasimov translated the game’s code to an IBM-compatible version, and it was off: Floppy disks that contained the game’s code began circulating among Russians with computer access, and citizens became addicted. 

			Stuck behind the Iron Curtain, it was unclear at first whether Tetris would have a global audience, or even get any attention at all outside the USSR. It was a stroke of good luck that Pajitnov’s boss sent the game to Hungary, where software licenser Robert Stein often sought out cheap foreign talent to bring back to the United Kingdom. Stein sold the first Tetris rights to Mirrorsoft and Spectrum Holobyte right away—too quickly, as it turned out, seeing as it would take him more than a year to have a signed contract with Russia’s technology distribution office, ELORG. 

			Tetris was a fast international hit, and as its popularity exploded, the various licensing deals Stein was selling spun out of his control. 

		

	
		
			Summary

			Part I

			1. The Great Race

			Five years after Tetris was first programmed by a computer scientist in the Soviet Union, it escaped the confines of the Iron Curtain and achieved unpredicted international popularity. It was clear that there was money to be made from the geometry-based video game, but it was uncertain to whom it should be paid. 

			In February of 1989, three men from the Western world each set out to make a deal in Moscow: Henk Rogers, Kevin Maxwell, and Robert Stein would ultimately meet with Electronorgtechnica (ELORG), the Soviet office responsible for licensing software and technology. Alexey Pajitnov, Tetris’s creator, would have no official say in the decision or profit from the outcome—as a Russian citizen, his intellectual property was owned by the state.

			Henk Rogers, an American programmer who had been living in Japan and working for Nintendo, was at a distinct disadvantage in the race to acquire game rights: he had entered the USSR on a sketchy tourist visa, and, unlike his two competitors, he had not been invited to ELORG—he didn’t even know where its office was. By meeting up with a group players of the strategy game Go, he found a guide who pointed him in the direction of the Ministry of Trade offices.

			Need to Know: By the late 1980s, the Soviet Union was on the decline. Many of its citizens were poor and frustrated, and the communist government was struggling to maintain its ideological control while attempting to increase foreign revenue. Tetris, with its international cult following, was a rare opportunity for the USSR to enter the international technological trade and potentially reap large profits in the process.

			2. Alexey Leonidovich Pajitnov

			Alexey Pajitnov turned over the rights to Tetris to the Russian Academy of Sciences (RAS), where he first began working in the early 1980s. The math whiz joined RAS because he wanted to to have access to state-of-the art computer technology. The first computer he actually got to use there was an outdated mainframe that employees had to stand in line for in order to access its punch card interface. 

			After a few years of diligent work, Pajitnov was rewarded with an Electronica 60—a chunky Soviet desktop computer that was still behind the times, but afforded him the private access and programming ability to create his famous game.

			Pajitnov was neither a political rebel nor a computer prodigy, but a combination of cultural resistance and scientific fascination propelled him toward computers. Pajitnov’s mother, a writer whose work focused on cinema, took him to the annual Moscow International Film Festival to see whatever foreign films the USSR censors would allow on their screens. One of Alexey’s favorite characters was James Bond, not just for his action-filled exploits, but for his gadgets. 

			Alexey, born in 1956, had watched the excitement of the Space Race as he grew up, and felt the Soviet push for schoolchildren to become scientists and engineers. At age 15, he took a fateful fall that led to a broken ankle and several months of bed rest. To pass the time during this period of convalenscence, he spent hours solving math puzzles and playing with pentominoes a set—the analog precursor to the game he would later invent.

			Need to Know: Pentomino sets, popular among Soviet youth during Alexey Pajitnov’s childhood, are made up of twelve blocks constructed of five square cells (one more than tetrominoes, the falling “tiles” in Tetris). Typically made from wood or plastic, the blocks present the challenge of finding different ways to fit them inside a box without gaps or overlap.

			3. Coming to America

			At age 11, Henk Rogers moved from his birthplace in Amsterdam to Queens, New York, where he became fluent in English within a year by immersing himself in American cartoons on TV. As a teenager, he attended the prestigious Stuyvesant High School, one of the few public schools to have its own mainframe computer in the 1960s. The same type of punch card computer system that Pajitnov used in the early 1980s frustrated Rogers with its slow trial-and-error process, which was compounded by having to wait his turn. He cleverly sneaked more of his punch cards into the rotation so he could fix his programming errors more quickly than anyone else.

			When Rogers was 19, his family moved to Japan to grow their gem business, while he stopped off in Hawaii to pursue surfing. After a year, he enrolled at the University of Hawaii and took all the classes he could that would give him computer access. 

			By 1976, his improvised computer science program at the university had run out, and his love interest, Akemi, had moved back to her native Japan; Henk decided to follow her and his own family, leaving the United States behind.

			Need to Know: Henk Rogers grew up playing tabletop games like Monopoly and Go. While he was in college, Dungeons & Dragons became popular; due to its strategic but free-form gameplay, there was overlap between those who played and those who were interested in computer programming and science. Among Dungeons & Dragons players, Henk found a community of people who would become the first video game programmers and designers.

			4. The First Blocks

			In 1979, Alexey Pajitnov took a research job at Dorodnitsyn Computing Centre, an institute within the RAS. There, he spent long hours in a small room using outdated technology. But he knew that even the slow computers held exciting capabilities.

			Alexey used archaic hardware with a cathode-ray tube monitor to investigate speech recognition and artificial intelligence projects for work, while comparitively advanced computers—such as those used in Pac-Man machines—were already wildly popular in the United States by 1980.

			Despite the ongoing space race between nations, Pajitnov was thinking about applying programming principles to strategy games instead of purely Soviet interests. A pentominoes set became the touchstone for his first game; instead of plastic or wood, his blocks were made of punctuation marks (his computer lacked even basic graphic abilities). His first prototype was a digital pentominoes game called “Genetic Engineering.” Deemed too boring, he iterated and innovated and developed a falling-block version with a key addictive element: Once a row of blocks was completely filled, it disappeared.

			Soon, the game had become popular entertainment for the RAS employees, but there was no guarantee that its audience would grow. It was designed for a computer whose programming was incompatible with the MS-DOS machines that were starting to become common around the world, and Russia was a country where most people didn’t have access to any computer at all. It was not immediately clear whether Tetris had much of a future.

			Need to Know: While Alexey Pajitnov was crafting his own game, he had colleagues who were trying to figure out how to understand how the few video games Soviets had access to were made, such as Pac-Man. They did this by reverse-engineering programs—that is to say, one would try to copy the programming and, in the process, create an almost mirror image game. Before the Internet or other means of transferring data between computers, this is how games were copied and shared, peer to peer.

			5. The Black Onyx

			In 1977, Henk Rogers married his sweetheart, Akemi, and started working for his family’s gemstone business. But by 1982, he still found himself at the beck and call of his stepfather, being sent to work for long stretches in Thailand, away from his family. 

