


They’re called “Secondary worlds” and there’s a long history of writers 
inventing them during their childhoods.

The basic idea is an alternate fictional world that is internally 
consistent.

But of course, the most famous one…



…was invented by a professor who had the background to create 
languages, history, and mythology. He set a high bar (and invented the 
term).

Ever since, it has been our model for a secondary world.



fan fiction started when organized SF/Fantasy fandom did in the 1920s.

It wasn’t widespread until Star Trek fans created the first fan fiction 
zine, called Spockanalia, in part to share Kirk/Spock “slash” fiction.

Fan fiction invites people to play in the secondary world.

without fan fiction, we wouldn’t have online worlds.



99.9% of games before computers were multiplayer. Single-player 
tabletop games were rare.

More importantly, the games ended.

When the play session resulted in victory, the game was over.

There were no ongoing worlds.



Computers naturally enabled single-player games to do new things.

But early games couldn’t afford CPU for AI.

Rick blomme created the first networked two player videogame.



Dave Arneson’s Blackmoor campaign kicked off RPGs.

Tabletop games had been one session. Now there were campaigns.

Now players could live in the secondary world.



In October of 1972, a spacewar tournament is the first esport ever.

What defines an esport?
People watching, mostly.

formal structure around it.



Plato was the networked system where a lot of this happened.

Besides online games, PLATO also pioneered chat.

Recognizable early versions of instant messaging,
Forums, and multiuser chat rooms were all popular.



D&D popularized and set the template for the RPG.

Despite many other possible game systems, we still use classes and 
levels most of the time.

But we use levels in very different ways from D&D.



Real-time networking was a challenge. 

Empire was “real time” but 
Keystroke lag could take 10 seconds.

Because of this, turn-based play was a natural fit, and
An evolution from earlier “play by mail” strategy games.



The session based online game gained
a first person perspective on Plato, too.

Early 1st person rendering was crude, of course.
And slow.



John Brunner’s novel was the first fictional glimpse of “cyberspace,”
Featuring identity hacking.

Science fiction readers had happily dived into
Secondary worlds for decades, but now

Writers began to explore what it would mean
If the real world were “virtualized.”



After playing D&D, 
Will Crowther created a virtual replica of a cave he had spelunked, 

and added nasty dwarves and a dragon.

And a maze of twisty passages, all alike.



The third major mass market secondary world went transmedia.

Comics characters had moved between page and screen before,
And Star Trek and many other franchises had spawned

Toy lines, lunchboxes, and much more.

But never until now had we seen how all-encompassing
A fictional world could be. 



A couple of students at the university of essex
Made a multiplayer adventure game.

They liked “DUNGEN” better than “ADVENT”
So they called it

“multi user Dungen.”

It married secondary worlds and
Computer Persistence to the RPG.



With that, the online virtual world was born.

Still with us from those days:

Characters. Gods. Spells. Inventories. Quests. 



But internet connectivity was still rare.



Play of MUDS was mostly confined to the British isles for a while.



Meanwhile, as Atari sold games,
Apple sold computers,

corporations got big,
And we questioned the nature of humanity,



…a new tangent form of science fiction began to question it all.



First the story “Burning Chrome,” then the novel Neuromancer, both by
William Gibson, reinvented SF’s relationship to technology.

More were soon to follow.

The real FBI was not far behind,
Raiding a boardGame company in Austin

While hunting for hackers and phone phreaks.



Hackers were mostly on BBSes at the time, and so were many key games.

Trade Wars was a multiplayer “Door Game”
Of space trading and economic strategy.



Lucasfilm decided to try running a graphical virtual world on a 
commodore 64.

Habitat marks the first major
Divergence from fantasy 

adventuring in virtual worlds.
It is also the first true graphical 

world.



Air Warrior  offered a cockpit view and multiplayer battles.

It also supported crossplay between
Atari, Amiga, Mac and PC!  



Online games in these days were
Run on the closed online gaming

Services.

The Internet was not yet very
“inter” –

And very much not mass market.



Even though most people used online services for chat, the Internet 
marched on.

IRC set the template that is still followed today, 
and along with Usenet,

Helped break the closed services by offering open
Alternatives on the Net.



Meanwhile, Muds began to develop into distinct codebases
With strong differences in how they saw virtual worlds.

LP MUDS were one of the first,
Changing the basic architecture

To enable greater variety,
But still favoring 

combat worlds.



TinyMUD was next, directly inspired by melding IRC with MUDs.

Its goal was social, and it eventually birthed the roleplay MUSH as well.

Many classic SF/Fantasy

Worlds were adapted into

MUSHes, in a form of fan fiction.

Sometimes even with 

The author’s permission.



