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Labyrinth: The Computer Game 
 
Initial Release Date: 1986 
Platforms: Commodore 64 / Apple II / MSX  
Designer: Douglas Adams, Christopher Cerf, Noah 
Falstein, Stephen Arnold, Brenda Laurel 
Developer:  Lucasfilm Games 

 
The first Lucasfilm Games production to actually be based on a Lucasfilm movie, Labyrinth: The 
Computer Game is officially the first adventure title out of the company, despite having little in 
common with its successors. It is a frustrating game, perhaps even moreso than Sierraõs 
competing titles at the time, but itõs also got some of the clever humor that went on to typify the 
companyõs output. 

At any rate, the movie Labyrinth was not a financial success release, although it has since 
reached cult classic status as a highly imaginative fantasy film. Starring a young Jennifer Connelly 
as a girl sucked into a mysterious name ð the titular Labyrinth, of course ð she is tasked with 
finding the Jareth, Goblin King, who has kidnapped her little brother. She must overcome 
numerous bizarre situations and meet up with many weird characters, friend and foe alike. The 
movie is most well known for David Bowieõs role as Jareth, whose glam rock hair and enormous 
armadillo-stuffed crotch went on to sexually confuse a whole generation of children. Despite 
being a king, he apparently has little better to do than lounge around his castle and sing 80s rock 
songs to his legion of Muppet followers, so heõs not exactly a threatening character, but he is 
nonetheless an iconic visage of this particular cinematic era. 

 

 
 

These goblins are slow, but will chuck you in the dungeon if they catch you. 
 
In Labyrinth: The Computer Game, you do not control Jennifer Connelly, but rather, you 

play as yourself, with the ability to choose male or female avatars. It starts off in the òreal 
worldó, as a text adventure, where youõre tasked with going off to the movie theater and seeing 
the hottest new movie. Of course, once you get in, David Bowieõs pixellated visage pulls you 
into the screen and places you into the Labyrinth. Itõs where the game truly begins, as the 
perspective switches to the third person, and the full text parser gives way to the gameõs òslot 
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machineó interface. The large character graphics typified early Lucasfilm adventure games ð you 
can see how it evolved into the style used in Maniac Mansion, and similar visuals can be found in 
the companyõs the early online game Habitat. 

Although your character is controlled by the joystick, all interaction is handled by the two 
columns of words at the bottom of the screen. On the left on verbs, on the right are nouns. 
Both can be cycled through with the arrow keys, although you can also begin typing and the 
game will automatically picked the closest word. It is slightly more convenient than the text 
entry in Sierra AGI games, because you never actually need to type full sentences, and you 
technically never need to guess a word, because theyõre all listed.  

 

 
 

Even in low-res 16-color graphics, David Bowie will rock your world. 
 
But from a design standpoint, Labyrinth otherwise lags behind its peers. Rather than the 

fully explorable world of Sierraõs games, most areas of the maze consist of long, identical 
hallways which scroll horizontally. Each area usually consists of a few such hallways, linked 
together by a variety of doors. The overall goal is simply to find your way to the next area, but 
there are usually items to find, and most of the time, they are lying out in the open for you to 
grab. Even though each area is pretty small, itõs easy to get confused, at least until you get a 
grasp on how the doors link together. The excessive loading times between areas just make 
things worse. Youõll also find crystal balls lying around, of which youõll need at least one to beat 
the game, as they are essential for the final battle against Jareth. 

Your journey is mostly identical to the one in the movie, so you start out in the brick 
hallways, before graduating to more stone hallways, the hedge maze, the Bog of Eternal Stench 
(you can fall in and stink for the rest of the game, unless you got the perfume from the vending 
machine earlier), and the Goblin Village. Youõll meet most of the characters too, like the guards 
Alph and Ralph. One of them lies, one of them tells the truth, but itõs impossible to tell which is 
which. Youõll meet the Wise Man, who challenges you with riddles. Thereõs also an appearance 
by Sir Didymus, who mostly just acts as a roadblock until you manage to rescue Ludo, a hulking 
but adorable hairy beast thing. There are only a handful of puzzles in the traditional adventure 
game sense, and most can be solved simply by watching the movie. To get past the door 
knockers, for instance, simply get one of them to start talking, and then shove a bracelet in its 
mouth, allowing you to enter. When you fall into the Wall of Hands, a creepy shaft filled with 
disembodied arms, just listen to how underappreciated they and congratulate them for a job well 
done, and theyõll be happy to help out. 
Since this is an early adventure game, thereõs more emphasis on arcade elements, which, as 

expected, are terribly implemented. Your character is extremely clumsy and slow to move. Itõs 
not hard to outrun goblins in the maze hallways, since youõre faster than they are, but a few 
scenes where you need to outwit them ð by luring them into traps, or hiding in various houses 
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in their village ð end up being painful. The worst, by far, is one where you need to chuck rocks 
at goblins in front of a castle, and itõs nearly impossible to time your throws correctly. 
There is a certain òpoint of no returnó after flipping the disk, so if you missed any essential 

items, youõre out of luck. But otherwise the only real way to lose is to run out of time. Youõve 
got a total thirteen hours to reach the end, which is way more than enough to beat it. However, 
getting caught by any enemy will get you tossed into a dungeon. There are half a dozen ways to 
escape these little holding cells, most of them quite silly. You can òadumbrate elephantó and 
then òcall elephantó to create a mammoth sized whole in the wall to allow you to escape. 
(òAdumbrateó is an extraordinarily obscure word meaning òto foreshadowó.) You can call the 
nerd from the movie theater at the beginning, who eventually annoys you so much that you end 
up climbing up the wall, allowing you to escape. Sometimes a trapdoor will open and transport 
you out, other times a coin slot will let you escape, provided you have some change. You can 
also chant magic words or eat a peach, if youõve found any, but these sacrifice an hour of in-
game time. With the exception of these last two, the other techniques only work randomly. 
Indeed, much of the game is random, with locations appearing in different order every time you 
play.  
Thereõs definitely some funny bits, which can probably credited to the involvement of 

famed comedy/sci-fi writer Douglas Adams, who contributed to the design. Various other 
aspects of development were handled by David Fox, Gary Winnick and Noah Falstein, who 
went to work on other Lucasfilm titles like Zak McKracken and both Indiana Jones graphic 
adventures. Christopher Cerf, the writer/director of the film, was also involved in the gameõs 
creation. Itõs authentic in the way it follows the movie without resorting to banal platforming 
action or some such, and does so by involving a player in a unique way, but ultimately it has 
aged poorly, as the extremely slow character movement and tedious exploration make it nearly 
unbearable without using a speed-up function of an emulator. 

 

 
 

Despite playing as òyourselfó, youõll follow in the footsteps of Sarah, Jennifer Connellyõs character. 
 
Labyrinth: The Computer Game was technically published by Activision, and initially released 

for the Apple II and Commodore 64. These version are largely identical, but it was also ported 
to the MSX in Japan by Pack-in Video. This version has completely redone visuals with much 
smaller characters, although a higher overall resolution for less pixellated graphics. Pack-in 
Video also created a Labyrinth game for the Famicom, which is entirely unrelated to the 
computer. Rather, itõs an overhead action-RPG vaguely similar to The Legend of Zelda, 
although far more obtuse and way more confusing. Despite being based on an American film, 
this version was never translated into English, and as an import cartridge, remains a curiosity for 
fans of the film.  
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Maniac Mansion 
 

The graphic adventure genre was born from text adventures ð Colossal Caves begat Infocom's 
Zork which begat Sierra's Mystery House. Sierra was constantly pushing forward, eventually 
inventing Kings Quest, developing a fully visual world with a controllable avatar. Despite its 
advancements, the character was still controlled by the keyboard, and interaction was 
accomplished solely through typing. The next step was to implement a fully cursor based 
interface, allowing the player to point and click to move and interact. Although the first popular 
game to successfully implement this was ICOM's Déjà Vu, the most famous was Lucasfilm's 
Maniac Mansion. 

