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PINBALL! € PHYSICAL PERFORMANCE PLAY
MACHINE BETWEEN SKILL AND (A BIT OF) LUCK
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WHAT IS PINBALL?

» Shoot a ball on a tilted playtield

» Try to keep the ball in play (mostly with the flipper fingers)

» Hit targets (often in a specitic order, within a limited amount of time)
» Get a high score

» Play with your body

» Have fun and be intrigued



—you might lock at the two control buttons on
Whebther you've played a a pinball machine, realze you are swatting a: a
pinball machire before or , mebal ball rolling down a piece of plywood—
not, you probably could =
pick it out by sight.
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Most share a similar silhouette, PR wj"«z? {s
but under the gdlass: each holds |
a different assortment
of components, art, and
angles Shat make up the game.

—and asx<
yeurself:

In this age of videoc games and powerful
nandheld devices that Lse controliers
loaded with inputs to transport the
player to lushly rendered worlds—

e—————eameserES And I've played

pinball before. If
you've played one,
you've played
tnem all.

It’s just another
arcade game; a
big, wooden box of
flashing nonsense.

And ther
no s.,"at:eg
to it!

You flip the flippers
a1d hope you get
[ucky enough to hit
something.
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The game
is built to
cne3t you.




PRECONCEPTIONS

» ,Pinball is a game based mostly on luck”
» ,Pinball has no depth to it”

» ,Every pinball machine is the same”



HISTORY

» Bagatelle (ca. 1700, France)

» Billard japonais, StoBpudel (1750-1920)

» Patent of the spring launcher by Montague Redgrave (1869)
Start of the US based pinball culture (Ohio, Chicago - mostly in the Northeast)

» Coin operated , Pin games”, mostly sitting on a counter or bar top (1230s)

» Electromechanical pinball - EM - that kicked out balls and counted scores
(1933 onwards)
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HISTORY

» Introduction of the flipper tingers in ,Humpty Dumpty” (1947)

» Solid-state electronics - SS - with circuit boards and digital displays
(mid-1970ies onwards)

» Videogames vs. pinball (1980s, 1990s)

» Drought (2000s)

» Renaissance (2010 onwards)



This new way of interactin  with a pinball machine was an instant success.
Almost overnight, the flipper had made all other pingames obsolete.
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Flippers allowed players to control
where the ball was directed on the
playfield. To stress this, flipper

buttons were originally called:
R 0

All manufacturers began making games with
flippers, or conversion kits to put flippers
on their existing, flipperiess games.

ha ha,
flippers!
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+Pinball: A Graphic History of the Silver Ball” (Jon Chad, First Second,
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‘A | While the new
| flippers were
spectacular; their
layout was not ideal
for giving the player
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HISTORY

» Early pinball was very pervasive and
very affordable

In the IBOGI
Ehere were arcund
fifty companies
making pinball.

» Fight against videogames was briefly
won in the early 90ies

» Pinball barely survived in the 2000s

Now in the year
2000, that number
had dwindled to one:
Stcem Pinball, headed
‘{,? v by Gary stern.
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SKILL AND LUCK

» Gambling history: pinball has roots in ,mob culture” of the 30ies and 40ies
» Ban in the US from the 40ies until the 70ies

» Roger Sharpe testified in the court in 1976 by calling shots and hitting them:
,The man who saved pinball”

» A game of skill”, going upwards from the 50ies and 60ies

» For some, it was confusing why you’'d want to play if it's only about high scores
and free games
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NZ_mHCLTFmU

ART, STORYTELLING AND SPECTACLE

» Elements: Art, sound, music, game design, but also physical necessities
(distances, angles, sturdiness, etc.)

» Multiple layers of intensity can be achieved. The longer you play, the more you
lay free, the bigger the spectacle becomes.

» Special modes, missions and endgame (,,wizard mode"”) are hidden within.

» The machine is making many noises, does a big knock when the player gets a
replay and uses its lighting very effectively.



Tre other way that a pinball Describing what is actually

Pinkall uses twe main

, , | machine tells 3 story is by recoding happening in a pinball machine
categariea af inveractions objecsives and Interacticns between 515 e%undavezry benign.
to tell its story witn the tre ball and the machine.

language of pinball:

| used a button to aclivate a
solenoid trat flipped a plastic
flipper that sent & metal ball
heacing over a switch.