			Henk decided it was time to quit and start his own programming business, but first, he needed experience. After two freelancing stints gone wrong at Hitachi—first, he was asked to hack a rival division’s program; then, he was asked to turn over his own work to the powers that be at Hitachi—he shunned corporate tech giants and bought his own computer, an NEC PC-8801. With it, he programmed his first video game, and the first fantasy role-playing game (RPG) to hit Japan: The Black Onyx.

			Despite his years away from programming, Henk mastered the newer technology and designed a game to his liking, had it translated into Japanese, and went in search of a publisher. He ended up with SoftBank, whose talk was bigger than its game. 

			The Black Onyx, finished and launched by Christmas 1983, sold a disturbingly low number of copies until the spring of 1984. Henk roused his inner salesman and went to the offices of five Japanese computer magazines to offer gameplay demos, and the game received enthusiastic reviews. 

			The Black Onyx began selling ten thousand copies per month. By the end of 1984, The Black Onyx was the bestselling game in Japan, and Henk was attracting attention as a foreign, independent programmer making a name for himself in the gaming industry.

			Need to Know: Henk Rogers made waves in Japan by introducing the digital RPG, which had been virtually unheard of outside of the United States, but his reign over the genre was to be short-lived. Japanese companies soon introduced games like Dragon Quest and Final Fantasy, which would overtake The Black Onyx and come to define the genre.

			6. Going Viral

			During the earliest stage of Tetris’s creation, Alexey Pajitnov’s colleague Dmitry Pavlovsky introduced him to Vadim Gerasimov, a bright high school student with a gift for programming. Pavlovsky had tested Gerasimov’s ability to translate code from one platform to another using one of his own early games written for mainframe computers; Gerasimov had a playable version of the game written for MS-DOS only a day later. The three started honing their game-making skills by creating copies of Western games together.

			Alexey shared an early version of Tetris with Gerasimov, but the teenager was not particularly impressed until Pajitnov had further developed his pet project to include a key element: falling blocks. This made the game intriguing enough that Gerasimov took on the task of translating Tetris’s code from the Electronica 60 platform to Pascal, a programming language that could be used across IBM platforms and clones. 

			The trio subsequently improved the game day by day, adding important features like scoring and colored blocks until they reached and deployed version 3.12. This version, Alexey decided, was sufficiently complete to begin sharing on 5.25-inch floppy disks, which were hand-delivered to trusted friends.

			Moscow went wild for it, at least among those who had access to computers. The game made its way to other cities in Russia—an encouraging sign for Alexey, who had latent dreams of commercializing the game. 

			Need to Know: It wasn’t just the gameplay that made Tetris popular and helped it spread to so many people so quickly; though too young to work for the RAS, Gerasimov’s unofficial programming was instrumental in the refinement of the game. He included timers that allowed Tetris to work on different versions of MS-DOS computers, even newer ones with faster processors that would normally speed up games.

			BONUS LEVEL 1

			7. This Is Your Brain on Tetris

			On the surface, Tetris was a fun and engaging distraction, but it was more than that: The people who played it found themselves doing so constantly. Vladimir Pokhilko, a clinical psychologist, received an early version of Tetris and was one of the first to note that it had clinically addictive properties. It kept him and other employees from doing their work. Pokhilko would go on to conduct psychological research using Tetris, examining how its use of procedural and spatial memory began to shape the brain and bleed its effects into the world of biology, far away from the computer screen.

			In 1992, psychologist Richard Haier also used Tetris during his experiments monitoring brain energy efficiency. Because Tetris was still relatively new, Haier was able to find a test group of students who had never played the game, test their brain energy usage during their first half-hour of game play, train them over a ten-week period, and then test them again. He found a negative correlation between game-playing skill and energy use; students who had developed expertise used much less energy to play the game. He called this the “Tetris learning effect.”

			Writer Jeffrey Goldsmith had experienced both the addictiveness of Tetris and the increasing ease of playing it with skill. In 1994, he interviewed Pajitnov, Haier, and Pokhilko for Wired magazine in which he coined the term “Tetris Effect.” Not just a popular catchphrase, the usage persists in medical literature to describe how simple repetitive activities can shape the brain in such a way that the brain imposes the effects of that activity on other parts of life (e.g. the compulsion to arrange items in a shopping bag in a particular way). 

			Need to Know: Jeffrey Goldsmith’s article also featured an early use of the term pharmatronic, a combination of “pharmaceutical” and “electronic” that suggests that electronic games or devices can act like a drug.

			Part II

			8. From Behind the Iron Curtain

			By 1986, everyone in Russia with access to a computer had played Tetris. Hoping to find a larger audience for the game, Alexey Pajitnov’s manager, Victor Brjabrin, sent the game to a friend at the SZKI Institute of Computer Science in Budapest, Hungary. Unsurprisingly, the Hungarian researchers loved the game, and they quickly reverse-engineered copies that were compatible with their Apple II and Commodore 64 computers.

			In the early 1980s, Robert Stein, a Hungarian immigrant in the United Kingdom, was selling Commodore computers. While he did well selling the hardware, he found that in order to get repeat customers, he needed to sell software as well. Seeking original programs and cheaper licensing fees, he started traveling back to his native Hungary to source talent for his new company, Andromeda Software.

			On one of his trips, Stein found the Hungarian programmers obsessed with a new video game: Tetris. It strayed from his more typical business software, but Stein recognized its mass appeal and decided he wanted it. Unfortunately, he found it wasn’t as easy as signing off with the Hungarian programmer who had developed the game for Commodore: the original code had been delivered from Soviet Russia. 

			Discouraged but not put off completely, Stein sent a telex message to the RAS, reaching Pajitnov and beginning the slow, ambiguous process of trying to negotiate intellectual property rights through the muddled bureaucracy of the Soviet Union.

			Need to Know: Hungary was a key step in Tetris’s journey to reach an international audience. Its programmers had access to newer technology than Alexey Pajitnov had access to and, perhaps more importantly, Hungary was a former Soviet bloc nation that had already started undergoing economic and political reforms; it could act as a middle ground between the East and West.

			9. Into the Mirror

			As Robert Stein was trying to obtain the official Tetris rights from the Soviets, he already had in mind the person he wanted to sell them to: Robert Maxwell. Maxwell was a UK publishing mogul who, after escaping Czechoslovakia in WWII, had created a powerful, aggressive reputation for himself in the British Army, English Parliament, and the media industry. Maxwell was the founder of Mirror Group, which, in addition to encompassing many newspapers and book publishing houses, also contained subsidiaries Mirrorsoft and Spectrum Holobyte—software publishing companies based in the United Kingdom and United States, respectively.

			Stein met with Jim Mackonochie, the cofounder and president of Mirrorsoft, to propose a licensing deal, but he was initially unimpressed. It took Phil Adam and Gilman Louie of Spectrum to convince Mackonochie that the game was worth the investment. As Adam pointed out, the novelty of a Soviet-born game was just as great a reason as the addictive gameplay itself. 

			Spectrum and Mirrorsoft ended up cutting a deal with Stein that gave them the rights to produce Tetris for computers and other gaming consoles in the United States and Japan, and Mirrorsoft would have the license for the United Kingdom and Europe—or so they thought.