The game development studio was part of George Lucas' production company, who initially 
began developing action and flight simulation games like Ballblazer, Rescue on Fractalus! and Koronis 
Rift. The company had minimal experience in adventure games, having only worked on an 
obscure translation of the film Labyrinth, but it was Maniac Mansion that would change the genre 
landscape completely, and effectively position the company, later renamed Lucasarts, as one of 
the most notable developers in the field. 

Maniac Mansion was built using a system called SCUMM (which, appropriately enough, stands 
for Script Creation Utility for Maniac Mansion), allowing for easy porting between platforms. It 
was reused and improved throughout the years before it was retired after The Curse of Monkey 
Island, and gave way for the 3D GrimE engine, for use in Grim Fandango. Maniac Mansion was 
largely directed, written and programmed by Ron Gilbert and Gary Winnick, both of whom also 
worked on Indiana Jones and The Last Crusade: The Graphic Adventure, as well as both Monkey Island 
games. 
 

 

Maniac Mansion 
 
Initial Release Date: 1987 
Platforms: Commodore 64 / Apple II / PC DOS / Amiga 
/ Atari ST / NES 
Designer: Ron Gilbert, Gary Winnick 
Developer: Lucasfilm Games 

 
Maniac Mansion begins with a meteor crash landing in the backyard of a large, rickety house. The 
story fast forwards twenty years, as Dr. Fred Edison, owner of the mansion, kidnaps Sandy, a 
local teenage girl, to conduct a number of mad, brain sucking experiments. These two events are 
not coincidental ð the Meteor is sentient, and has taken control of the not-so-good doctor. 
Sandy's boyfriend Dave is none too pleased by this, so he assembles a group of his friends to 
stage an impromptu infiltration and rescue her from the Edison's basement laboratory. Dr. Fred 
lives in weird company, with his crazy wife Nurse Edna and military nut son Weird Ed. Even 
though neither of them takes too kindly to intruders, they're equally as concerned for Dr. Fred's 
deteriorating mental health, and your troupe can attempt to befriend them to provide aid for the 
greater good. Also inhabiting the house are two sentient tentacles ð the green one, who looks 
fearsome but mostly just lounges around and dreams of being a rock star; and the purple one, 
who is actively evil and aids Dr. Fred with his schemes. There's also Dead Cousin Ted, the 
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mummified remains of a long deceased family member who nevertheless seems to maintain a 
fairly decorated living quarters. 

Before Dave begins his trip into the mansion, you must pick two of his friends to join him. 
Although Dave has no special talents, the rest of his pals are defined by their various skills, 
which allow for different solutions for any of the game's puzzles. Bernard is a tech nerd who 
can fix anything; Razor is a punk rock musician who can help Green Tentacle with his singing 
career; Wendy is an aspiring writer who can turn the Meteor's memoirs into a work of literary 
genius; and Michael knows his way around a photo lab and can develop pictures to help out 
Weird Ed. There are two other cast members ð Syd, a new age musician who's functionally the 
same as Razor, and Jeff, a wasted surfer dude who is essentially useless, since his only skill is 
being able to fix telephones, which Bernard can also do. You only control a single kid at a time, 
and each explores the mansion independently, although you can switch to any other member via 
the "New Kid" command. There are a total of three "good" endings (with a number of 
variations) based on who you bring with you. It's a very freeform approach to design that most 
successive adventure games ð further Lucasarts games included ð tended to leave by the wayside 
for a more focused experience. It allows for tons of replayability, because you need to play 
through the whole game at least twice to see all of the possible endings, much less find the 
multiple solutions to the puzzles. 

 

 
 

Though it features larger characters, Maniac Mansion runs on similar technology to Sierra AGI games. 
 
It's just as well, since Maniac Mansion isn't a terribly long game. Although the mansion is 

quite large, there are really only a few major obstacles to overcome ð open the two locks to get 
into the secret lab, find some way to distract the Purple Tentacle, and get rid of the Meteor. But 
while Lucasarts games had a tendency to be very player friendly (at least compared to Sierra 
games), please note that this design philosophy didn't kick in until Loom. In Maniac Mansion, it is 
entirely possible to find yourself in a dead end and requires that you reload an earlier save, or 
possibly even restart. You can also get your characters killed, although most of these require 
some conscious effort on the player's part. Some of them are almost easter eggs unto themselves 
ð try stealing Ed's hamster, sticking it in the microwave and giving him the charred remains, or 
playing the record of Tentacle Mating Calls in the presence of the Green Tentacle, both rather 
silly ways to send the kids to meet their maker. Sending one of them to their grave doesn't 
necessarily mean you've lost, but if their skill was vital to solve a puzzle, you're basically out of 
luck. There are also a few ways to blow up the entire mansion, usually by senselessly mucking 
with the Edison's nuclear reactor, which will obviously bring the entire game to an end. 

The action also flows in real time, with scripted events occurring at specific points. 
Sometimes this simply triggers cutscenes (often documented as the first time they were 
implemented in an electronic game) as the Edisons talk to each other, while at other times it will 
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send one of the members wandering around the mansion. You'll learn this quickly when you 
enter the kitchen and find Nurse Edna rummaging through the refrigerator. You can choose to 
either wait a few moments until she leaves, or simply run away from her ð due to a 
programming glitch (present in all versions) she'll simply disappear if you leave the room. 
Alternatively, getting caught means you'll get tossed in the dungeon, which is very easy to escape 
from. Unless you're using a walkthrough, the initial playthrough might be a wash unless you 
have an idea of when these events occur and how to react to them. (Make sure to steal that 
package before Weird Ed can get to it, because it makes the game a lot easier.) The puzzles 
themselves aren't really very difficult, as most simply revolve around finding specific items and 
knowing where to use them, and none of their uses are too obscure. 

Given that Maniac Mansion was one of the first completely cursor driven adventure games, 
there are a lot of quirks which might seem odd in retrospect. For example, the game will not 
indicate hotspots when you highlight them ð you need to click it first, or use the "What Is" 
command, which will allow you to comb the screen for stuff you can interact with. There is no 
"Look" command ð about the closest you can do is "Read" certain items. As a result of the 
genre's roots in text adventures, there are a number of verbs that feel extraneous, like "Turn 
On/Off", "Fix", "Lock/Unlock" and such, later adventure games simply replaced them with an 
all purpose "Use" command. There is also no way to "Talk" to anyone, as all character 
interactions are initiated by the mansion inhabitants. The inventory is listed as text beneath the 
commands, although only a small number are available at a single time and need to be scrolled 
through. There are a lot of unnecessary items too, even though you can carry an unlimited of 
amount of stuff. The inventory is not shared between the characters, so they'll need to be in the 
same room to give items to one another. There are no dialogue trees either, so the kids are 
mostly just defined by their looks and their skills ð otherwise, they don't have much personality. 
They all look a bit weird, with thin, stick figure bodies and large heads with very, very silly grins. 

