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ELL DO YOU COI\JVERT DRAGON S LAIR TO HOME

8. - ~ SYSTEMS? THAT QUESTION HAS CONFOUNDED A NUMBER OF
'DEVELOPERS SINCE THE LASERDISC ARCADE GAME EMBARRASSED
COMPETING COIN-OPS BACK IN 1983. MARTYN CARROLL ROUNDS UP
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or UKgmnersﬂw first chance to play Dragons Lair
outside of the arcade halls came courtesy of Software
Projects in 1987. The Liverpool-based publisher,

desperately seeking a hit after a couple of barren
years, released Dragon’s Lair on home computers.

‘:éf ~ Despite very average review scors, the game
o wasafaithful portof the ariginal. Obviously
'lh.-":;, we're not drawing compansons with the onginal
-_‘I"_"'" laserdisc game — we'd be dafter than Dirk himself
ol 10 SUEEEST that our beloved 8-bits could recreate
the arcade experience. We're talking instead about
the litde-known Dragon’s Lair game relcased
for the Coleco Adam in 1984, The Adam wasa
somewhat quirky computer designed 1o build on
the success of the ColecoVision console, It didn't,
however, and was discontinued in 1985, just
rwo years after its launch. The Adam was
sold predominately in the US, but some
stock was shipped overseas and it was
~ moderately successful in France. And it
was in France where Software Projects
boss Alan Maton picked up a copy of
ﬂmg’m.’i Lair for the Adam while on
holiday. He noticed the game in a
computer shop, liked the kooks of it

and bought it our of curiosity.
Back in Liverpool, Alan
acquired an Adam and loaded

up the game that Coleco had

_—

/l" apparently paid $2 million o license.

Tt was a curious multi-load affair with
' j ' : a number of varied levels loosely basad
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y THOSE FOOLHARDY FEW WHO TRIED AND DISCOVERS THREE VERY
DIFFERENT WAYS OF APPROACHING THE SAME IMPOSSIBLE TASK

on scenes from the arcade game. He aceuired

the rights from Coleco and setabour creating a
team to port the tide. John Damell handled the
Commaoddore 64 version; Mile Davies and Colin
Hl:pgg worked on the Amstrad CI'C version while
Paul Hodpson and Andy Walker were dralted in
at short notice to sort out the Spectrum version.
Haodgson up the story: “ The Dragon’s Lair job
was a coneract which Andy and 1 wok on after
the demise ||l'.i\|u'|:.' % software house Taskser,
The Spectrum conversion wasn't going well, and
whether he walked or was FHI.‘:IH."I’.:I [ dlosrn't cecall, bavt
the un';ginal progrEmies Jeft u_‘rysmldcnl}-'. W
talked to Alan, who we'd known for some time,
and got the contract to finish it of L Anchy did the
business and [ did the software. Luckily | knew
pretty much nothing about the original laserdisc
game otherwise I'd have run a mufe!”

Hodgson instead ran o The Golden Mile to
get a feel for the game. “There were no arcades
near where [ lived which had it, so it meant a trip
over to Blackpool ™, he begins. 1 quickly found aut
that Dragon’s Lair was no ordinary game. Quite
how someone decided that it would convert micely
to the Spectrum escapes me.” [t wasn' all bad
though. The game was more or less a dircct port
of an exist ng 8-bit tithe (written on another 80
powered machine) and work on the conversion had
ﬂl.r-l.‘.i[l_‘-’ |H:1;L||| when | [ndynn armived. There was a

problem however. “The original programmer lefta

heap of unfinished, undocumented source code, It
was a reatl mess and page after page was just sheer
gucsswork. 5o we quickly wok the decision o junk

mast of it and start Froam seratch. One useful Ehil1g~



sredtors of alegand, From lat 1o nght, animabter Dan Bluthand producers Gacy Gakimasn and.John Fomenos

which we did inherit, was the vast majority of the
graphics. These had been done in-house by Nicole
daikalotl, a ralented artist well used to squeezing
the most out of the Spectrum.”