			Need to Know: When Stein signed the contract licensing Tetris to Mirrorsoft and Spectrum, he didn’t actually own the rights to the game himself yet—he was still in the midst of communicating with Pajitnov’s superiors at the Dorodnitsyn Computer Centre in the Soviet Union.

			10. The Russians Are Coming

			In November 1986, Robert Stein had sent his official offer to the USSR for Tetris: 75% of royalties (of what Andromeda retained after payments to publishers and distributors) and a $10,000 advance would go to Pajitnov, the creator of the game. Thinking the deal was as good as done, he waited … and kept waiting. While he received seemingly positive responses from Pajitnov and his boss, they gave no definitive answers. That was because they couldn’t. Not only were they working through interpretors and clueless about intellectual property deals, individual citizens were not allowed to make them. 

			To Alexey Pajitnov, their telex communications were intriguing and informational; Stein believed them to be as good as a gentleman’s agreement on moving forward with a software licensing agreement.

			During the next six months, AcademySoft, a group within the Russian Academy of Sciences, took over the publishing and licensing negotiations, but moved no faster. In June 1987, Stein nervously signed his contracts with Mirrorsoft and Spectrum.

			While Stein was still trying to obtain the rights he had sold to the Mirror Group companies—with language about platforms covered and copyright ownership that was open to interpretation—the new distributors puzzled over how to sell a game with no narrative or characters. They decided to emphasize the Russian identity of the creator by adding a theme song of Russian folk music, and surrounding the playing field with visual elements of Russian monuments. As for the code, the programming teams at Mirrorsoft and Spectrum used elements of the original game as well as some from the Hungarian version to develop their video game. Among their new features was the use of color: each of the seven tetrominoes had its own hue. It was believed that players would become used to the seven visually defined shapes over time, which would help them improve their strategy.

			By January 1988, Tetris was ready for its international debut; Spectrum had even planned a launch party in San Francisco and invited the city’s Russian ambassador. Meanwhile, more than a year after his initial offer, Stein was still waiting and getting desperate to sign a contract with the creator of Tetris.

			Need to Know: Robert Stein got away with his messy non-paperwork because Maxwell’s companies adhered to a general attitude of getting details on a need-to-know basis. Their desire to avoid the complications of international contracts was the reason they used someone like Stein as a middleman, in the hopes that he would take care of any problems and endure the fallout of a deal, if there were any.

			11. “A Diabolical Plot”

			In 1988, the IBM-compatible Tetris appeared in US stores with a $34.95 list price. The floppy disks were packaged in a big red box and, as sci-fi author Orson Scott Card would later note in a column about the game, they lacked the copy protection that most games carried at the time. 

			The game attracted computer enthusiasts and non-gamers alike, and its pathway from the USSR to the United States was traced in computer magazine articles and mainstream newspapers such as the New York Times, which often played up the Russian angle and included references to glasnost and perestroika. The story these articles told was surprisingly accurate, but most failed to address the matter of whether the game’s creators, Pajitnov and Gerasimov, would be earning money from the US game sales (they wouldn’t). 

			However, the attention the game was getting made Stein more nervous than he was pleased with his success because, despite the game’s launch, the deal with the USSR still wasn’t complete. And he now had a new partner in Russia to hammer out the deal with: ELORG.

			Need to Know: Tetris was positivley received in the United States by gamers and non-gamers alike. The code for Tetris was rewritten to enable play on multiple computer platforms, including Commodore and Atari, even though one of the Soviets’ specific requirements thus far had been to release only an IBM version of Tetris.

			12. Welcome to ELORG

			As Tetris went on sale in America and the United Kingdom, its rights were switching hands in the USSR. Alexander Alexinko, the director of ELORG, learned about Pajitnov and AcademySoft’s ongoing “negotiations” from Alexey Pajitnov himself, who was frustrated with Stein. 

			Somewhat horrified, Alexinko informed Pajitnov that neither he nor AcademySoft should be making international technology deals; fortunately, upon reviewing the telex conversation that had transpired, it was clear that no final deal had been signed and no money had yet exchanged hands. At this point, any small hope there might have been for Pajitnov to profit from the deal was gone, and he signed over his rights to Tetris to ELORG for the next decade.

			With that, ELORG officially took over the negotiations and contacted Robert Stein immediately. Stein dissuaded Alexinko from having Tetris pulled from stores by convincing him it would be bad publicity for the USSR, but agreed to fly to Moscow to settle on the terms of a contract. 

			By February 1988, more than a year after Stein’s first offer, the agreement was drafted, and finally, in May, it was signed, since ELORG—known for exporting a line of calculators—was not quite equipped to facilitate video game sales around the world.

			 Andromeda, Stein’s company, at last had the rights to make and licence Tetris for all computer platforms, just as Sega and Atari were starting to build coin-operated machines for Mirrorsoft and long before Stein would send any royalties Russia’s way. Another deal would have to be made with ELORG for rights to develop Tetris for arcade games.

			Need to Know: There was some diplomacy involved in getting the contract with ELORG across the finish line: One of the graphics that Spectrum added to their Tetris game was a single-engine plane flying toward Red Square, a reference to Mathias Rust’s unauthorized flight into Moscow in 1987 (a big embarrassment to the Soviet government). Alexinko brought it up to Stein, who made moves to acquiesce to the plane’s removal in the hopes that it would make up for not paying the Russians and licensing out rights he didn’t own.

			13. Tetris Takes Las Vegas

			In 1988, Henk Rogers experienced Tetris for the first time at the Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas. The display for the game, and the line that the demo was attracting, caught his attention. Though his first play was mediocre, the consistent fascination that people demonstrated for Tetris intrigued him. Before he knew it, he had queued up five times straight to play the seemingly simple game, and he knew that he wanted to be the one to sell it in Japan, on every platform possible.

			After programming a sequel to his landmark RPG, The Black Onyx II, Rogers had given up game design and founded Bullet-Proof Software. He sought out games with international popularity that would be easy to localize for a Japanese audience, and Tetris seemed perfect. 

			He started working with Adam and Louie at Spectrum to finalize a contract that gave Bullet-Proof control of all Japanese rights for Tetris, except arcade games. 

			All parties were ready to sign until Mackonochie stepped in and stopped the deal. Mackonochie, who still didn’t consider Tetris very valuable, had made a verbal deal with Hide Nakajima, the head of Atari’s video game division, Tengen, to make a console version of Tetris for Japan and the United States. (In exchange, Mirrorsoft had received international PC rights to Blasteroids, an Atari remake that was a dud.) Spectrum gave Henk Rogers the Japanese PC rights to Tetris as consolation, but couldn’t sign the contract they wanted.

			Need to Know: Randy Broweleit was the number-one employee at Tengen, and he was thrilled to work for the company, but less excited about Tetris. More of a game enthusiast than a shrewd businessman, the complicated layers of licensing rights surrounding Tetris concerned him, and he wondered if Stein was really a trust-worthy channel back to the USSR.