Still, even though its functionality is fairly rudimentary, the game possesses a really weird 
faux horror vibe that's easy to find engrossing, even years later. It's not nearly as a macabre as 
the blood splattered logo might make it out to be, but there's an inherent silliness in the premise, 
as well as many of the puzzle solutions. Some of it is intentionally baffling ð there's a staircase 
that simply reads "Out of Order", which can't be climbed (nor fixed) no matter what you do. 
And then there's Chuck the Plant, a household plant who serves no great significance other than 
somehow having its own name. This little bit of greenery has since become a running joke in 
many future games, Lucasarts or otherwise. So while Maniac Mansion is often overshadowed by 
its sequel, these elements, combined with its less linear design, still make for a perfectly playable 
experience. 

 

 
 

Green Tentacle is a whiny loser, but heõs far from useless. 
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Maniac Mansion was originally developed for the Commodore 64 and Apple II in 1987, and 
ported to the IBM PC in 1988. These versions are essentially identical, featuring blocky low-res 
16 color graphics. It's not a pretty sight. The only real difference between these versions are due 
to the sound capabilities of each computer, with the Apple II and PC speaker sounds losing out 
to the SID chip of the Commodore 64. There's barely any music or sound effects though, so it's 
not a big deal. 

An enhanced version was also released later in 1988 for the Commodore Amiga, Atari ST, 
and again for the IBM PC. It features greatly improved graphics, with double the resolution and 
far more detail in both the characters and backgrounds, even though it still sticks to a 16 color 
limit. Although the Edisons were originally flesh colored, this version turns them all blue, for 
some reason or another. The PC version is still stuck with lousy PC speaker sound though. 
Functionally, these enhanced versions are the same as the original release, except the Star Wars 
poster in the arcade is replaced with a Zak McKracken poster. If you try to read it, your 
character will muse how they could never find a use for the gas can on Mars. This is a reference 
to the chainsaw found in the kitchen in Maniac Mansion, which is useless because there's no gas 
anywhere. Both PC versions, as well as the Amiga and Atari ST versions, utilize a copy 
protection scheme, which requires that you look in the manual to open up the blast door on the 
second floor. In all of the other versions, it's unlocked and stays open. 

 

 
 

The NES port would be the definitive version, if it werenõt for the censorship 
 
Maniac Mansion was also ported to 8-bit Nintendo systems, but the Japanese Famicom and 

American/European NES versions are completely different. The NES version was developed 
by Realtime Associates (who also ported Lucasarts' Loom to the Turbografx-16) and published 
by Jaleco. The graphics are totally different ð better than the first computer release but not quite 
as good as the enhanced version ð but it controls smoothly and quickly. The characters are 
actually a bit better proportioned in this version, even though they're animated somewhat 
awkwardly. The Edisons are still blue, and Weird Ed now wears a garish purple beret, and looks 
a bit less freaky. Some of the rooms have been condensed into a single screen, but the puzzles 
and layout are faithful. Using the controller isn't as handy as using a mouse, although it's more 
than suitable. Some of the extraneous verbs are removed, like Fix and Unlock, and you can cycle 
through the three most used verbs with the Select button. But most importantly, it will 
automatically identify items when you place a cursor over it, eliminating the need for the "What 
Is" command. In all of the other versions, you can also need to click the mouse button an 
second time to confirm your action, whereas that is no longer needed here. It features a battery 
backup save, although since there's only one slot, it is perfectly possible to screw yourself over. 
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The best feature, though, is the soundtrack. Each character has their own specific theme (which 
can be turned on and off via the CD player in their inventory), and all of them are excellent, 
because they add a lot of personality to what are otherwise blank slates. Dave's theme is upbeat 
rock, Wendy's is classical, Michael's is funky, and Razor's about as close as you can get to heavy 
metal on the NES. The music was all supplied by George Sanger and his studio, Team Fat, who 
provided soundtracks for many computer games of the era, including Wing Commander and 
The 7th Guest. 

The NES port would be the definitive version, if it weren't for all of the censorship. With 
Nintendo of America gravely concerned about its family friendly image in the 90s, it demanded 
the removal of several elements. Dr. Fred's speeches were toned down, removing any mentions 
of "sucking pretty little brains", and Nurse Edna's sexual innuendoes were gone entirely ð lines 
like were changed from "How silly of me! I should've tied you to my bed, cutie!" (if you're a 
male character) or "You're lucky you're not a boy, or you'd be in BIG trouble right now!" (if 
you're female) to "Just wait until I talk to your mother." or "You'll be safe here until the police 
come." 

The note scribbled on Ted's wall was changed from "For a good time call Edna" to simply 
"Call Edna". The reclining nude statue in the hallway, and the suggestive mummy picture and 
Playboy calendar from Dead Cousin Ted's room, are all gone. The skeleton is the dungeon is 
missing too ð apparently Nintendo thought it somehow implied that Dr. Fred was a cannibal. 
The arcade game Thrill Kill was renamed to Tuna Diver, tying in with amusing G-rated insult 
"tuna head". In the released version, you can still microwave Ed's hamster, but Nintendo later 
found out about this after the game hit the market, so it was removed from the European 
version. What's particularly odd about all of these changes is that the uncensored version was 
exhaustively featured in an issue of Nintendo Power, so many players were exposed to some of 
these elements anyway. It's possible to disassemble the NES ROM and import it into 
SCUMMVM, which adds mouse control and a better save system, although as of present the 
color palette is a little screwed up. 

 

 
 

The Japanese version of Maniac Mansion is bizarre, to say the least. 
 
The Famicom version, released a year earlier in Japan and developed by Jaleco themselves, 

is a substantially worse port. The graphics are, again, totally different, and the characters have 
been redrawn to look smaller and cuter. All of them, what with their empty eyes and vacant 
smiles, look like they jumped out of a Cathy comic strip. This is the only version to have a real 
Game Over screen, which shows the characters as angels and looks particularly ludicrous. The 
box cover shows them all as super deformed dwarves, although at least there's some cool 
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artwork in the manual. The rooms are even more compact than the NES version, and the ones 
that are multi-screen don't scroll at all. Various background details are missing (Chuck the Plant 
is gone entirely, as if the programmers didn't get the joke.) Sandy now wears a full dress instead 
of a tube top, and Weird Ed looks more like a stereotypical nerd, although it does have the nude 
statue that was taken out the NES version. 

There are other small changes due to the localization ð the dime becomes a 100 yen coin, 
and the Three Guys Who Publish Anything apparently have an address in Tokyo. There's even a 
Japanese style mailbox in the first screen, which doesn't entirely make sense, because there's a 
regular mailbox in front of the porch two screens over. Outside of a few original tunes here and 
there (and an especially aggravating "Pause" ditty), most of the game is played without music, 
much like the PC versions. The only noises are the annoying footstep noise when your character 
shuffles from place to place. Unlike the NES version, the characters walk slowly and awkwardly. 
The hotspots don't give descriptions, but you can see their descriptions holding down the B 
button and highlighting them. There's no save system, and is instead replaced with 104 character 
passwords, making them one of the longest of any game on the system. 

In 2004, a group of fans developed Maniac Mansion Enhanced with the Adventure Game 
Studio tool. Although most of the visuals are based off the enhanced PC version, the rest of the 
graphics have been totally redone in 256 colors, and the whole game looks substantially better. 
The interface has been updated to mimic its sequel, Day of the Tentacle, condensing the actions 
into nine verbs, adding visual icons for all inventory items, and the context sensitive right mouse 
button. With the addition of a Look command, many items have newly written descriptions, 
although several just trigger generic comments which differ depending on which character you 
use. There's also music throughout the game, mostly borrowed from Day of the Tentacle, which 
changes on location rather than the characters used like the NES game. A few minor puzzles 
and inconsistencies are fixed too, although most of the game is identical. It's an excellent effort, 
and well worth playing. 

