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Objects, Media, and Moviemaking: Narrating the Alamogordo Atari Expedition 
 
William R. Caraher, University of North Dakota  
 
Introduction 

 
In the past decades, few archaeological discoveries received as much attention in the national 

media as the excavation of the Alamogordo, New Mexico landfill in 2014 to recover a peculiar 
assemblage of Atari cartridges. The aim of this dig was to find evidence for a dump of several 
thousand E.T. cartridges that Atari in September of 1983 (Guins 2014 for the standard account; 
Goldberg and Vendel 2012; Reinhard 2016; Rugill et al. 2015). The game sold over 1 million copies 
in late 1982, but the difficult game play and exaggerated expectations in the media combined with 
poor reviews and led to wide-spread returns in the first half of 1983. The failure of the E.T. game 
coincided with a general decline in Atari game sales that is sometimes call the video game “bust.” In 
September of 1983, Atari took several truckloads of the unsold, remaindered, and returned games 
from their El Paso distribution center and dumped them in the landfill of the small dessert town of 
Alamogordo (Goldberg and Vendel 2012, xxx-xxx). Despite being reported in both local and 
national media, the historicity and character of this dump fell into question especially among Atari 
aficionados on the internet. As a result, a robust urban legend developed which attracted the interest 
of scholars, the popular media, and local residents eager to confirm or contest the place of 
Alamogordo in video game history.  

As early as 2011 several interested parties, including local landfill contractor, Joe Lewandowski 
and a film production company, Fuel Entertainment, had expressed formal interest in excavating the 
landfill in search of the dumped Atari games. In 2013, a film production company, Lightbox 
Entertainment, under contract to Microsoft received permission to excavate the landfill and secured 
funding to organize this project. They too worked in collaboration with Lewandowski, who had 
researched the location of the E.T. deposit in the landfill. Professional archaeologists became 
involved in the project when the plans to excavate became public and Andrew Reinhard became a 
consultant for the production company (Reinhard 2016). Since the landfill did not qualify according 
to any formal standards of “antiquity” (see Yoder 2014), there was no requirement for 
archaeological assessment at the project. Reinhard’s inquiry and our willingness to travel to New 
Mexico, ingratiated a small team of archaeologists with the production crew and allowed us to spend 
three days observing the excavation and documenting the results of their work.  

Our presence at the site allowed us to record the project in a formal, archaeological way which 
we present in this article. This experience also offered a unique opportunity to locate the Atari 
excavations in a context informed by recent work archaeology of the contemporary world, media 
archaeology, and popular culture. This article offers a case study as an “archaeology” of the 
archaeology of the contemporary world that recognizes the contested nature of practice and 
knowledge making in the ever shrinking present. By examining the various narratives present in the 
traditions of archaeological description, in the media that this excavation targeted, and in popular 
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views of archaeological work, this article considers the complex role that objects, narrative, and 
practice plays in constructing an archaeological view of the contemporary world.  

 
The three days of excavation at the Alamogordo landfill and the resulting film, Atari: Game Over,  

presented an opportunity for a reflexive view of archaeology of the contemporary world. This 
coincides with the tendency for archaeology of the contemporary world to construct a 
“contemporary past” and to historicize our world at ever accelerating rates (Harrison and Schofield 
2010, 7-8). The rate of acceleration blurs the distinction between our contemporaneity with the 
object of study and the rapidly receding present. This blurred distinction has methodological and 
disciplinary consequences in the study of the modern world. On the one hand, it allows for us to 
maintain the traditional methods of archaeological investigation which assign context on the basis of 
the relationship between depositional levels and within assemblages. This requires us to forget the 
past quickly to produce a  kind of critical distancing that allows us to see the unfamiliar and new 
even in discarded familiar things (Graves-Brown 2000, 1). In fact, the sense of adventure cultivated 
in the Zak Penn’s documentary relies on the 1980s being sufficiently long ago to tap into a common 
view of archaeology as an opportunity for exotic adventures to solve mysteries (Holtorf 2007, 63-
75). On the other hand, archaeology of the contemporary assumes a shared temporal and cultural 
context for the objects of investigation and the archaeologists. This complicates, in productive ways, 
archaeological analysis as it locates the work of interpretation, narration, and description within a 
particularly dense web of shared relationships. This is not to deny the same possibility for our 
relationship to premodern artifacts, which are every bit as contemporary with the excavator as trash 
from a modern landfill, but to recognize that the proximity of modern archaeological objects to the 
lived experiences of the archaeologist represent a distinct feature of the archaeology of the 
contemporary world.  