Weeks progressed and deadlines loomed and
|':'|a|."'.' with the code ‘almost done’, | Iudgmn and
Wilker decided to move over to Liverpool for a
ong weekend to finish it off. “Software Projects
fud rather dingy offices in a ramshackle part of the
flear Birand complex at Allerton Park,” remembers
Hodgson. "Heating and ereanire comfborts were
Lirgely absent sowe spent a cold bank holiday
weekend working 24 hours a day. One of the
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v Exsed on the Colec o fdam criginal of two years sarker,
[ragan’s LAFWAS & huge hitfor Softwais Progects

receptionists took pity on us and broughe a food
parcel in, otherwise starvation was a real possibilicy”
As you've na doubr guessed by now, this
wasn t exactly a magical time for Hodgson. “The
{rvagens Lair conversion was a bit of a nightmare
and not what I'd want to be remembered for”, he
admits to us. I don't think it was an unqualified
SLICCESS I.'H."LELI."EE N mattcr "."i-'h:'t[ yoLy I:Iﬂl, 0L ﬂ';'ln!.[
replicate a laserdisc game on a Spectrum. Through
vanous technical limitations we did our best and
I think it was pretry playable. Certainly for all its
shortcomings a lov of people liked it. It did have
some neat technical features — we muli-loaded
the various levels with a bunch of central library
routines staying resident and it was available on
disk {:r'r.'.a-. even on the Sprctrum!:l which didn't half
improve things.”

AMIGA FOREVER

Faithfully replicating Dvagon’s Lair was abways
going to be an incredibly tough challenge that was

» Whi (zely primelive, the Coleco Adam version cid a1 lsast
gttemps 1o mamic < enes irpem the coin-op
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entirchy dependant on the available hone hardware.
In fact, it's onhy now with Digital Leisure’s new
HI release thar we've been able to experience a
truly authentic version in terms of gameplay, visuals
and audio. 5o it staggering o think that in 1988,
ReadySoft (the precursor wo Digatal Leisure) began
its long association with Dvagon's Lair by creating
a game that mimicked the kiserdisc sode on the
Commodore Amiga. Mo one thoughe such a feat
was passible, incuding Bluth Group, owners of
Dyvagon’s Lair. “1'm not sure they believed we could
deliver a game thar actually played like the original”,
says David Foster, who worked on the game with
Randy Linden. “We proved people wrong by
issuing a demo disk before the release and it spread
quickly. Nobody could believe that the level of
video quality was possible on the Amiga. Retailers
ar the time were playing the looping demo in-store
to show what the ."‘l.]'l:'lig‘.'-l. WS mlmlﬂ:; of. 1 APt
we sold a lot of hardware bor Commodore.”

50 how did ReadySoft manage ro display
large, cartoon-style graphics on the Amiga® Foster
explained thar the key challenges were minimising
the size of the data, maximising disk space and
dccess times, and optimising processor usage.

“We began by carefully selecting scenes without

background movement, then spent a great deal
of time separating the foreground elements from
the backgrounds. We touched up the foregrounds,
reduced the colour palette to 16 colours, then
compared movement berween the foreground of
the current and subsequent frames and reduced any
information that didn't change (not unlike how
MPPEG compression works), The foreground image
was then compressed.

We didn't use the Amiga operating system ar
all. In fact on the Amiga 1000 we even reused the
special memaory where the systemn would normally
load into. All disk access was handled directly
and we determined how much data needed 10
be pre-bubtered and continued o load from disk
as the animation was pliying, We ako cime up

with a proprictary disk formar thar packed more

DIRK ON DISK

Dragon's Larwas a milt-oacar so
those with the 'casselte versich had
to peay ihe tape-after completng
e lenval s reswiing T Dack (0

the: start when all thes Dares had
eored, T4 and CPE oamens had
the choceal-a disk version: which
g ovied 1 P A great ceal Bl
the Speccy faithiul had o make da
WwALN ADeir sy Tapes = e SE Wil
wera cky eralgh o eariar Dous
disk crerthatis, By relurming your
ape 1o Software Frolects, along
with an extra £ (1aking the1sta
price toa hefnd E14), vou'dbe sart
a thsk wersion that took some of tha
par outof that overdy farmubiar 'game
vl serean We have nodides how
many. people ook Software Proec!s
Ly on s offer butweican bet that
the Opus disk vBrson s a nice it
colectabie thesse days