			BONUS LEVEL 2

			14. Tetris into Infinity

			During the thirty-odd years since the creation of Tetris, one of the questions about it that has eluded a straightforward answer is whether it is possible to win. The mystery has been approached mathematically, academically, and experimentally, but with so many different versions produced over the years and theoretically infinite gameplay, no one seems to have settled on an answer. 

			Due to limited memory and programming capabilities, older video games relied on seemingly random patterns that gradually increased in speed to create longevity and difficulty. These factors at least guarantee that every game of Tetris will eventually end, either because the blocks will eventually fall so fast that neither human nor controller can input responses quickly enough, or an impossible sequence will appear (such as 120 Z-shaped blocks in a row).

			Need to Know: One reason that Tetris’s limitations are uniquely difficult to study is because so many versions of the game exist. Instead of literally translating the original version of the game, most programmers over the years instead crafted their own version of the game, giving each finished product its own flair.

			Part III

			15. A Bulletproof Deal

			Getting the Japanese PC rights for Tetris was a decent deal for Henk Rogers and his relatively new company, but he was too stubborn to let go of his dream of Tetris access across platforms. He forged a relationship with Broweleit at Tengen, then approached Nakajima with an offer to buy the Japanese video game console rights (leaving the US rights with Tengen). Nakajima agreed, with one caveat: He would have to send video footage of the game he created to Mirrorsoft, so they could have the ELORG approve his version of the game. Rogers did as he was instructed, got word that his game was approved, and put them on the market in Japan. Just like in the United States, Tetris for gaming consoles was a bestseller.

			Need to Know: As far as Rogers could trace them, he could tell that the licensing rights for Tetris were very tangled, but he wasn’t too concerned; computer and video game technologies were booming and rights were apt to change hands quickly. What he didn’t realize was that ELORG had in fact never seen his game footage, and didn’t even know that console versions of Tetris existed.

			16. A Secret Plan

			While Rogers was launching Tetris in Japan, Nintendo was developing its next innovative device: the Game Boy. The prototype, crafted by Gunpei Yokoi to be inexpensive and have a long battery life, was approved by Nintendo president Hiroshi Yamauchi in 1987. 

			Late in 1988, Nintendo’s American president Minoru Arakawa shared the prototype with Rogers, who almost immediately suggested packaging Tetris with the handheld device. Arakawa briefly protested, but Rogers was right: Rather than a game like Mario Bros., which would only attract players who already liked Mario, Tetris would appeal to people who otherwise might never buy a Game Boy. 

			While Nintendo engineers started working on a Game Boy version of Tetris, Nintendo senior vice president Howard Lincoln and the company’s team of lawyers started investigating the string of licensing deals attached to Tetris. Lincoln had successfully defended Nintendo against lawsuits before, like when MCA/Universal sued over Donkey Kong’s name (they claimed it encroached on King Kong), but he didn’t want to get involved in anything so complicated that they couldn’t win. 

			Need to Know: What Nintendo’s lawyers found out about Tetris didn’t look good. Lincoln didn’t want to send an official Nintendo employee to the USSR and create a public stir, so he and Arakawa decided to send Henk Rogers, whom they trusted, to try and obtain the rights to make a handheld version of Tetris.

			17. The Gathering Storm

			Nintendo didn’t tell Henk Rogers exactly what complications they had found when they looked into the Tetris rights, but he knew it was going to be a challenge if they would rather send him than one of their own lawyers. Since everything related to Tetris licenses was connected to Robert Stein, Rogers approached him first with a $25,000 advance for the rights to adapt Tetris for portable devices, with the Game Boy in mind. Rogers was suspicious when Stein turned him down, saying he’d have to check with ELORG.

			Stein was concerned because ELORG’s new director, Nikolai Belikov, was a less approachable negotiator than Alexinko had been. He worried that news of Tetris’s high international sales would start to seep behind the Iron Curtain, and they would notice the discrepancy with how much money was actually reaching them. Plus, Tetris was being made and sold for more than just computer platforms, even though Stein didn’t actually own those rights. 

			Stein decided to fly to Moscow and finally obtain the rights he’d already parceled out, plus the handheld rights so he could sell them to Rogers upon his return.

			Need to Know: Stein’s sketchy deals had been managed just well enough, until this point, to avoid raising concern among his buyers, but Mirrorsoft and Spectrum, in particular, were getting tired of him. Kevin, Robert Maxwell’s son who was in charge of the software division, decided to fly to Moscow at nearly the same time as Stein to deal with ELORG directly.

			18. The Big Bet

			In late February 1989, Henk Rogers flew into Moscow just ahead of his two competitors. He was an unexpected guest, but Nikolai Belikov granted him a meeting because he saw a chance to pit Rogers’s offer against those of the negotiators he was expecting later that week, Stein and Maxwell. 

			Faced with the stoic Soviets, Rogers realized he was dealing with men who barely understood basic finances, so he started explaining international software deals to the Russians. His open approach earned him an invitation back for a next-day meeting.

			For the next step in the negotiation, Rogers came prepared with paperwork, a checkbook, and a prop: a Nintendo Famicom Tetris cartridge. Instead of eliciting excitement or wonder, the cartridge made Belikov angry: Why would Rogers bring him a pirated game? 

			Shocked, Rogers explained his side of the rights acquisition story, including the part where he sent game footage to Mirrorsoft that was supposed to be passed on to ELORG. The powers at ELORG had never seen it, but Belikov believed that Rogers was innocent, and let him read their contract with Andromeda. Rogers believed Stein had overstepped the agreement, and knew he had to decide his next step quickly. 

			After making a few calculations, Henk Rogers wrote out a $40,000 check to ELORG, and gave it to Belikov to compensate for the Famicom game royalties. His move with the cash earned Belikov’s trust in Rogers, and he set a date for a meeting three weeks hence to discuss what Nintendo would offer for all video game and handheld rights.

			Need to Know: Business deals are often possible when all parties involved have mutual trust. Henk Rogers was able to position his business as one that ELORG could have faith in, and one that Nikolai Belikov could look to for more revenue, but there was still competition to be heard before Nintendo’s proxy would make his final offer.

			19. Enemies at the Gate

			It was Robert Stein’s turn to meet with Belikov next, and he was hoping for the best: a sign-off on the Tetris rights for handheld devices, as well as coin-op rights for the machines that were already being manufactured. To his dismay, Belikov entered the meeting with a pile of revisions to their May 1988 contract, and refused to talk about anything else until Stein signed it. Stein took the contract to examine back at his hotel, while Belikov met with the third Tetris suitor, Kevin Maxwell.

			Like Stein, Maxwell wanted to smooth over the rights that he and Mirrorsoft already assumed they held and sign new contracts, but Belikov took a different approach. He showed Maxwell the Famicom cartridge that Rogers had brought, and pointed out Mirrorsoft’s name on the label was printed in both Japanese and English. 

			Maxwell, who actually had few day-to-day dealings with Mirrorsoft and had only come to Moscow to try and impress his father, bluffed and said the game must be pirated. Instead of calling him out, Belikov made a deal: Mirrorsoft could have the right of first refusal when ELORG was ready to sell video game rights, in exchange for giving the Russians rights to publish reference books owned by Mirror Group. 