 

 

Maniac Mansion: Day of the Tentacle 
 
Initial Release Date: 1993 
Platforms: IBM PC / Macintosh 
Designer: Tim Schaefer, David Grossman 
Developer: LucasArts 

 
Maniac Mansion was, of course, a decent success and began a steady stream of adventure games 
from Lucasfilm, including Zak McKracken and the Alien Mindbenders, Loom, two Indiana Jones 
games, and two Monkey Island games. By this point, Ron Gilbert left the company to join 
Humongous Entertainment, while his previous collaborators on the Monkey Island games, Tim 
Schafer and David Grossman, went on to direct the only Manaic Mansion sequel: Day of the 
Tentacle. Due to the change in direction, it shows a marked shift in both humor and tone, leaving 
behind the faux horror vibe in favor of Looney Tunes-style wackiness. That is in no way meant 
in the pejorative sense, because it also might be one of the funniest, most brilliantly designed 
adventure games ever created. 

The animated intro begins with Green and Purple Tentacle outside the mansion, pondering 
a stream of sludge created by one of Dr. Fred's crazy inventions. On a whim, Purple Tentacle 
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takes a gulp and somehow sprouts opposing limbs, opening up the potential for crazy plans of 
world domination. Dr. Fred manages to capture both tentacles, but not before Green sends out 
a cry for help via Weird Ed's hamster. It reaches the dorm of Bernard, now living up the college 
life with his roommates, a burnt out roadie named Hoagie and a vaguely psychotic med student 
named Laverne. The trio infiltrates the mansion and quickly frees the tentacles, only to have 
Purple escape and resume his schemes to enslave humanity. Dr. Fred comes to the (rather 
extreme) conclusion that the only way to stop him is to travel through time, precisely one day in 
the past, and prevent Purple Tentacle from drinking the sludge in the first place. The three are 
quickly enlisted into service and shoved into three Chron-o-Johns, portable toilets that can 
travel through the ages. 

 

 
 

Pictued here is Bernard in the Chron-o-John, a time traveling portable toilet 
 
Something goes wrong, of course, as each of them are sent through the expanses of time ð 

Hoagie lands 200 years in the past, during the time of the American Revolution, and Laverne 
ends up 200 years in the future, where tentacles run the planet and humans are mere pets. On 
the other hand, Bernard ends up right back where he started in the present day. Each has their 
own quest to return back to the proper time and foil Purple Tentacle's scheme ð Hoagie must 
find and charge a super battery, a difficult task given that electricity had yet to be properly 
discovered, Laverne must find a way to blend in amongst the tentacles to recharge her own 
Chron-o-John, and Bernard must somehow obtain the funds to buy a replacement jewel for the 
time machine. Like The Secret of Monkey Island, Day of the Tentacle is clearly aware of the absurdities 
it presents ð surely there are much easier ways to stop a hopping tentacle that bending space and 
time ð but the game gleefully rolls with it, for the simple fact that it's a lot of fun. 

Once past the intro section, Day of the Tentacle greatly opens up, almost to intimidating 
proportions. In the present day, the mansion has been converted into a hotel, which is holding a 
practical joke convention. In the past, it's housing the forefathers of America, with the 
Declaration of Independence ready to be signed in its very living room. In the future, it's Purple 
Tentacle's headquarters. While Laverne is stuck to a few areas since she's a prisoner of the 
tentacles, both Bernard and Hoagie have free run of the mansion in both time periods. Unlike 
the first game, the characters don't possess any special talents, although each starts with their 
own personal inventory. It's also structured a bit more like a typical adventure game, in that it no 
longer runs in real time, although there are still occasional humorous cutscenes that pop up 
from time to time ð these include musings from the forefathers in Hoagie's time, newspaper 
clippings of Purple Tentacle's rise to power in the present era, and hate-fueled rants by an aged 
Purple Tentacle in the future. 

Even though it removes the alternate puzzle solutions, it's still a lot more freeform and 
non-linear than most adventure games. The Monkey Island games usually gave you several quests 
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to tackle at once, under the assumption that if you get stuck at one, you can always move on to 
another. Day of the Tentacle takes that to a further extreme ð you have to play around, find every 
item that you can, and identify the puzzles to be solved. Most of these aren't readily apparent, 
but nearly all of the major ones have to deal with time travel in some capacity, or finding ways 
to bend the rules. For instance, the three characters can teleport items to each other through the 
Chron-o-John (which is thankfully abstracted simply by dragging an item to their portrait) but it 
doesn't work on anything living. Keeping in line with the first Maniac Mansion game, you'll need 
to capture Ed's hamster again, but you need to figure out some way to get it to Laverne without 
directly sending it through the time machine. 

Some of them are pretty ridiculous, right from the outset. In order to Laverne to wander 
around freely, she needs a costume. One of the only items she has access to is a medical diagram 
of the tentacles. Meanwhile, Hoagie runs into Betsy Ross, who is in the process of designing the 
American flag. You need to have Laverne send the tentacle diagram to Hoagie, who gives it to 
Ms. Ross, thereby altering history and turning the American flag into the shape of a tentacle. 
Then Bernard can climb the flag pole, send it to Laverne, and voila! (No matter, of course, that 
Laverne looks ridiculous in it, but the dimwit tentacles in the future somehow find her 
incredibly attractive in her obviously fake get-up.) It's something of an absurd puzzle, and at 
least a few of them involve screwing up American history for your own personal gains. They're 
all hilarious to muse about despite their obtusity, but most of them offer some kind of clues. 
There's a reason why Thomas Jefferson has a time capsule, and while Laverne can find that 
same time capsule 400 years later. There's also a very specific reason why the laundry room is 
completely identical in the present and future eras. Some of them are even silly without relying 
on the time travel stuff. Right at the beginning, once Bernard frees the tentacles and Dr. Fred 
sends you on a task to find the plans for his time machine, implying your first great quest...only 
to find them a couple feet away from you, in the same room, tacked to a cork board. 

 

 
 

Hoagie pays a visit to our founding fathers 
 
Outside of the gleefully deranged puzzles, Day of the Tentacle is amazing to look at. In the six 

years between games, technology had moved from oddly gangling teenagers to a fully fleshed 
out cartoon. While Monkey Island 2 (and most Sierra games at the time) elected to use painted 
and scanned backgrounds, Day of the Tentacle takes a page from classic cartoons and sticks with 
more solidly colored backgrounds, which removes the graininess of the 256-color limit while 
making the world much brighter. The backgrounds are all drawn in odd proportions with even 
odder angles ð nothing is quite straight on, which perfectly matches the deranged nature of its 
inhabitants. Even more beauty lies in the character sprites and their animation ð Bernard 
marches, pants hiked up far too high arms at his side, chugging along like his old Maniac Mansion 
sprite. Hoagie lumbers, hands in pockets, hair that always covers his eyes, and an unfortunately 
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visible plumber's crack. Laverne has a weird bulging eye and doesn't so much walk as prance 
gleefully from place to place, a widely moronic grin as she skips and a blank expression of 
perpetual bewilderment when idle. 