The most successful, over time, was the simplest: a template-based hack 
‘n’ slash game with classes, races, tanks, nukers, healers, and levels.

It made it really easy to
Just throw up a new mud,

So everyone did.

You’ve played this game,
Even if you didn’t know it.



There was one more type coming.
MUD, Object Oriented. A techie name for a magical idea.

That you should be able to
conjure code while playing

and change the world.



These three types are with us still today.



It was a heady time, and LambdaMOO Embraced all the ideals of
Hacker revolutionaries.

The first 
Virtual
democracy. The first failure too.

The virtual rape that 
Made the news.

The first doxXing.



Other notable worlds included combat games that mandated roleplay…

You had to submit 
an application to play 

and be deemed worthy.



But the most lasting influence came from a game that was never that 
popular.

It was simulationist.

It attempted a true
Secondary world.

The first sandbox. 



The tension between sport
And roleplay was very
Present.

PK muds were… …a compromise.



NeAl Stephenson’s Snow Crash  popularized the word “Avatar”

Which had been in use
Since 1985.

Suddenly, everyone
Was talking about

Virtual worlds.

About a “Metaverse.”



That same year, LP MUDs were networked together to make the first 
“worlds network.”

Earlier 
than you
Thought, 
perhaps?



By 1993, a new protocol (“http://”)
Was looking to supplant good old

telnet:// and Ftp://

The old online services were finally under threat from
the Internet. 



And it came true with the Mosaic browser.

Now the net had pictures.



The web ate 
everything.



Dozens of projects launched trying to make graphical versions of mud.

Meridian 59,
The first world in a box.

Others became
The basis of huge
Commercial empires,
Such as Korea’s
Kingdom of the Winds.



True 3d graphics were a bit of a revelation.

An online sport culture 
Rapidly developed around

Quake.



Roleplaying games had been sort of written off commercially. But
Blizzard North’s graphical take on the classic Roguelike was a huge hit.

It, along with quake, drove the growth of the “lobby” online game:

Small game sessions, massively multiplayer lobbies. 



There were others.
But UO was the

Biggest,
It had the most

Budget, and it had a big brand.

It was also by far the craziest.



The team knew
What they were

Making:
not a game.
A new world.

a new InterNet, in their mind.



It had the combat of a diku.



It leveraged the social ideas of 
The MUSHes.



It was a simulated
World, where

Grass actually
Grew.

And it opened up
Politics and all the

Heady debates
That lambdamoo

did before it.



Ultima Online’ s  most lasting legacy,
Though, may be that it was hacked.
A lot. Users

soon ran their
own worlds, and UO

Was accidentally
The most popular

Metaverse
platform
on earth.



In parallel, games in asia kept developing. UO shards were popular there.

Eventually, what
Emerged was a game
Where guilds warred,
Setting the PVP MMO in motion.



The first western MMO with Quake-style 3d accelerated graphics, 
Everquest was otherwise very much a Diku in its playstyle.

Just as with text dikus,
This meant it became

Hugely popular.



deploying without a heavy client, worlds on the web reached enormous 
audiences targeting social players.

Neopets was the most
popular, and was also
Partly inspired by
Sandbox play.



By 1999, online world developers were
Being asked by serious journalists,

“Do you think we will plug in and never
Wake up?”



In the wake of Ultima Online, Everquest, and Asheron’s Call, everyone 
started making massively multiplayer games.

They did not confine themselves to rpg’s.



Many of these genres didn’t stick, but
One in particular worked well for web-based

Deployment. 



Dozens of these strategy games
sprouted across the web.



Though popular,
They did not yet garner mass market audiences.

That would have to wait for a new platform.



A new form of secondary world started to push the fantasy
Into the real world.

It was like playing an MMO with no computer.



A direct attempt to create a sandbox 
Using Web technologies, Runescape
Reached enormous audiences,
Even as people questioned whether
Sandboxes could be successful.



Indeed, high-profile disappointments seemed to confirm that the diku
model was the straightforward path to revenue. Sims Online  had the
Cover oftime.

It just didn’t have the
Users to cover its budget.
And it was often ANTI-social.



There was A backlash against huge
Anonymous crowds.

NWN let you run D&D with
Just your friends.



A popular user-created mod followed in the tradition
Of earlier mods like counterstrike in becoming

A major new sport.



Finally, a new MOO-style world was created, and drew much attention.

It had explicit intent to be
A metaverse.

It was also, uh, explicit.                                                       It fascinated the media.



Its metaverse aspirations came more true in the hands of users.

Running open source versions
Of the Second life  server,
A distributed network
sprang up.                                                                                                as of yet, though,

No standard
exists

Connecting
All Worlds.