(@nce upe

A
m.‘h”(l.l AL

.

.'ﬂf 0

g,

2 2 grest Hery sheped
Rogars vule. ane Wi
e and tptdwbr‘ The

v

!

!

Grnord nd dullmya nie W

| Thorsesy The balle was fie

with art, sound, lighte, ' ”:} [] [ I = > J 010
ball path, and topegraphy, i Vo | o AR s
shots are dressed bo make b/ , SRR
the player feel like they are .
being transported to the
Jurassic period—

- I

]
il

i

"
i

£
it
i

{

¥

e
«

i

P

o s

: o
=9 -
-

i
&
2

Pl
)

yim
i

AT IT

T,

oy,
§
unat!

- T4 ! < )
Qlivys, P i ) 1iig
- Jr 1 il —
- WHNHIAS U ™
Fesif ) | I 1¢ -
HEMN T £ RN
. e
f
- . —
i () Y el
l v,
{i . - 1
4; ! P ] \
! ) . | - ’
o
l‘ i T. hifofad” ddwn sl ! L
.“J’

i

Cautiously investigating
the top floor of 3
haunted house—

—or evading guards Lo explore a
secret pat~ to the durgeon.
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Petached from its reality,
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trancportive experience.
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YOU AND THE MACHINE — A SPECIAL KIND OF INTERACTION

» The machine is your foe and your ally

» Symbiosis between human and machine

» ,The ball is wild” (Harry Williams)

» Not just every game is different, every single machine is different

» Playing on your very own table and then on another one of the same design
can become difficult



TECHNIQUES AND PERFORMANCE — INTERFACES

» Interactivity through different buttons

» 2 (sometimes more) flipper buttons
They are in practice not simple on/off switches!

» 1 plunger (sometimes a plunger button)
» 1 start button

» 1 action button (optional)





https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T6vjlOZZes0

TECHNIQUES AND PERFORMANCE — NUDGING

» Nudging: play with your body!
» Nudging the machine is a legitimate action by the player.

» Itis as important for higher level play as the flipper buttons are.





https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E4ZZT2nvgkg



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cMD60ZA7xH8
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TECHNIQUES AND PERFORMANCE: PINBALL STANCE. PLAY WITH YOUR BODY!
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zv2oT4cug_M

PRECONCEPTIONS - REVISITED



A realm whose
randomness is a [
Unigque entry in thef

world of gaming.
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While the player is
Erying to complete game
objectives and keep the
ball on the playfiela; the
pinball machine enveleps

you in a new werld.
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o %32%2?%%03;;2“?“‘[' L7 1 s Pmalch‘:ﬁe«s communicate with . pinball been

N, .~ players—creates a gaming Nz, like cnis?
e o i, 2PN experience unlike any other.

[

a cacophor.ous world of
infinite possipilities.

For HUNDREDS of years! Pincall §
is ingrained into tne history of
American garing and arcades.
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The story of pinball Arnd it's a
isn’t just tied to the story trhat
arcade boom of the % almost em{ed
late "70s/2arly ‘80s. ® . e in 1976!

It aoes back much x i

further than that.

Pinball machines use
art, sound, and game
geometry to not just
challenge the player; but
to also tell a story.

*For more pinzall linge, tum to tre "
glozaary at the back of this book.
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PINBALL! PHYSICAL PERFORMANCE PLAY MACHINE BETWEEN SKILL AND (A BIT OF) LUCK

THANK YOU!

» robert.glashuettner@gmail.com

» Mastodon: @glashuettnher@mastodon.gamedev.place

THE BALL IS WILD  PINBALL CULTURE

(SSUBSCRIBE  A\RSS M ARCHIVE.

» Bluesky: @robertglashuettner.bsky.social

June 10, 2024

New pinball newsletter! #1: Let's get this ball rolling

buttondown.email/TheBallisWild

Welcome, pin people, silverball stars, paddle
passionates and ball bouncers!

Don't worry, there is no actual need to excel in playing pinball,

flipper videogames or anything similar. This newsletter is a


mailto:robert.glashuettner@gmail.com