			Maxwell agreed, and left with the almost meaningless end of the deal. Belikov was doing what he could to set the other negotiators up for failure, and clear the way for Rogers and Nintendo to take over Tetris. 

			Need to Know: Stein signed the revised contract, but apparently missed a piece of fine print that defined a computer more specifically than the previous contract, rendering many of the rights he had licensed out already illegal. Belikov didn’t point out the change at that time; he just offered Stein high-stakes arcade game rights if he could return with a $150,000 advance in six weeks.

			20. “Meet at the Chicken”

			Although Nintendo and Atari once had a friendly relationship, they were currently engaged in an ongoing lawsuit over 10NES, or lockout chips—a microchip that video game cartridges needed to be equipped with in order to work with Nintendo-made consoles. Nintendo sold a limited number of the chips for a set price to companies whose games it decided to license; Hide Nakajima, the head of Atari Games, was offended when they refused to reduce the price for him. 

			Nakajima asked Tengen to work on reverse-engineering a lockout chip, which they successfully reproduced a year later. Nintendo threatened a lawsuit if Atari started releasing unapproved games for NES consoles, but Atari sued them first for “monopolistic practices.” Winning the rights to Tetris would be a satisfying comeback for Nakajima, but only if Nintendo could certainly win a lawsuit proving the video game rights belonged exclusively to them.

			Rogers returned to Moscow for his third meeting. With him was an American lawyer who was fluent in Russian and an offer of $5 million. Nintendo executives Howard Lincoln and Minoru Arakawa also joined the meeting, as official employees of Nintendo needed to be present to sign the contract. 

			For his part, Belikov showed them the revised contract with Andromeda that defined a computer, and sent a telex message to Mirrorsoft with a 24-hour window to accept or refuse the promised video game rights contract. Lincoln was satisfied, and during the days that followed, Nintendo and ELORG drew up a contract. Mirrorsoft missed their one-day window and responded a week later, saying that the company considered those rights already under its ownership.

			Need to Know: Aside from a last-minute renegotiation of royalties, the deal between ELORG and Nintendo went smoothly, except for when Lincoln asked about what cut Alexey Pajitnov would receive. This notion was shut down immediately, but Rogers took note of the fact that Pajitnov had only signed away his rights to the game until 1995, not forever.

			21. A Tale of Two Tetrises

			On March 22, 1989, Nintendo and ELORG signed the Tetris contract. Nikoli Belikov immediately informed Mirrorsoft that the rights had been sold, eliciting threats of a lawsuit—and the idea that Robert Maxwell would be asked to step in and call General Secretary Gorbachev, with whom he had a friendly acquaintance.

			ELORG endured some increased scrutiny, but for the most part Gorbachev was too distracted to care about the video game and never met with Robert Maxwell. By the end of March, Nakajima had received a cease-and-desist message from Howard Lincoln; he responded by filing a US copyright application for Tetris and a lawsuit against Nintendo.

			Atari carried on with marketing Tetris. In mid-May, their game cartridges went on sale in the United States. By mid-June, the trial began, and the presiding judge, Fern Smith, issued an injunction that required Atari to take Tetris off the market. She had reviewed the revised Andromeda contract and thought that the Russians’ intent to rule out video game consoles was clear. Two-thirds of the 300,000-cartridge inventory were resigned to an unknown fate.

			In July, Nintendo’s video game version of Tetris went on sale, and at the end of the same month, the Game Boy debuted. Both met great success, selling millions of copies that year alone. In November, Judge Smith bypassed trial and testimony in the Tetris rights case and issued a summary judgment in favor of Nintendo. 

			Need to Know: The Soviets tried to get Nintendo in on other branding and manufacturing deals, such as a space tie-in program, but after the difficulty of their first deal with the USSR, the Japanese company refrained from further involvement. Settling the Tetris lawsuit cleared up most business surrounding Tetris, but left one important person out of luck: Alexey Pajitnov, the game’s creator, who still stood to earn nothing from his game for at least another six years.

			BONUS LEVEL 3

			22. The Cognitive Vaccine

			Professor Emily Holmes from Oxford University was studying post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in 2010 to see if its symptoms could be treated sooner after the traumatic event than had been previously thought. In her experiments, she was looking for a way to train the brain to remember the rote details of a traumatic memory, but not feel the emotional response or endure flashbacks. 

			She decided to try using Tetris as a spatial action that would help break up memory patterning, meaning that after watching a twelve-minute compilation of gruesome, violent film clips and taking a mood test, an experimental group of subjects would play Tetris during the time period when short-term would be consolidating into long-term memories. 

			Control group subjects who did not play Tetris ended up noting an average of three times as many flashbacks to the video during the immediate aftermath; after a week, Tetris players could still accurately recall the video with less emotional affectation than the control group.

			Need to Know: The reason why this experiment seems to work is because the parts of the brain that use Tetris flood the same channel that processes memories, and only so much information can fit there at once. Professor Holmes has suggested that low-cost Tetris games be made available in hospitals and trauma centers to help reduce PTSD in patients.

			Epilogue: The Final Bricks

			Since 1989, the players in the Tetris narrative have gone in many directions, some better, some worse. In 1991, Robert Maxwell, who was accused of Israeli espionage and whose companies were $3 billion in debt, died; his sons Kevin and Ian tried to save the Mirror Group empire, but their father’s death precipitated its demise. 

			This was also the year the Soviet Union collapsed, leading Nikoli Belikov to turn ELORG into a privately owned company. 

			The same year, Henk Rogers helped his friend Alexey Pajitnov emigrate to the United States along with his family, where he has continued to design software and games with success.

			In 1995, Rogers, who had earned millions of dollars since his success with Tetris, helped Pajitnov obtain partial ownership of the rights to Tetris; in 2005, they bought out Belikov for the rest of them. Rogers’s daughter Maya is now CEO of The Tetris Company, while Rogers and Pajitnov, with their old Nintendo friend Arakawa, run Tetris Online.

			Need to Know: During the past thirty years, Tetris has remained one of the most popular video games of all time. It has sold more than $1 billion worth of copies, become cultural shorthand, and retained its orderly addictiveness regardless of the confusion that surrounds it. And Tetris creator Alexey Pajitnov has finally been able to reap some financial benefit from the simple but wildly addictive game he created back in 1984. 

		

	
		
			Timeline

			1922: The USSR is formed.

			1956: Alexey Pajitnov, the creator of Tetris, is born.

			1957: The USSR launches Sputnik, the first man-made satellite, into orbit, setting off a space race between nations.

			1961: The USSR sends the first man, Yuri Gagarin, into space.

			1969: The United States sends Apollo 11 to the moon.

			1974: Dungeons & Dragons is released.

			1976: Henk Rogers moves to Japan.

			January 1978: The first annual Consumer Electronics Show (CES) is held in Las Vegas.

			1980: Nintendo of America is founded; Minoru Arakawa is named president.

			1981: IBM releases its first personal computer.