Recent work in archaeology of the contemporary world has demonstrated that contemporaneity 
presents particularly rich opportunities for understanding the relationships between material and 
human agents. Contributors to the recent Ruin Memories volume, for example, locate their analyses 
within a wide range of narrative spaces from traditional archaeological excavations to deeply 
personal recollections, mixed media encounters, and theoretical musings (Olsen and Pétursdóttir 
2014). The dynamism of this discourse is partly the consequence of our own familiarity with the 
narrative place of many objects within contemporary society and the way in which these narrative 
inform disciplinary practice. As neo-materialist anthropologists and archaeologists have come to 
note regularly, we are densely entangled with objects not merely as instruments but also as 
embodiments of relationships and expressions of narratives (Hodder 2012; Ingold 2013; LeCain 
2017). The commingling of narrative, objects, media, and practices in the excavation at the 
Alamogordo landfill provides a compelling view of archaeology’s place in the contemporary world.  

The first part of this article provides an archaeological report on the Alamogordo Atari 
excavations as a formal reporting of this well-known dig and as an example of traditional 
archaeological narrative. The focus of the dig, an assemblage of Atari game cartridges that included 
the infamous E.T. game, introduces the opportunity for media archaeology that draws both upon 
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the materiality of the discarded games as well as the experience playing the game and the relationship 
between the game and eponymous film. It will also reveal the tensions between our experiences on 
the dig and the story told in the 2015 Zak Penn film Atari: Game Over. While each media and method 
embody distinct features they nevertheless shared distinct concepts across these various narratives 
that speak both to popular conceptions of archaeology and the place of archaeology in 
contemporary thought.  

 
An Archaeological View of the Excavations 

 
Our efforts to document the excavation had to conform to access rules negotiated by the 

documentary film crew,  the contractors doing the excavating, the NMED, and the city of 
Alamogordo. Our access to the site and to the excavations were further compromised by the desire 
of the film crew both to manage the revealing of the Atari games as a media event and to limit the 
circulation of information. As a result, our measurements are all approximate in the following 
report. Despite these limitations, the following report offers a thorough report on the planning, the 
work of the bucket auger, and the two days of excavation. 

The stratigraphy in the Alamogordo landfill were fairly well understood prior to excavation. 
Conversations with Joe Lewandowski and the material he provided the film crew outlines the basic 
structure of the landfill deposit. The top soil cover of the landfill was less than 1 m in depth. 
Beneath that level was a 1 m layer of trash deposited in 1986. This sat atop another 0.5-1 m layer top 
cover deposited when the first phase of landfill activity at the site concluded in 1983. The 1983 
landfill deposit was approximately 5.0-6.0 m in depth and deposited in a series of columns along the 
length of a east-west trench or cell. The material in this level slumped at the bottom of each column 
as it was dumped from the top of the trench. Unlike contemporary landfills, this level of trash was 
relatively uncompacted. Beneath this level was another distinct dumping episode which involved the 
Atari games and related material approximately 10 m below the surface. This material was not 
deposited as a column, but spread in a thin layer across the bottom of the cell. 

The landscape of the landfill prior to excavation was largely indistinguishable from the 
surrounding dessert. The city of Alamogordo stands in the Tularosa basin near the foot of the 
Sacramento mountains which form the eastern side of the basin. The city stands at over 4000 ft amsl 
at the northern reach of the Chihuahua dessert. The soil in the region is characterized by fine-
grained silty loam at the surface and sandier loans beneath. Because the landfill experienced several 
depositional events, however, we expected to find lenses of silty topsoil interspersed with sandier 
deposits. The site was covered with low shrubs and grasses characteristic of the region. The landfill 
itself was situated some 250 m behind the a commercial district of Alamogordo and accessed on a 
dirt road and consists of a 300 acre site. The dump itself consisted of a level area where the trenches 
had been cut, filed and graded surrounded by low hills consisting of the fill excavated for the 
creation and maintenance of the landfill. The light and sandy soil combined with the loosely packed 
landfill to produce an unstable environment for excavation. The light soil also presented a challenge 
when driven by the high winds that the excavators encountered on the second day of the dig.    
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Planning 