The rest of the characters beyond the three protagonists shine just as brightly. As one can 
see, the relationship between the heroes and the Edisons have changed quite a bit from the 
original Maniac Mansion ð Dr. Fred and his clan are no longer enemies (and the Meteor is gone 
completely) and their personalities have changed too. Nurse Edna is more of an insane cackling 
witch than a sexual deviant, and Weird Ed is more of a restrained weirdo who obsesses over 
stamps than a militant nutjob. (Apparently the microwaving of the hamster from the previous 
game was canon, because Weird Ed hasn't quite gotten over it.) Dead Cousin Ted is still around 
as a mummy in all three time periods (and needs to be dressed up by Laverne to win a "Best 
Human" contest.) Various other Edison ancestors and descendants are found in each period, 
although the most amusing are the caricatures of American's founders ð as it turns out George 
Washington and Ben Franklin were kinda jerks! It's a bit of a shame none of the rest of the 
Maniac Mansion crew is mentioned at all, although Razor was initially meant to return before 
getting cut in the planning stages. 

 

 
 

Laverne tries desperately to win the òbest humanó contest in the future 
 
Day of the Tentacle also offers full speech in the CD-ROM version, and the exceptional 

dialogue mixed with the brilliant casting and acting is impeccable. Bernard is a typical weenie, 
Hoagie goes on irrelevant tangents and seems to be the least flummoxed by the situation they're 
in, and Laverne is prone to mad giggles between her lines. In taking another page from classic 
American cartoons, a good number of the voices are plays off famous actors and characters ð a 
vandal randomly sounds like Jack Nicholson, Thomas Jefferson is reminiscent of Dudley Do-
Right, and both John Hancock and his lousy great-great-great-great-grandson salesman both 
sound like Woody Allen. In the past, there is also a talking horse, for some reason or another, 
sounding a bit like Mr. Ed. (It really doesn't seem that out of place, considering the sentient 
megalomaniacal tentacles and whatnot.) 

Although Day of the Tentacle can possibly be criticized for its arcane puzzles, and it lacks the 
replay value of its predecessor, it's otherwise one of the few nearly perfect adventure games ð 
gorgeous visuals, an incredibly innovative setup, memorable characters and hilarious dialogue. If 
there's any true "canon of adventure gaming", this one deserves to be on the top. 

The entirety of the original Maniac Mansion is included as a bonus in Day of the Tentacle, 
accessed by using the computer in Weird Ed's room. Unfortunately, it's the initial release with 
the really blocky graphics instead of the enhanced version. This function also doesn't quite work 
with SCUMMVM ð you just have to look at the resource files and add Maniac Mansion separately 
on the main menu, and launch it from there. 
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Maniac Mansion: The TV Show 
 
Maniac Mansion was somehow translated into sitcom, produced in Canada in 1990. There were 
66 episodes in total for the Family Channel, a cable network that, at the time, had pretty low 
penetration. It was largely known for the religious show The 700 Club and has since morphed 
into ABC Family. 
 

 
 

The Edison family in the TV show bears little resemblance to their game counterparts 
 

Maniac Mansion is only very, very loosely based on the Lucasarts game. It ditches the whole 
bit with the teenagers and just focuses on the Edisons, except the Edisons are nothing like they 
are in the game. Sure, the head of the household is named Fred, he's a mad scientist, and there's 
a meteor in his basement (which isn't sentient like the games), but that's about all they have in 
common. The rest of the family is completely different, albeit with some quirks due to his 
experiments ð his four year old son was turned into a hulking, halfway mentally handicapped 
giant with an annoying falsetto voice, and his brother-in-law was turned into a fly. None of their 
names rhyme with "ed", as they should. The developers of the game had little hand in the TV 
show's production, naturally. 

The quote on the cover of the sole VHS tape release, "The Love Collection" says that New 
York Post claims it's "The '90s equivalent of the Addams Family". It isn't. It has none of the 
same horror-fueled charm as the Addams, nor even the schlocky atmosphere of the game. The 
house isn't even so much a mansion as just kinda large, and the family certainly isn't crazy 
enough to be considered maniacs. Anyway, it's a pretty standard sitcom, so the family faces 
dilemmas which they handle in humorous ways, and then everything's happy at the end. Some 
consider it a spiritual successor to the Canadian sketch show SCTV, since a few of the same 
people worked on it. It stars Joe Flaherty (best known recently for his role as the crazy dad in 
the excellent Freaks and Geeks) as Fred and was created by Eugene Levy (Jim's dad from the 
American Pie movies.) Despite its comedy roots, the show really isn't very funny outside of its 
slightly offbeat premise. 
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Laura Bow Mysteries 
 

Envisioned by Roberta Williams, co-founder of Sierra, Laura Bow was the star of a short lived 
series that drew from classic mystery novels. Based on a healthy diet of Agatha Christie novels 
and games of Clue, the heroine would find herself in situations where her compatriots were all 
being murdered under mysterious circumstances. The games drew heavily on mystery tropes, 
and thoroughly acknowledged this fact, giving them sort of a classic feel. Laura's first game was 
The Colonel's Bequest, and followed up with The Dagger of Amon Ra. 

Based on silent movie actress Clara Bow, at least in name and looks, the starlet of William's 
series was meant to personify the spirit of the Roaring 20s, much as woman she was based on. 
On practice it didn't quite work out like this ð she was largely a silent protagonist in The Colonel's 
Bequest, like in Sierra's other games at the time, and morphed into a polite Southern belle in The 
Dagger of Amon Ra. Laura Bow is still unlike any other protagonist in any video or computer 
game, not only for her personality but for the setting. Despite being a cornerstone of American 
history, the 1920s have rarely been explored in gaming.  
 

 

Mystery House 
 
Initial Release Date: 1980 
Platforms: Apple II / PC-6001 
Designer: Roberta Williams 
Developer: Online Systems 

 
The lineage of the Laura Bow games can be traced way back to Sierra Online's very first game, 
Mystery House. Based very loosely on Agatha Christie's novel Ten Little Indians (also known as And 
Then There Were None), you play an unnamed character locked in a mansion with seven other 
guests. With a vague note telling of jewels hidden within house walls, you soon find the other 
characters scattered around, all quite dead. With a killer on the loose, you need to find the 
hidden treasure, uncover the skeleton key to unlock the front door, and escape with your life. 
 

 
 

The first screen of Mystery House is as iconic as the opening to Zork, except with actual graphics, of course. 



 

16 

One of the most important adventure games ever made, Mystery House was the first in the 
genre to add graphics, whereas all previous games were entirely text-based. The visuals are, of 
course, quite rudimentary, consisting of shakily drawn white lines against a black background. 
The characters look as if they were lifted from a first grader's notebook, and even minor items 
like knives and shovels are crudely drawn. It's all understandable given the game's age ð it had to 
fit in the limited RAM of the Apple II, and since there were no real drawing programs on the 
market, Ken and Roberta Williams had to assemble their own device, combining a graphics 
tablet with a mechanical arm. 

While Mystery House was a true pioneer amongst text adventures, its puzzles, story, writing ð 
pretty much everything, actually ð are all quite amateur. There's not really much in the way of 
prose so much as stark descriptions. ("You are in the kitchen." And so forth.) All of the 
characters have professions, but none have any personality, nor any real purpose beyond 
popping up dead. If you pay attention to their bodies you can piece together some clues that 
implicate the murdered ð one was strangled by pantyhose so the killer is probably a girl, and 
another is holding a daisy, which...well, spells out the killer's name right there for you. You can 
easily kill yourself through stupid means ð such as lighting a candle, tripping, setting the house 
on fire and not putting it out in time ð plus you can easily get lost in the surrounding forest. And 
there's a short time limit at the beginning, where you need to find a light source lest you find 
yourself wandering in the dark. 