			1982: With Jim Mackonochie, Robert Maxwell founds Mirrorsoft, the software publishing subsidiary of Mirror Group; Robert Stein founds Andromeda Software.

			December 1983: Henk Rogers finishes programming his landmark video game, The Black Onyx.

			1984: Alexey Pajitnov completes the first version of Tetris.

			1985: Mikhail Gorbachev becomes the general secretary of the USSR.

			January 1986: In an act of waming relations between nations, US President Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev make televised New Year’s addresses to each other’s citizens; commercial flights between the United States and USSR resume.

			November 5, 1986: After months of unofficial back-and-forth, Robert Stein sends his first official offer to ELORG for rights to Tetris.

			May 1987: Mathias Rust, a young West German pilot, flies his Cessna 172 into Moscow, and is arrested and held for 15 months.

			June 1987: Robert Stein’s company Andromeda signed sub-licensing contracts with Mirrorsoft and Spectrum, even though he had not yet come to an agreement with the Soviets.

			1987: Hide Nakajima, head of Atari Games, sets up a division called Tengen; it is tasked with reverse-engineering the 10NES lockout chip.

			January 1988: Spectrum and Mirrorsoft release Tetris in the United States and the United Kingdom.

			February 1988: Stein travels to Moscow and a contract with ELORG is finally drafted, but not signed.

			May 1988: The contract giving Andromeda the rights to sell Tetris for all computer platforms is signed; Mirrorsoft starts having Atari and Sega build arcade games for the United States and Japan.

			July 1988: Robert Stein meets with ELORG representative Alex Alexinko in Paris; Alexinko demands royalty payment.

			Late 1988: Minoru Arakawa, president of Nintendo America, shows Henk Rogers the Game Boy prototype; Rogers suggests packaging it with Tetris.

			December 1988: Tengen successfully reverse-engineers the lockout chip and sues Nintendo for monopoly.

			February 21, 1989: Henk Rogers arrives in Moscow in hopes of securing the rights to Tetris.

			March 22, 1989: Nintendo and ELORG sign the contract granting video game console and handheld rights for Tetris to the Japanese company; Belikov faxes Mirrorsoft about the deal.

			March 31, 1989: Howard Lincoln sends a cease-and-desist order to Hide Nakajima with regards to Tetris copies for NES.

			Early April 1989: Atari Games files a US copyright application and a lawsuit against Nintendo to establish its rights to Tetris.

			May 17, 1989: Tetris first becomes available for purchase for NES consoles through Tengen/Atari.

			June 15, 1989: Lawsuit trials between Nintendo and Atari begin at the US District Court for the Northern District of California.

			June 22, 1989: Preliminary injunction is issued to stop Tengen/Atari Games from selling Tetris.

			July 1989: Nintendo begins selling its version of Tetris.

			July 31, 1989: Nintendo releases Game Boy and Tetris bundle.

			November 13, 1989: Judge Fern Smith issues a summary judgment in favor of Nintendo, bypassing trial and testimony in the Tetris rights case.

			November 5, 1991: Robert Maxwell dies. 

			1991: The Soviet Union collapses; Belikov turns ELORG into a private business (ELORG LLC).

			1992: During brain energy experiments using Tetris, Richard Haier coins the term “Tetris learning effect”; Robert Maxwell’s sons give up on trying to save Mirror Group and file for joint bankruptcy.

			1993: Time Warner acquires rights to Atari Games, and shuts down its remaining brands; Tetris becomes the first videogame to be played in space.

			1994: Howard Lincoln becomes chairman of Nintendo of America.

			1995: With Henk Rogers’s help, Alexey Pajitnov obtains partial ownership of Tetris; they create The Tetris Company.

			2002: Arakawa retires from Nintendo of America and moves to Hawaii at age 55.

			2005: The Tetris Company buys out Nikoli Belikov for all remaining Tetris rights for $15 million.

			2006: Tetris Online is founded by Rogers, Pajitnov, and Arakawa. 

			2014: Henk’s daughter Maya takes over as CEO of The Tetris Company.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Phil Adam: President of Spectrum Holobyte, the American division of Mirrorsoft. Later he continued to work in software publishing at companies such as Interplay.

			Alexander Alexinko: The first director of ELORG, the Soviet-era organization in charge of importing and exporting technology to and from the Soviet Union. He was more easily influenced by potential investors like Robert Stein than his successor, Nikoli Belikov.

			Minoru Arakawa: President of Nintendo of America and son-in-law of Hiroshi Yamauchi. He showed Henk Rogers the Game Boy prototype that led to Rogers’s journey to Moscow to acquire the Tetris rights. In the early 2000s he started Tetris Online with Rogers and Alexey Pajitnov.

			Nikoli Belikov: Russian bureaucrat who succeeded Alexinko as director of ELORG, despite his background as an electrician and lack of experience in finance or technology licensing. After the fall of the Soviet Union, he remained the director of ELORG and turned it into a private company.

			Randy Broweleit: First employee of Tengen, Atari’s console video game division. A video game enthusiast who participated in some of Atari’s sketchier projects without being privy to their more underhanded aspects; he left the company during the lawsuit with Nintendo over Tetris rights.

			Vadim Gerasimov: Teenager who hung around Dorodnitsyn Computer Centre in 1984 and had a gift for computer programming languages. He worked on creating multiple games with Pajitnov and Pavlovsky, but his most notable contribution was translating the Tetris program to an MS-DOS/IBM-compatible version.

			Jeffrey Goldsmith: Writer who coined the phrase “the Tetris effect” and popularized the concept of pharmatronic technology in his 1994 Wired article “This is Your Brain on Tetris.” He personally experienced Tetris addiction in 1990 after he bought a Game Boy and did nothing but play the game for six weeks until he beat it. 

			Mikhail Gorbachev: Final general secretary to control the USSR. Introduced economic reforms that, in addition to bringing about the fall of the Berlin Wall, also made it possible for Tetris to be exported beyond the borders of the Soviet Union.

			Emily Holmes: Professor from Oxford University whose experiments attempting to reduce the effects of PTSD showed that playing Tetris could help reduce the occurrence of harmful flashbacks.

			Howard Lincoln: High-ranking lawyer for Nintendo of America who had defeated MCA/Universal in an earlier case regarding King Kong; he played a key role in the negotiations between Nintendo and ELORG. He eventually retired from Nintendo and became president of the Seattle Mariners, a baseball team owned by Nintendo and its founder, Hiroshi Yamauchi.

			Ed Logg: Video game programmer from California who was known for mega-hits Asteroids and Centipede; he engineered the Tengen version of Tetris for NES. His version of the game was banned after Nintendo successfully sued Atari over the Tetris rights, but since 100,000 copies had already been sold the cartridges still exist as collectors’ items today.

			Gilman Louie: CEO of Spectrum Holobyte. As a San Francisco State University student he started Sphere, his own software company, which Mirror Group bought and turned into Spectrum, the US division of Mirrorsoft. He later worked for the CIA before becoming a Silicon Valley venture capitalist.