‘T QUICKLY FOUND OUT THAT DRAGON’S LAIR WAS NO ORDINARY

GAME. QUITE HOW SON

FONE DECIDED THAT IT WOULD CONVERT

NICELY TO THE SPECTRUM ESCAPES ME” paur HobgsoN
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DRAGON'S LAIR IS RUBEISH.
DISCUSS

Spara‘a thought for Dawd Foster, His
COTERINTy I:- tal Lejsure has spent
the best part of 20 years tryirg to
delver the uitemate Dragon's Larr
pxpefence intha nome, The mew
Blu-my elease s the closest vat,
sirpassng he earker D Ehvarsions
bt revienaers ahways dvwell onithe
sarme oid subiect: & Dyagon'’s Law
actualy amy good ¢ ~\Vie haarthe
came Thireg Mdesas 1hat we' neand
alrmerst 200wears ano0 06U 1ra
gameplay”, says Foster, * Thare
ara baa camps of reviewers. those
ihat accept that e gamepiay s
uncharged and that we've done 3
gecd ob of recreating the ormginal,
and 'thosa that can't gel over the fact
that gameplay is the sarmea and has
nat kept Lo with the current gaming
ciyles, Certain warsions cver the

vears tave inciuded visual helpers
but in the versions |'ve been imolved
with it has ahaeEns Dasn anout staying

a5 U b the onginal as passitis

s Thee raned Bhu-rivy ke ase s s close to tha

pogmal a5 passibia, One of the extras on the
elise is @ sidp- by side companson of the HO

and Amiga versions o show howe Far things

heve advanced

T

(e neat feature of the CES verssan was
that 1 Inaded the next level a3 wou anempied
the currem challenge

I ow Fee Davr

oo rms Peaceid Yeatfend wmd roaf by
L ol g gl Bl gl F e, Tanay B
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“NOBODY COULD BELIE
UALITY WAS POSSIBLE ON THE AMIGA. |
OPING DEMO TO SH

RE PLAYING A LO W
I“SUSPECT WE sc;*"

AMIGA WAS CAPABLE @F
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very tight assembly language. The image de-mdmﬂ
programming was optimised by the cycle times -
cach instruction mok. We were dealing with a
7.14MHz processor so every cycle had wo count.”
OF course some compromises had 1w be made,
noticeably in the number of scenes that could be
included. “'We ended up with about 15 per comt of
the arcade game in the release version and this was

o Thie msesome arcadie batile wih the dadk knaght wias shahily less

niprassme on the Speccy.

g0 | HETROGRITIER

informarion onto each track. Finally, l&bmﬂﬁ: "

WETe COMmProfmises in w:ln:u qu:lu;,r and frame
raru, but we were dealing with an underpowered
bj-'S_tm at least relative to whar we wanted to
achieve, with limited memory and a show, small
external storage device. It was uncharted erritory
ar the time. Fortunately today’s video codecs and
storage media handle all of the tough tasks that we
had 1w code for the Amiga.”

EVEALHAT PHIESEE

» According the Paul Hodgson, thie final batte with Singe hadta
ba rewritten a1 the FsCminUTE 35 1T WESIMPOSShe 1D Compete
A% programened,

» Lelt: GO technology allowead Ready Soft 1o finaly
include the full campliment of arcade scenes, The video
qualityswas & Bit rapy Neawever.

_ Happﬂyﬁ:tm:rrum m%ﬂﬂicmpmnm
did not detract too much and che game was a huge
success, Foster remembers thar Rﬂd}ﬁﬂﬁ: ﬂrl.@ﬂ:l
to meet the initial demand: “We released i ar the
Word of Commaodore show in December 1988 in
lowonto and we literally could not make them s
enough. | think we sold aver 1,000 units at thar
show alone. Because of the proprictary disk formar
we could only copy the disks on certain drives. We
were copying 24 hours a day and it rook us thre
months o finally dear the backorders.™
A semi-sequel quickly appearcd, fearuring

additional scenes From the arcade version, and in
1990 the oniginal Amiga version was ported to the
PC, Mac and Atari 5T. During the same yeara
very different Drvagons Lan game trundled onio
the NES. It was developed by Birmingham-based
Elite Systems. publisher of many a successful coin-
Op COmMETsion 1'|1du-:|1'|1g Comirnando, Baml fack

and H’rpr.rirﬂgr;
ARE YOU ELITE:

Elite’s involvernent with the (vagon’ Lan licence
was mainly thanks w Software Projects. Fedbowing
the slow death of Software Projects, Elite bought
up some of its back catalogue, induding Drigon:
Lairand Escape From .'Fr'ﬁgr's Castle, and re-rebeassd
them on its Encore budget label. Both games were
SITONE selbers and convinced Elite boss Steve Wilcos
that he could possibly ‘tum a penny’ on a new
cansole version.