Getting a thousand people to shoot each other in the face
Was a major technical challenge.

Persistent worlds and victory conditions
Don’t play well together either.



Meanwhile social worlds
Struggled in the face
Of the easy appeal of

Shooting (or stabbing)
people in the face.



This didn’t stop developers from nicking all the best social design bits.

Whether that fit the
Star Wars license or not.



Alas, no one knew that this period
Was The high water mark for 
Sandbox play for quite a while.



They were deemed inaccessible.
“Too hardcore.”

Key features: fashion, farming,
Crafting, and item Trading.



Even early kids’ worlds were basically combat games, with some
Minigames added.

In this one you killed “cogs.”
Aka corporate suits.



The biggest challenge to virtual worlds came
From new uses of the web.

Web implementations of chat, forums, friends
Lists, persona pages, and guilds

Led to what we now call social media.

Now We
Are All

Avatars.



The answer to the
Mass market mmo
Turned out to be
“Use a major 
License & spend
4x the norm.”

“make the game 
quest-led, like an 
adventure game. 
Make it more of a 
game, and less of a
world.”



Pretty graphics finally opened up a larger audience for 
Web-based strategy games.

They still hadn’t become mass market, though.



The lack of consoles in South Korea
Meant that clones of classic

Console titles became lobby MMO
Games instead.



For a while, you couldn’t
Turn around without
Seeing another kids’ world.



The one that is still around 
(and more popular than ever)
Was Actually part of a different
Boom: the Virtual World craze.



Numerous metaverse projects
Oriented around user creativity
Competed with roblox.

They were mostly killed by the
‘08 crash…



…And by the increasing “flatness”
Of the Internet.

Tweets were
Like guild 
Chat for

The Internet.



The lobby model was finally married to the combat mmo.
It took a while to catch on; as usual, the first title didn’t succeed.



Meanwhile, MMOs evolved away from MMO tropes, seeking to get out 
from under World of Warcraft.



A slicker version of DOTA with a much more MMO-like presentation 
became a big winner.



And the natural home for asynchronous
Strategy games was finally found on facebook.



Ex-sandbox
Devs drove a

Lot of it.



At the start of the decade, World of Warcraft  still dominated.

But mobile games were on the rise.



The first real innovation in chat in decades came along.

Players promptly started making more money than developers.



The most important MMO of the
Last decade doesn’t get called
An MMO. It created survival
Games… but….



…it’s also the closest thing to
User-run MUDs since UO gray
Shards. Two generations of
VW admins have grown up with it.



Its heritage is explicitly from
Sandbox games, and its crafting
Is right out of Ultima Online and
Dartmud before it.



The perhaps final home for asynch strategy games
Turned out to be the highly interruptible

Mobile platform.



Grim.
Touched a nerve.



More hunger games, less blocks, more survival. Er, less survival.



Meanwhile, it turned out that today’s kids really like to roleplay.
So they’ll play cops and teachers and bus drivers all day long in GTA.

(Roleplay is still considered
Niche by biz people, however)



First time Stewart tried to make an MMO, he made Flickr by accident.
Trying again, He made a charming one called Glitch in 2011.



Glitch was a social world. It failed.
But just like before, a quick pivot…



…and we ended up with yet another
version of IRC.

But for Business!



Quietly, games-as-a-service is conquering all.
It’s really another name for “MMO-like.”



“It’s IRC! But for gamers!”





At this point, GAAS is swallowing all genres and driving the revenue of
The top ten on all platforms.

the world is going
MMO.



For
One

Month,
Peace

Reigned
On

Earth.



VR headsets
start to

gain popularity…

Among investors,
Anyway.



Social worlds are one of the
Few things that drive
Usage of VR headsets.



hunger games + survival.



our last genre.



metaverse dreams won’t
die.



That MMO bar at the bottom
Has gotten awful wide.



• A lot of “hot genres” are actually quite old!
• Big hits tend to  draw on multiple previous genres.

• Some things never change.
• Nothing has really changed in chat systems other than video.

• MMOs ARE swallowing everything.
• And it’s hard to turn the GAAS corner.
• It’s the Community that matters.

• Metaverse and sandbox dreams are very much alive.
• But pure social tends to “go flat.”



“Sandboxes are inaccessible.”
• Roblox, Minecraft?
• Farming? Fashion? Crafting? Decorating houses?

“Those aren’t real games.”
• It was said of Neopets, Runescape, Farmville, Minecraft, Roblox…

• Interestingly, these are all mass market sandboxes.

“MMOs are dead.”
• As a marketing term, maybe.

• But history suggests they’re just getting started.



http://www.raphkoster.com