			Jim Mackonochie: Cofounder and president of Mirrorsoft, the UK arm of software publishing for Mirror Group. He was known within the software business for his popular flight simulators; he was less taken by Tetris than Louie and Adam of Spectrum and traded away some of the game’s rights in bad deals without letting them know first.

			Kevin Maxwell: Robert Maxwell’s son whose aggressive business tactics echoed his father’s; acting head of Mirrorsoft and Spectrum Holobyte who had little hands-on involvement in the companies but insisted he go to Moscow to negotiate rights to Tetris.

			Robert Maxwell: Business mogul who created Mirror Group, a publishing empire similar to Rupert Murdoch’s, after doing intelligence work and becoming a captain in the British Army during WWII, and serving in British Parliament. Born Jan Ludvik Hoch in Czechoslovakia in 1923, most of his Jewish family was killed during WWII. Mirrorsoft and Spectrum Holobyte were Mirror Group subsidiaries that he put under the management of his son, Kevin.

			Hide Nakajima: Head of Atari Games who created a rivalry with Nintendo, first by authorizing an Atari division to create a microchip that allowed Atari cartridges to play on Nintendo consoles without Nintendo’s approval or fees, then by suing Nintendo for the rights to Tetris.

			Alexey Pajitnov: The creator of Tetris, from the USSR, who programmed the game singlehandedly on an outdated Soviet PC and had to sign over the rights to the Soviet Union for a decade before he saw any personal profit from the game.

			Dmitry Pavlovsky: Alexey Pajitnov’s colleague at Dorodnitsyn Computer Centre who also designed video games. He introduced Pajitnov to Vadim Gerasimov, the teenager who translated the Tetris programming from the Electronica 60 to an IBM-compatible version.

			Vladimir Pokhilko: Clinical psychology researcher at Moscow Medical Center and one of the early players of Tetris; he was one of the first scientists to study Tetris’s addictive qualities in a controlled setting. He later moved to California but sadly, due to apparent financial distress, he murdered his wife and son before committing suicide.

			Henk Rogers: Software programmer turned publisher who designed The Black Onyx, one of the first RPGs to be sold in Japan. In seeking to obtain the rights to sell Tetris in Japan, he ended up negotiating the deal for Nintendo to obtain the rights to Tetris video and handheld games; later, he helped Pajitnov claim ownership of the Tetris empire.

			Maya Rogers: Henk Rogers’s daughter; she became the CEO of The Tetris Company in 2014.

			Judge Fern Smith: Judge during both of the Nintendo-Atari lawsuit cases who ruled in favor of Nintendo holding the rights to Tetris handheld and video games.

			Robert Stein: A WWII refugee who was born in Hungary but settled in the United Kingdom, he became a computer salesman in the early 1980s which led him to licensing cheap international software for bigger markets. He found Tetris in Hungary shortly after it escaped the USSR, but his attempts to take advantage of Pajitnov and ELORG ended up keeping him from making very much money from the discovery.

			Hiroshi Yamauchi: Nintendo president for half a century, he exercised strong control over the company and had a close hand in all decisions about what technologies and games Nintendo would pursue. Rogers impressed Yamauchi by promising to create a video game version of his favorite strategy board game, Go.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“She explained to him the concept her countrymen knew as invisible boundaries: Russians weren’t allowed to go places they weren’t invited.”

			Henk Rogers’s private guide in Moscow outlined this concept to him in 1989, when he explained his plan to visit ELORG and try to obtain the rights to Tetris even though the agency wasn’t expecting him. As Tetris blew through the invisible psychological boundary of the Iron Curtain, Rogers pushed his way through the bureaucratic secrecy of ELORG on behalf of the game, and eventually managed to secure the video game and handheld rights.

			“A computer screen and its cathode-ray tube create a more manipulative relationship with the player [than a physical puzzle].… A puzzle played on a computer had to be more of a game, and a game required the elements of timing, danger, and a constant push toward action.”

			This describes a realization that Alexey Pajitnov had while programming early versions of Tetris, which led him to his breakthrough from static puzzle to engaging game: The blocks would fall down the screen and stack up on top of each other; completed lines would disappear and allow more blocks to fill the box. This element, along with the additional changes of colored blocks, scorekeeping, and gradually increasing speed, helped give Tetris its addictive qualities. 

			“Humans are always looking to rewire their thinking, whether by drugs, therapy, or meditation.… So, the warning that Tetris can change your mental state and can literally rewire memory or perception, sometimes permanently, can be seen as an opportunity by some.”

			Studies of the Tetris Effect have found that mental perception is actually altered by playing enough Tetris: Players begin to see everyday objects as potential tetrominoes that need to be fit into efficient, compact shapes. While having one’s mental state altered by a video game might sound like a negative thing, in this case there are potential positive effects—the ability to better pack a suitcase or the trunk of a car is an obvious example; less obvious is the game’s ability to increase brain energy efficiency or reduce the frequency of post-traumatic flashbacks (effects that scientists have discovered in controlled environments).

			“‘We need to build computers for the masses, not the classes.’”

			This statement expresses the philosophy and promotional angle behind Jack Tramiel’s Commodore computers, which were the first affordable consumer PCs put on the market in the early 1980s. Computer games were important to Tramiel because at that point in time, he knew people would buy computers so they could play the games that worked on them, not buy games because they already owned a computer. It also applies to Tetris, a game that Henk Rogers wanted to see on as many devices as possible because it had such wide appeal—for video game enthusiasts and non-gamers alike—and was easy to learn.

			“‘This is the first intellectual property ever to come out of the Soviet Union.… There’s never been a Soviet commercial product, to my knowledge, that ever has been commercialized in North America.’”

			Spectrum Holobyte’s Phil Adam says this to cofounder and president of Mirrorsoft, Jim Mackonochie, to explain how truly unique Tetris was. While perhaps not entirely true, this aspect of the game’s story was played up in its marketing, especially to American audiences. The newness of the concept of intellectual property and its licensing was also evident in Soviets’ negotiations with foreign businessmen, during which ELORG’s representatives tried to prove they knew enough not to be taken advantage of while also trying to learn as much as they could about these financial deals they had no experience conducting.

			“It read that the deal covered not simply Tetris games on computers but also ‘PC computers which consist of a processor, monitor, disk drive(s), keyboard, and operating system.’”

			This specific definition of a computer was included in the fine print of the revised contract that Nikolai Belikov had Robert Stein sign in 1989, after he learned from Henk Rogers that Stein had been selling the rights to manufacture Tetris games on all kinds of devices. Stein apparently missed this change when he signed the revision, but it was a key reason that Judge Smith ruled in Nintendo’s favor in their reciprocal lawsuit with Atari Games—Atari had gotten the rights to make Tetris video games from Mirrorsoft, who acquired them through Stein, who, it turned out, did not actually own the ability to license the rights for anything other than PCs.

			“Tetris also serves as a harsh reminder that the lines of code that make up a video game, or any type of digital media, are ephemeral. They weigh nothing; they cost little to endlessly reproduce.” 