Long-time Elire programmer Andy Williams
(Kadeartonei Wilfl Fratke Briano’s Boocing) was enlisied
w create the game —and he wasn't even thinking
about following the ReadySoft route. “The NES
was particulardy suited o side-scrolling platform
LIS S0 this is what we -:IL-SigI'rh‘.l T'he main
feature of Dragons Lair in the arcade was its superb
eraphics so we followed this and the game featuned




wme of the Lllg&&til‘n] st dﬂ.ﬂﬂﬁf SPrites séen
on the MES. This did limit our gameplay design
however. The animation had so many frames
that it made the controls feel heavy, and it was| '_:_'..
iy hard.” 2

Based on the suceess of Dragon’s Lair (100,0000
copies sold worldwide), Elite officially became one

CONUERSION CAPERS: DRAGON'S LAIR

¥ ReadySoft’s Amias
varson reallywas a
nevelation at the time, a3
this side by sike comparnson
et the coin: o shiws,

* There were efforts o lift the game above
standard SNES plaforming fare. Williams explains
i’ _. at bespoke design tools were written to increase
* the size of the characters: “ The SNES has a limit
~ on both the number of sprites available and the

of Nintendo’s first European third-party publishers. " number thar can be displayed on a horizontal line.

(Uner the next five or so years it released games for
all the Mintendo p]atfnrm:.-., =0 1t was inevitable
that & Drageirs Lair game would grace the SINES,

Williams was once again involved, and this time he F

did at least consider a faithful conversion. “Ar Elite
there had alwayvs been a push twowards graphical
quality. so we did investigate writing a scripting
anguage that would allow us o create action
amilar to the laserdisc version bue using hand-
animated sprites. This was ultimately abandoned
due to the huge amount of time required and

the limited amount of memory available on the
HOM carts. We decided instead 1o take the same
aoproach as the NES version bur use the SNES's

¥ )
v st
Athough it was onhy leasely based onthe onigingd, the SANES
permon ol 6t least recrpate the Breade’s attractive soanps

%

e ,ﬂnr of the artists working on the project, Steve
1 & b
 Bevedy, wrote an editor for the game that let us

~ creare larger characiers. Before the editor allowed

us to have the tall version of Dirk, we had whar we
referred to as ‘Dumpy Didk’! This lirde character
used 1o bounce and slide around and moved

much quicker than the character in the final game,
Although we became quite artached to this little
guy he was eventually removed in favour of the
much larger Diide”

Released in 1992, Dvagon's Lasr on the SNES
matched the eadier NES version with impressive
unit sales of around 100,000, History shows that
regardless of the game itself, and how successhully
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» Uinlikes the NES version, exploring Singe’s castie was nat only
enjovabie, b #ttualty achievable by mere mortals

it replicates the gameplay and cirtoon visuals of
the original, almost any title baring the Dvagnn’
Lair name is a sales success. This is surely due 1o
the initial impact and lasting appeal of the original
arcade spectacular. “Videogames are visual media
and any game that is as graphically stunning

as (vagon's Latr is “kﬂi}-’ to be acclaimed”, sy
Williams, one of Dirk'’s many fans. “Mix this with
strong audio and distinctive characters and you
truly have something very special. The original
arcade rame was criticised by some for its low level
of interactivity. Did the other features make up for
this? Its continued fame would certainly suggest
thar I:J'u.-_'r' did.”
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OH BOY!