And this is to say nothing of the extremely simple text parser. It only understands two word 
sentences, and is often cumbersome to use. Right at the beginning, once you open the door to 
the house, you can't just type "enter" or "go in" or even type the direction. The game only 
understands "go door". It gets more confusing because the visuals don't necessarily match up to 
the directions. For example, in one room, the door is on the right side of the screen, so it's 
natural to assume that it's to the east, but it's actually to the south. 

At least the house has a number of interesting secrets, even if it's confusingly designed. The 
place itself is relatively small, but there are a number of secret passages ways, hidden 
compartments and underground tunnels that fulfill its promise of being a "mystery house". Still, 
one of the major puzzles really makes no sense ð one of the two major puzzles is figuring out 
how to get into the trapdoor in the attic, which only magically becomes visible (and therefore 
accessible) after you've looked at it through a telescope, which is perched atop a tree in the 
middle of the forest. 

 

 
 

The renditions of your fellow treasure hunters are crude, to be kind 
 
Most of these quirks are outlined in the instruction pages before you begin, so at least it sets 

down its grammar rules and inconsistencies from the beginning. But it's still a pain to play, and 
there's little of interest to be found here beyond its historical value. In 1987, Sierra released the 
game into the public domain. It can be found on the Roberta Williams Anthology, along with the 



 

   17 

rest of Sierra's High-Res Adventures, although they need to be run through an Apple II 
emulator. The game was also ported to the iPhone by a company completely unrelated to Sierra. 

In 1983, a Japanese company called Starcraft ported Mystery House to Japanese computers 
like the PC-6001. (There was another graphic text adventure developed by Microcabin using the 
same name, although it was entirely unrelated to Sierraõs game.) This means there were two 
games on the market with the same title ð one a shoddy ripoff, the other quite authentic. While 
Starcraft's port is very similar to the original Apple II version, all of the graphics have been 
redrawn and improved. It still uses the simplistic black and white line drawings, but all of the 
characters how have vaguely realistic proportions, despite not having any faces, and the visuals 
look far less rough. Part of this may have had to do with better technology, but the Japanese 
PCs also ran at a higher resolution than the Apple II, allowing for more screen real estate. 

 

 
 

The Japanese version is completely redrawn for the better. The blank faces of the characters are unsettling. 
 
The redone visuals look really nice in comparison. The fact that everyone has blank faces 

looks really creepy, and the dead bodies are much more dramatically posed, with blood pouring 
out of them (or, rather, something that looks like blood ð it's still black and white) rather than 
the Looney Tunes-style lumps in the original one. Minor details have been added to the 
environment in the Japanese versions, like the windows in the upstairs being boarded up, further 
establishing the fact that you can't escape. It's obviously difficult to play if you don't know 
Japanese, but it's cool to compare the graphics. 
 

 

The Colonelõs Bequest: A Laura Bow Mystery 
 
Initial Release Date: 1989 
Platforms: IBM PC / Apple IIgs / Amiga / Atari ST 
Designer: Roberta Williams 
Developer: Sierra 

 
Sierra published several more text adventures before introducing Kings Quest and changing the 
landscape of the genre forever. In the new age of graphic adventures, they occasionally found 
themselves revisiting and revising some of their older games. Kings Quest, for example, was 
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loosely inspired by The Wizard and the Princess (AKA Adventure in Serenia), Sierra's second 
game, while Leisure Suit Larry was explicitly a remake of Softporn Adventure. While taking a 
break from the Kings Quest games, Roberta Williams decided to once again develop a mystery 
game. While not technically based on Mystery House, it borrows elements from the same 
Agatha Christie stories, reusing many of the same themes, although obviously much more 
fleshed out with more advanced technology. 

The heroine is Laura Bow, an old-fashioned Southern girl from Louisiana attending Tulane 
University in New Orleans. Her friend, Lillian Prune, invites her to spend a night at her family's 
mansion. The gargantuan house, on an island in the middle of the swamp, is inhabited by the 
aging Colonel Dijon, who has called his kin for the reading of his will. This is clearly a bad 
situation, as the Dijon family has a number of quarrels, not to mention all of the drama going on 
with Colonel's flirtatious French maid. As to be expected, people start dying one by one, with 
Laura somehow being the only one noticing. She needs to survive the night, all the while 
exploring the old mansion in hopes of finding the true killer. 

 

 
 

The Colonelõs Bequest is introduced as if it were a stage play 
 

While not always the best game designer, Roberta Williams was always trying something 
new and unique with her games. Movies and books, by their very nature, are linear experiences 
which must involve the viewer/reader at any moment. Most games are developed the same way 
too, in that the world revolves directly around the player and their actions, but The Colonel's 
Bequest tries to shake things up a bit. There are secret meetings, arguments, fist fights and 
murders, all going in on the house, but Laura isn't necessarily privy to viewing most of them, 
unless she's at the right place at the right time. It creates a sense that there's a living world 
beyond the immediate gaze of the player, one which could theoretically go on even if the player 
weren't involved. 

There are many problems with the whole package, the least of them being that the mystery 
just isn't terribly interesting. The characters are all mystery archetypes, and most are named after 
figures from the era, like the suspicious doctor Wilbur C. Feels (W.C. Fields), the untrustworthy 
lawyer Clarence Sparrow (Clarence Darrow), and the stuck up actress Gloria Swansong (Gloria 
Swanson). The French maid is named Fifi, and the butler is named Jeeves, of course, while 
Colonel Dijon is a not-so-subtle reference to Colonel Mustard from the board game Clue. 
Despite their naming conventions, they are sparsely characterized, as they're mostly defined by 
their vices or conflicts, and little else. Therefore, it's hard to feel for the characters when they get 
killed, and much of the drama is lost. Laura has no real personality either, and it's almost 
sociopathic the way she stumbles upon body after body, act horrified for a moment, and then 
completely carry on for the rest of the night as if nothing happened. Laura can, of course, get 
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herself killed, usually by walking into some place she shouldn't. These are easily avoidable once 
you know where they are, but there are a few sticking points, namely the railings on the second 
floor. It's entirely too easy to stupidly fall to your death here, because it's quite narrow, and you 
end up passing this point dozens of times. And that's not counting the chandelier which will 
randomly fall on you if you walk underneath it. (There's also an amusing reference to Psycho if 
you decide to take a shower.) 

The most frustrating issue is with the way time is structured. There are eight acts, one for 
each hour, and each hour is further broken down into fifteen minute quarters. The clock does 
not operate in real time ð instead, it advances when certain triggers are met, usually when 
walking in certain rooms or interacting with certain people. There's rarely any indication of how 
to do any of this without stumbling around, which leads to another problem ð it's far too easy to 
propel forwards through the plot, missing important events without meaning to. You might find 
two people yelling at each other and have it make absolutely no sense if you failed to view an 
establishing scene from earlier on. When you barge into two people chatting and they get pissed 
off, you were supposed to crawl into one of the many secret passages and spy on them. 
Although this requires judicious save scumming to get it right, at least you know when you 
screwed up and why. This doesn't always happen though, and it's very easy to feel lost. There 
are only a few scenes that are required viewing, since they're the ones that advance the clock, 
and they're mostly so Laura can happen upon the dead bodies. 