			This closing comment on Tetris is a reminder that as much as the USSR complicated the negotiations surrounding the licensing and copyright of the game, so, too, did the fact that it was a piece of intellectual property at a time when that concept was still very new. In fact, the process of learning how to value and treat intellectual property is ongoing, as evidenced by struggles across industries including music, journalism, and publishing as the Internet makes everything available to us, seemingly for free.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					The name Tetris came from combining the words “tetromino” and “tennis.”

					Arthur C. Clarke, a well-known science fiction writer, was obsessed with pentominoes. They appear in his novel Imperial Earth and the original version of the film 2001: A Space Odyssey. 

					Early versions of Tetris had a “boss button” so users could quickly press it and hide their playing when their bosses walked by.

					Tetris has been found to help treat “lazy eye” in adults. 

					The original Tetris theme song is a version of “Korobeiniki,” a Russian folk song based on a poem by Nikolai Alekseevich Nekrasov in 1861.

					Much like Tetris, the Rubik’s Cube was a puzzle game from the former Soviet Union that achieved international licensing fame. It was designed by a Hungarian architect named Erno Rubik.

					There are all sorts of silly Tetris spinoffs, including unathorized adults-only fan fiction (50 Shades of Tetris and Taken by the Tetris Blocks) and Tetris-themed tater tots called “Puzzle Potatoes.”

					A trilogy of films based on Tetris is set to begin filming in China in 2017. The film’s creators have acknowledged how ridiculous the idea is by releasing their own joke trailer for the movies. 

					The annual Classic Tetris World Championship, which is held in Portland, Oregon, uses the original 1989 version of Tetris by Nintendo for the NES—with old-school controllers, cartridges, and all.

					A Tetris sequel was designed by Alexey Pajitnov. Called Welltris; it was a three-dimensional game with blocks falling into a well.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Clones: Computers that have the same internal operating system but different façades and distributors; the original version might be more expensive while cheaper versions are made from lesser-quality materials. Pajitnov’s Eletronica 60 was a clone of Digital Equipment Corporation’s LSI-11 computer.

			ELORG/Electronorgtechnica: Office under the Soviet Ministry of Trade in the 1980s through the fall of the USSR; responsible for licensing and protection of the rights to software and technology created within the USSR.

			Floppy-disk: Flat plastic squares that contained a magnetic disk that was used to record computer data and transfer it to other computers; predecessor to CDs, USB drives, and the Internet. Tetris was first shared and sold on 5.25-inch floppy-disks.

			Freemium: A term that is often applied to mobile apps and games in which a basic version is distributed for free, while more features are available for a fee.

			Glasnost: Openness, specifically with regard to information being shared in and about the Soviet Union (as opposed to the climate of espionage that had prevailed until Gorbachev came to power). The encouragement of glasnost contributed to Tetris’s ability to spread and be licensed and sold to countries outside the USSR.

			Iron Curtain: Term commonly used to describe the political and psychological divide between the West and East, or, at least the Soviet-controlled Communist countries of the East. Tetris was marketed as a rare cultural product from behind the Iron Curtain.

			Localization: Translating linguistic and cultural elements of a computer or video game to make it familiar enough to be playable by people in a different country. Tetris’s abstract gameplay made localization unnecessary for it to be passed across borders.

			Pascal: A computer programming language used by MS-DOS machines. Gerasimov used Pascal when he translated Tetris from the Electronica 60 in 1984.

			Pentominoes: The physical strategy game that inspired Tetris; it consists of twelve five-celled blocks made of wood or plastic that the player arranges to fit inside a box with certain parameters.

			Pharmatronic: Term used to describe technology addiction as a product of the technology itself. Jeffrey Goldsmith described Tetris as pharmatronic in his 1994 article “This Is Your Brain on Tetris.”

			Plasticity: The brain’s ability to change, learn, and be shaped by experiences, especially repetitive, spatial tasks. Tetris players demonstrate plasticity as they play more and their brains use more automatic than conscious thought.

			Reverse-engineer: A method of figuring out how a game or computer program works by creating a new version that mirrors the original program. Most new versions of Tetris were reverse-engineered and therefore had slight variations from one another and the original.

			RPG: Acronym for role-playing game, which is a board or video game in which the player takes on a role as a character in the game. Dungeons & Dragons and The Black Onyx are examples of RPGs; Tetris is not.

			Sneakernet: A modern term used to describe the act of sharing a computer program by handing it off in physical form instead of via the Internet. The first version of Tetris was distributed in this manner, on floppy disks that were handed around Russia. 

			Telex: An early version of a fax machine, used by Russians to communicate with the outside world.

			Tetrominoes: The four-celled, falling pieces in a game of Tetris, named after pentominoes.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			“For those fascinated with the way video games are created and intrigued by the history of early computers, the book will provide great entertainment, just like the game.” —Kirkus Reviews

			“It takes informed accounts, such as Ackerman’s book … to properly untangle and reward the authorship of creators like Pajitnov. The Tetris Effect is the narrative Pajitnov and his timeless game deserve.” —BookForum

			“In the first few pages, [author Dan Ackerman] describes Tetris as the Soviet Union’s ‘most important technology’ since the Sputnik satellite that was key to launching the Space Race as well as ‘perhaps the greatest cultural export in the history of the USSR.’ Strong words indeed, but Ackerman’s retelling of how Tetris became a worldwide viral hit long before the Internet and social media age helps support his statements.” —Fortune

			“The Tetris Effect: The Game That Hypnotized the World offers up an investigative history of the titular game. Ackerman … delves deep into the lives of the people who helped the rotating puzzle creation become one of the most popular video games of all time.” —Gizmodo

			“In The Tetris Effect, Ackerman tells the story as straightforwardly as possible, introducing the key individuals and unravelling the complex tale of the game’s invention and spread.” —American Scientist

		

	
		
			About Dan Ackerman

			Dan Ackerman is a technology journalist and editor at CNET, where he reviews new laptops and gadgets, and examines current event issues through the lens of technology. His writing has appeared in numerous other publications as well, including SPIN and WWE Magazine. He appears regularly on TV news shows as a tech expert commentator, including CBS This Morning. The Tetris Effect is Dan Ackerman’s first book.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“7 Incredibly Entertainming Movies Based on Video Games.” The Portalist. 

			“How Tetris Became an International Phenomenon.” WNYC. 

			“In Conversation with the King of Game Boy ‘Tetris’.” Vice. 

			“The Lost Arcade Games of the Soviet Union.” Wired. 

			“The Man Who Made Tetris.” Motherboard. 

			“The Man Who Won Tetris.” Gamasutra. 

			“Tetris: Splitting the Iron Curtain.” Play Value. 

			“This Is Your Brain on Tetris.” Wired.

			Books

			All Your Base Are Belong to Us by Harold Goldberg 

			Console Wars: Sega, Nintendo, and the Battle that Defined a Generation by Blake J. Harris

			Game Over: How Nintendo Conquered the World by David Sheff

			Super Mario: How Nintendo Conquered America by Jeff Ryan

			Tetris: The Games People Play by Box Brown
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