Remember Aolercoaster Elite
Systern's colourful platformer
released on 1he Spectrum in 19857
Elite itself cerainty did when it
came ta refeasing Dragon's Lar
Tha Ligend tor the o gingd G ame
Boy i 1990, Rather than lakmng the
Ot option and corting Dirk's
MEE outing 1o the hancheld, Elite
blew the cobwebs off Rolersnas fer
enddressed it up as 2 Dragan’s
Lair e, It leatired a new plot
iralving Oirk and: Daphne byt tha
levels themselves wene robbed
from Roderoossior Be skinning the
graphics didr' fool anvone — the
ievel structure was almast dentical
with the platforms and pck-ups
£ven shaning the exact same pixe|
DCALONS on screen (see sorepnshors
bedcval, The sUbtie is fitting becayiss
this cheeky 2ot of Specoy sabatage
s alreachy the siuff of legend
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Talk abovt déja vul Dragan's Lai- The
Legendwas a cheat rp-afl ol Bolercoasher
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The passwaord system o the SNES game was completely bizarre, with you hanang to painstakngty guide coloures

balls inta the carrect holes. We've no idea wiry it was never the noim!|

“THE MAIN FEATURE OF DRAGON’S LAIR WAS I'TS SUPERB GRAPHICS SO
WE FOLLOWED THIS AND THE GAME FEATURED SOME OF THE . ARGEST
AND MOST DETAILED SPRITES SEEN ON THE NES” anpy WILLIAMS

RETRO GRMEA © 9l



he Drragen’s Lasr arcade game needs no

introduction. 1ts one of those trles that

just about every gamer alive is familiar
with and has an opinion on. Regardless of
whether you love the sheer spectacle of it or you
loathe the seripted gameplay, there’s no denying
its widespread appeal and place in arcade history.
And thanks to its amazing cartoon quality
graphics, drawn by former Disney animator Don
Bluth, it's one of the few Eighties games that sull
thrills on a visual level,

Before the introduction of VDY rechnology it
was pretty much impossible 1o accurately recreate
the original game. The hlm-like quality of the
visuals and sheer number of scenes liﬂduditlg
all of the must-see snippets of Dirk dying) was
far too muech for retro hardware to handle. But
thar didn't deter publishers from snapping up
the rights o praduce home versions. A frer all,
there was more to vagons Lairthat its cartoon
presentation. The characters were memorable

~ blundering Dirk was a lovable hero — and Singe's
creepy old castle was superbly realised. Above all,
thanks to the impact of the original arcade title,

Drvagons Lair was an extremely well-known name

that had (and still has) real resonance with gamers.

It’s hardly surprising then thar dozens of Diragon’s
Lar games have been released for computers and
consoles since the coin-op debured in 1985

As we've shown over the previous pages. the
home versions vary greatly in style and quality,
from loose interpretations to close approximations
to in-name-only adapuations of the arcade game.
It's beyond the scope of this feature w consider
every single tie-in, so rather than comparing the
subtle differences berween the Spectrum and
Commodore 64 versions of the 8-bit Dvapgan s
Lair game, for example, or judging the quality
of video encoding berween the Mega-CL} and
Jaguar versions, we've chosen instead to consader
the different rypes of game 1o be licensed from the
laserdisc original.

All of the TS mentioned here can be played
via emulation — a quick search of the web will
reveal the game files and the software you need w
run them. So if you're fecling daring why not foad
them up and make up your own mind? The rich
legacy of Dragon’s Lair is waiting to be discovered.

OTHER VERSIONS TO
CONSIDER

CECCAPE FROMSINGE SCASTLE (B4, CPC
SPECTRUM

ESEARE FEROMSINGE S CASTLE [AMIGA 5T, P
AT

DRAGON'S LAIR[CD-]

DRAGONS LAIR [DVD-ROM, DVD-VIDED]

ADAM, C64, CPC,
SPECTRUM

Coleco deserves praise for ar lease arremprng, (o

recreate memorable scenes from the coin-opion a
machine with limited memony and basic display
capabilities. Free from the seripted rrappings

of the onginal, it does make you wonder why
Coleco didn't add more scope and playabilicy ©

. - i 1 |
the mini-eames. As i s, sections where the playes

/
;

has direct control over Dirks, such as “falling disk”