The strange time skipping also causes some severely awkward aspects that totally defy logic. 
Walk into a room and find a person sitting happily. Exit the room and immediately reenter, and 
you'll find them dead. Yes, in that split second, someone else snuck in the room, murdered 
them, and left without so much as a sound. And then, once you leave the screen, the bodies will 
mysteriously disappear, so even if you can convince one of the other characters to check for the 
body, they'll simply think you're a lunatic. It's not much of a spoiler to say that the killer isn't a 
ghost ð they're bound by the rules of reality, and turning them into a phantom so it fits into the 
game's narrative framework almost completely undermines the whole experience. 

By its own admission, The Colonel's Bequest really isn't even a traditional adventure game. 
There are very few puzzles to solve, and most of those involve a treasure hunt that reveals a bit 
of background on the Dijon family, and is entirely optional. When you break down the 
components, all you do is explore and spy on the family members, which translates into 
stumbling around and being very meticulous. The onus is put upon the player to question the 
other characters, discover their motives, and attempt to solve the mystery for themselves before 
the night is over. Despite all of the stuff you can miss, it's all just to flesh out the story, and none 
of it is actually vital to getting to the end. 

 

 
 

The maid and the butler donõt exactly go to great lengths to hide their affair 
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Uncovering the secondary plot was supposed to be the point of the game, but one can't 
help that it feels superfluous by the end, where the gist of the story is spelled out for you 
anyway. Laura is put in the classic situation where she finds two people struggling, and needs to 
use what she's learned from earlier on to decide who to shoot. Your decision leads to one of 
two endings, but it's easily to figure out the solution just through the mandatory scenes, and one 
of the endings is clearly the "bad" one. Regardless of which ending you get, you're graded on 
your performance with a "Sleuth-O-Meter". Like other Sierra games of the time, you get points 
for accomplishing certain tasks, although here this is all kept hidden from the player until the 
very end. If you've spied on all the right people, asked the right questions, and investigated the 
right items, you'll get a perfect score. If not, you'll be given some clues on what you should be 
doing on your next playthrough. Williams must have expected the very few people would really 
follow the plot all the way through, so the Sleuth-O-Meter was a way to provide some extra 
replayability, instead of just making the game ridiculously tough like their other titles. 

In spite of some of its awkwardly implemented elements, The Colonel's Bequest completely 
nails the atmosphere. While it runs the SCI0 engine and is limited by 16 color EGA graphics, 
the artwork is consistently fantastic, easily outclassing any of Sierra's similar games at the time. 
The mansion decor is a combination of purple and green, clashing against the darkness 
throughout the house, with the only light provided by the moon, pouring through the windows. 
The exterior, consisting of several gardens and courtyards, and surrounded by a bayou, is about 
as beautiful as you possibly make a swamp with 16 colors or less. It's one of the first Sierra 
games to use portraits to accompany dialogue, and includes several close-ups for important 
cinemas. All interaction is still handled through a text parser though, which is a pain when 
interrogating the various characters about all of the other various characters. The story is 
presented like a stage play, complete with a cast introduction showing the major characters. The 
copy protection shows a finger print and asks you to identify it based on the included 
documentation. Get it right, and you'll be asked to take a seat. Get it wrong, and you're 
informed that the show is sold out. 

Despite the narrative issues, the irritating deaths, and many, many illogical elements, it's this 
classiness that helps The Colonel's Bequest rise above mediocrity. And like most of Roberta 
Williams games, it's a noble attempt at furthering what an adventure game can be, even though 
the programming restraints often show its limitations. 
 
 

 

Roberta Williamsõ Laura Bow in: The Dagger of Amon 
Ra 
 
Initial Release Date: 1992 
Platforms: IBM PC (Disk & CD-ROM) 
Designer: Bruce Balfour 
Developer: Sierra 

 
With the traumatic night at the Dijon Manor behind her, Laura finishes up college, bids farewell 
to Louisiana, and starts her new life as a newspaper reports in New York City. Her first 
assignment is to cover the Egyptian exhibit at the Leyendecker Museum, which is slightly 
complicated by the fact that it's mysteriously gone missing. Things get worse later that night 
when, during a party, the bodies start piling up, and each of the remaining characters has their 
own motive. Is it Ziggy, the extremely shifty speakeasy owner/stool pigeon? Pippin Carter, the 
snobby archaeologist, the one who discovered the dagger, or Dr. Ptahsheptut Smith, who 
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believes the dagger belongs to the people of Egypt? Or perhaps it's the cold and calculating Dr 
Olympia Myklos, or the sultry French secretary Yvette Delacroix? Maybe it's the Colonel Klink-
esque security guard Wolf Heimlech or the curator's ex-wife, the Countess Waldorf-Carlton? 
Going above and beyond her role as a mere reporter, it's up to Laura to solve the mystery and 
bring both the thief and the murderer to justice. 

Despite Roberta Williams' name on the box, she had little to do with The Dagger of Amon Ra 
beyond providing the concept and lending her character to star in a new game. Instead, it was 
directed and designed by Bruce Balfour, in his first adventure game with Sierra (he had 
previously worked on other titles like Neuromancer and Wasteland) while it was written by Sierra 
mainstay Josh Mandel. While The Colonel's Bequest was an attempt to create an interactive mystery 
novel, its sequel, The Dagger of Amon Ra, is a slightly more traditional adventure game. 

Once again, the story is divided into several acts, although the scope is much larger. The 
first takes place as Laura explores the city, investigating some of the people that will soon 
become involved the plot. The second is, again, mostly for setup, as Laura attends the museum 
party and spies on the various attendees, learning of their personalities, their quirks, and their 
conflicts. Questioning people plays a huge role in both of these chapters, a sore point in the 
original due to the text input. This is something which should have been improved here with the 
mouse-based interface, but really wasn't. To ask a question, you need to click the "question 
mark" icon on someone, which brings up Laura's notebook. Then you need to go into a section 
and choose a topic, right click to change to the "exit" cursor and left-click again to actually exit. 
You need to go through all of these steps each and every time for every topic, of which there are 
at least two dozens, for each and every major character, of which there are at least ten. Why not 
just list all of the topics and have them immediately respond when you click it, like what was 
eventually implemented in Gabriel Knight? At any rate, once you reach the end of this act, the 
first murder takes place, and more characters are disposed throughout the third and fourth 
chapters, as Laura explores more of the museum and its many passages. It's here in the middle 
part of the game that The Dagger of Amon Ra mostly closely resembles its predecessor 

Each act usually consists of a handful of time blocks, although this time they're triggered by 
passing events or solving puzzles instead of simply walking into a certain room at a certain time. 
Still, they aren't nearly as important as The Colonel's Bequest, nor are they handled in any logical 
manner. The point of them, at least in its predecessor, was to identify where each of the 
characters was at a specific point in time, to give the impression that everyone had their own 
schedule. The Dagger of Amon Ra largely throws this out, because you will find the French girl 
seducing three different men in three completely different locations, all within the same short 
time span. It's somewhat disappointing that such a unique concept was mangled in this game, 
almost to the point where it would make more sense if it just wasn't a part of it. 