 
Unlike most archaeological projects where planning takes place months, if not years, in advance 

and represents an important occasion for ensuring a strong relationship between field procedures, 
methodology, and research goals. The planning phase of the Alamogordo Atari Expedition was a 
more ad hoc affair. Since we were not responsible or involved in acquiring permits or organizing 
equipment, we were not privy to those conversations. Moreover, the location of the excavation was 
expertly determined by Joe Lewandowki who had operated the landfill and was able use 
photographs taken at the time of the Atari dump to provide the general location for a series of core 
samples. We were also consulted on determining the location for the dig, and provided a rather 
more involved procedure that involved either cores or a series of narrow slit trenches over the most 
likely areas. Unfortunately, we were not able to work with Lewandowski prior to the excavation and 
instead communicated directly with the film crew. As a result, our understanding of the planning 
phase of fieldwork has derived from public documents and conversations with the production 
company, and the opportunity to witness the final moments of the exploratory phase which came as 
the result of some unintentional “guerrilla archaeology.” Richard Rothaus who drove from 
Minnesota to the excavation area, arrived at the landfill earlier than the film production team 
expected. As a result, he was allowed access to the augering operation and observed at least three 
cores.  

Planning for the excavation of the landfill began as early as August 2011 with Joe Lewandowski 
and various interested parties communicating with city officials. Over the next several months in 
2011, Lewandowki secured preliminary approval to conduct a study from the environmental 
department and the city council with nine month window to secure funding. By May 2013, however, 
the request to excavate had made little headway and an exasperated Lewandowki returned to city 
council to try to understand the status of the project on their end. The details of the situation in 
2013 are obscure in official documents, but they indicate not only the significant number of moving 
parts involved in coordinating this excavation, but the extensive timeline and efforts by Lewandowki 
and others to make this excavation happen.  

By 2014, the project had gained approval from both the city and were working to get approval 
from the New Mexico Environmental Department, and on March 11, 2014, an environmental and 
engineering firm Souder, Miller and Associates (SMA) of Las Cruces, New Mexico conducted cores 
to sample landfill gases over both the cell where the games were thought to be buried and from the 
landfill cell some 20 m to the south. The samples established that excavating the landfill would not 
expose the crew to toxic gases. The report on this work and the procedures that the group 
conducting the excavations would follow was complete on March 18, 2014 with a series of revisions 
to an initial plan submitted to the NMED in early February 2014.  

Shortly after this document was finalized, the production company corresponded with the 
archaeological team. While they provided only superficial information to us, we offered some basic 
observations on field methods in three areas. First, they were interested in a method or a standard 
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that would allow them to say definitively that the games were not present. Evidence of absence has 
always been a difficult task for archaeological work, and the size and complexity of the landfill 
presented a challenging context for ruling out the presence of a particular deposit. Our contribution 
to this planning was simply to say that the best we could offer was a method for systematically 
exploring the landfill that could progressively eliminate potential locations for the Atari deposit. We 
suggested combining coring with long slit trenches across the most likely area in the landfill.  We 
speculated on the basis of photographs taken at the time of the dump that the games were spread 
over a 45 m x 10 m area across the bottom of a 20 x 120 m cell, but suggested that we would like to 
thoroughly investigate only a 10 x 10 m exposure. Since any vertical scarps associated with the silty 
loam of the Tularosa basin and the loosely compacted landfill would be exceedingly unstable, they 
would have to be either gently slopped or stepped back if the plan called for archaeologists to enter 
the trench. In light of this situation, we proposed a depth-to-scarp ratio of 1:1.5, which echoed a 
later recommendation by SMA. Depending on the depth of the deposit, this would make it a time 
consuming process to open a large exposure with a limited amount of heavy machinery.  