El1284 COLECO : : ;
DEALOH'S Lr’;‘|I IR IS A : and ‘burning ropes’, are oo clumsy, neid and
gﬁ BE %EH E E 3 b F B !.I H I}':'é E;T-{T -51} .{:‘ til :j b downi :!_:hl cithicult to be enjoyable Sofrware
% E;.:_- :‘,: g g'r—] I E i—_'[j x lE| NC Projects: main contmbunion was o make its version even harder (based on feedback by exrernal play
LL RIGHTS FRESERUED resters. apparently). Based on sound, graphics and control the €64 version comes our on op.
Pt Y. grap P

AMIGA, ST, PC, MAC

The Amiga version may look lughable compared
the Eiter dise-based versions, bur ic has to be considened
a grearer achievement by far when you consider che
relarvely underpowerad hardware it was running on.
seeing Dirk inall his hull-screen 5':|nrf.' o the Amign
was akin 1o elimpsing the onmnalarcade game for the
first timte — it really was thiar much betrer ![:-:1-':;'“15 than
everything else out there. Only a handful of scencs

were included, and unless you were lucky enough

to own a supported hard drive you would be fonever

e e ETT T 1L LA T

II i '-:'." '] t‘" sl Qead undet pigde Tren FhYS _‘gh LT I
N e VL [eik 4 el Elath Garegp. LU _!
T Raraclar Deslghs €8 e, Den Bigths Al Bights Fererwmd | ELRSY

QTSNP Uiegp 1S 1 feeding vour Amiga with flopoy disks, bur these
drawbacks can't derract from what is 3 stunning techiieal

achievement. A real showese ele.
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DRAGONS LAIR”™

RELEASED BY

ik the game bue atter hours of pmlnngad p-la;.- B
barely made it inside Singes castle, which is slighedy =
éﬁ;"- ing because you start the game sanding ours: -.m_

h!"f; i bloody front door! Dirk can jump, duck and throwe
i ol dagpers, bug his preferred shill is collapsing into a pilk
ELITE SVYSTEMS LTD, Lo i

banes if anything vaguely threatening wuches him:
_,,t" eve w.Ltd'l-u:l a wdm nE th: game played tlln:u.Lh ey

LICENSED BY MINTENDOD
b1
N
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; ..... N b‘?‘ﬁ;’: ) el
g the cadier ‘Jhﬁvﬁm ma.]ung'tmcnds for m1n,v+11' -.*
its problems. It adopes the sime side-on platforming

strucure bur the levels are more expansive, intenictive

 thoushtful of them. The game is firmby in the
Castlevania maald, with Dirk exploring a Lirge cstle
nd whacking baddies with his sword and other
weapons. The graphics are great throughour, and the
E_ e opens up nicely and you delve deeper into the 'ﬁ‘ ]
e, bugit’s always apparent that this is Dragon’ Lur L ¥
TR mh- Ea:mmt Dirk and some familiar boking '
= b playir rﬂ.n} 5"'-IL.":. plarﬁarnmfhﬂ.

The main drawback of the 16-hit versions was ri-l.-amhﬁ'r i
was only soimuch dar you coukd squeeze onto a floppy I
disk, and dise 10 costs there were only so many foppy
disksyou coukd shovel insde a game box. The reaulr

was that many scenes wene scaled down or sometinies JIBEEE
oved altogether. However, with the advens of the ’ . | i .

ROM, ﬂﬂdySah was :mll}- able o deliver che

Fu

: "deservesa 'cpm:m} mention becaitse 1o one was
‘u[ﬁ ting, a fuithful wanslazion of the ariginal coin-op

an the GBC — a porrof the SNES verion seemed
much more likely. Moreover, once it was announced,
ino one actually thought that Digical Eclipse would be

¥ ..'-
.Tﬂl :
=
=

— : \F’ “able o pull it off — tull-screen anination on the GRC
[ b -
"'E- # seeniod @ step veo far. Bur many were proved wiong
A &ﬁ% and it worked a trear. Despire a few curtailed scenes and
- e 1
Jﬁ -t'l'.":‘ -‘-\IG ] L] 'L

P A couild have mo um-Pl;lin[x and s 2 mustehave for any Bins of the series. It |"":'{“r pil.k up.;md-!_-.h}r

‘ .
IS missing animanions here and chere, handbakd Fins really

imaterial, G the small formar surprisingly well. and overall is one D s Larr camwe thar no fin

shonld L withour
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