 

 
 

Laura fruitlessly questions a frightfully unconcerned party guest 
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The final chapters act as "tests", more or less. The fifth chapter is a action-packed chase 

scene, as the murderer chases the defenseless Laura through the museum and must use her 
ingenuity to not only slow down her attacker, but defend herself from the numerous snakes and 
rats found in its tunnels. These sort of timed sequences are irritating enough on their own, but 
they're much worse here, because your success is entirely dependent on objects gathered earlier 
in the game, objects which are fairly easy to miss. Once you've reached this act, there's no way 
to get them again, so then you're pretty much screwed if you've missed any of them. Other 
similar games solve this problem by refusing to move onto the next events unless you have all 
necessary items, but The Dagger of Amon Ra does not provide such a luxury. 

The sixth act consists entirely of an interrogation, as the coroner seeks to piece together the 
mystery of the Dagger's disappearance, as well as the murders. Unlike its predecessor, the game 
does not reveal the killer or any of the solutions, so understanding is entirely dependent on the 
notes you've taken, and the questions you've asked. For each of the crimes, you need to point to 
the perpetrator, as well as the motive, in addition to other questions. You also need to have 
gathered all of the required evidence to implicit the criminal. If you fail either of these 
requirements, then you're left with the bad ending, which is so overwhelmingly bleak that it 
wraps around from "depressing" to "borderline hilarious". Perhaps this over-the-top style was 
done to soften the blow, because it's practically impossible to get the good ending the first time 
though. It's also a stark contrast to The Colonel's Bequest, which let you get a satisfactory ending 
even if you had no clue what was really going on beyond the core murder mystery. Here, you 
absolutely NEED to pay attention, answer everything 100% correctly, or else you lose. There's a 
lot to pay attention to, and the mystery is quite confusing, especially if you've missed any of the 
vital clues. 

And that's the big problem here. The puzzles themselves aren't terribly difficult, but it's 
extremely easy to miss details that prove to be vital. It doesn't help that it's remarkably glitchy 
too. Beyond the normal crash bugs, you'll occasionally find that events won't trigger, or your 
system panel will disappear, leaving you temporarily unable to save or reload your game.  

 

 
 

One of the museumõs guests meets a grisly but hilarious end 
 
The Dagger of Amon Ra uses the SCI1 engine, and while the visuals are missing the dark 

creepiness from the first game, they still do a good job if replicating the 1920s era. In keeping 
with that, the museum isn't quite as moody but it is atmospheric in its own way. On the surface 
it's a bit small, consisting of a main rotunda, a gift shop, and exhibits on Egyptian artifacts, 
medieval armor, dinosaurs, death masks and paintings. But there are numerous hidden passages, 
leading to underground storage rooms, laboratories, offices and shrines (!!), giving the whole 
place sense of wonder and mystery. And while the deaths in The Colonel's Bequest were relatively 
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bloodless, they're quite gory here, with the first victim found in a sarcophagus with a dagger 
through his heart, the next impaled by the beak of a fallen pterodactyl, with his head chopped 
off with a paper cutter and stuck on the life mask exhibit, and the next stabbed to death with a 
porcupine. Combined with the chase scene near the end of the game, there's a greater sense of 
danger, even though, again, most of the death just come from Laura doing stupid things, like 
falling down steps, or getting attacked by snakes, rats, and in one case, flesh eating beetles. 

While the plot itself is quite serious, the writing, particularly the narration, is fairly sarcastic 
and more than a bit off kilter. Look at one of the suits of armor and you'll be rewarded with no 
less than four dialogue boxes going off on a diatribe about the differences between barbutes, 
sallets and basinets, only to conclude that no one really cares. When you go into the alcohol 
preservation lab, you'll find not only the corpse of a unicorn, but the body of King Edward of 
Daventry, possibly the most bizarre inter-Sierra game reference of them all. Laura has much 
more of a personality this time around, with her naive exuberance facing off not only against a 
series of murders, but the sexism she faces of being a woman doing a man's job. Once again, the 
remaining characters are all stock clichés, although they have much more personality to set them 
apart, at least compared to the first game. There are still some inconsistencies in plot ð like why 
are all of these people still hanging around the museum if there's a murderer afoot? At one point 
the janitor lets it slip that he lost the keys and therefore everyone is simply locked in, which, 
even if it was supposed to be tongue-in-cheek, is still an extremely flimsy plot contrivance. 

The CD-ROM version ditches the copy protection ð which asked questions about Egyptian 
artifacts at various points, and got Laura fired if you got them wrong ð and also adds voice 
acting. Being one of their earlier CD titles, this was before Sierra decided that they needed to 
hire professional actors, so most of the voices were provided by various developers around the 
office. Leslie Wilson does a decent job as both Laura Bow, whose overdone Southern accent is 
still somehow charming, and the narrator, whose polite British manner make some of the 
sarcastic writing all of the more amusing. The rest of the cast ranges from serviceable to 
horrendous, largely in part because the characters are all written with a variety of accents and 
speech impediments, and the amateur crew just can't pull those off without sounding totally 
embarrassing. 

Like its predecessor, The Dagger of Amon Ra ends up falling all over itself, although it fails for 
different reasons. But again, its atmosphere and its unique method of storytelling ð and mystery 
solving ð make it worthwhile enough as a unique entry in Sierra's adventure gaming library. 

The Dagger of Amon Ra didn't quite take off, and thus spelled an end for the series. Sierra 
continued with mystery games with the Gabriel Knight series, which ditched the "uncover the 
mystery for yourself" parts and replaced it with a dose of supernatural fiction. In one of the 
posters in the first Gabriel Knight game, Sins of the Fathers, you come across a poster advertising an 
event with the speaker Laura Dorian, revealing that she had settled down and married the hunky 
stevedore from The Dagger of Amon Ra. 
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The Black Cauldron 
 
Initial Release Date: 1986 
Platforms: IBM PC / Amiga /  Apple II /  Apple IIGS /  
Atari ST 
Designer: Al Lowe 
Publisher: Sierra 

 
The Black Cauldron seems to be one of the few animated films Disney wants to forget. Based on 
the Chronicles of Prydain fantasy novels by Lloyd Alexander, it told the story of a young 
Assistant Pig-Keeper named Taran, a typical peasant with a unique destiny. Unlike many heroes, 
he is not fated with saving the land. Instead, that prophecy is tasked upon one his pigs, a cute 
little porker named Hen Wen. He faithfully takes up this duty and swears to protect from the 
frightening Horned King, who is seeking the Black Cauldron in order to take over the world.  
Taran is obviously not a born warrior and gets himself in lots of trouble, but like most fantasy 
stories, he meets up with a variety of interesting characters to take on evil, including the 
beautiful Princess Eiolnwy and a minstrel named Fflewddur. The film was a box office 
disappointment, during that dark time in Disney animation before it was revitalized by The Little 
Mermaid. Itõs not a bad film, and if it had been released in the wake of something like the Lord of 
the Rings trilogy, it probably would have fared better. 
 

 
 

The Horned Kingõs castle is suitable spooky. 
 

At any rate, Sierra developed a computer game based on the movie, which was developed 
by Al Lowe, who had previously worked on some Disney properties. It looks and feels very 
much like a Kingõs Quest game, using the same AGI engine and even featuring a landscape which 
loops vertically, but itõs a smaller, more focused game. The major landscape is four screens wide 
by four screens tall, with a handful of other locations familiar to those in the books, like the 
Witchesõ hut and the Horned Kingõs castle. Based on the number of locations, itõs about half the 
size of the average Kingõs Quest title. 

Thatõs not exactly to its detriment, as The Black Cauldron is one of the few Sierra game 
with branching events and different endings. Taranõs first task is to escort Hen Wen to a fairy 