Another specific concern for archaeological work was the possibility that the game layer was 
sealed under a cement cap. There were photographs in the media that showed cement trucks 
depositing their loads over what appeared to be the games in order to discourage looting. 
Conversations with various people present during the dumping of the Atari games including Joe 
Lewandowski assured the production team that the layer of cement was neither thick nor uniform, 
but intended to deter looting rather than to cover the entire deposit. At the same time, we suggested 
that the presence of a hard concrete cap would make it easier to use cores or slit trenches to locate 
the deposit of games.  

Our initial hope was that the trench could be open for a week so that we could document 
carefully both the context of the games as well as the deposit associated with the games themselves. 
Prior to our arrival in Alamogordo, we learned that NMED and municipal authorities set a two-day 
limit for the time that the dump could be open, and, once in New Mexico, it because clear that the 
work could only go on at the site when environmental and site safety employees were present. So 
our documentation work would have to fit that schedule. 

While we were trying to plan our work in Alamogordo, the film crew continued to make 
arrangements with SMA and Lewandowski. In March 2014, SMA drilled three additional cores to 
test for toxic gasses in the landfill cell to the south of the cell initially identified as containing the 
games. The results of these tests was presumably similar to those taken from the landfill to the 
north. The soil boring and pot-holing (digging of shallow test hole typically with a backhoe) suggests 
that the production team and Lewandowski had shifted the proposed location of the Atari games 
approximately 90 m to the southwest of the location identified in the initial plan submitted in 
February. It appears that the exact location of the Atari deposit in the Alamogordo landfill remained 
rather unclear as late as mid-April when another series of cores were taken form a cell further south 
on the basis of another series of pot-holing. This likely prompted initial exploration of subsurface 
deposits in the landfill using a bucket auger in the immediate vicinity of these April 21 cores.  
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On April 24, 2014, our team witnessed several bucket auger cores that were taken at 15 m 
intervals along an east to west line following the course of landfill cell. The augur hole furthest east 
produced no cartridges. Two auger holes produced Atari games at the approximate depth of 8-8.5 m 
(26-28 ft). The stratigraphy from auger holes was top to bottom: reddish soil, reddish soil and some 
trash, black soil with ash and nearly 50% of the volume as trash. Interestingly, none of the games 
showed signs of concrete and there was no evidence that the auger penetrated a concrete cap. The 
auger holes were marked and would guide the excavation on the next day. We were asked not to 
reveal the discovery of games. The auger cores reinforced the basic stratigraphy of the site presented 
by Lewandowski.  

 
Day 1 

 
Day 1 of excavation introduced our team to the specific process of excavation, the limits to our 

access, and the challenges associated with excavating a landfill. There a strictly maintained safety 
cordon around the excavation areas with a single access-control point. Because an excavator with a 
10 m reacher, a loader, and trucks to remove excavated material would be moving continuously 
during the dig, access to the work area was largely prohibited to non-essential personnel. Periodic 
breaks in excavating would occur to allow the archaeologists and members of the film production 
team to examine the trench. Most of our documentation work came from a base of operations set 
up immediately outside the safety cordon approximately 15 m from the trench. We recorded regular 
observation in a field notebook and took photographs and video of both the trench and the material 
excavated. This vantage point also allowed us to get periodic, updates from city employees, the 
production crew, and the foreman of the excavation contractors.  

The excavation work was fundamentally shaped by the instability of the landfill and the quantity 
of overburden. The excavator had to move regularly to ensure a secure footing for digging. Because 
the excavator had to move regularly and the excavation only had access to a limited number of 
trucks to move the trash to another landfill, the rate of work was slower than anticipated. The pace 
and depth of the Atari deposit eliminated any hope for excavating a large, open area with sufficiently 
stepped or sloped scarps to allow access to the trench or even clear views of the scarp during 
excavation.  

At the start of excavation a bulldozer scraped perhaps 0.2 to 0.4 m of soil from the surface to 
create both a level space for the excavator but also to remove some of the overburden above the 
first level of garbage. The excavator initially positioned itself at the north side of the trench with its 
treads perpendicular to the east-west cut of the initial landfill deposit. From this position the 
excavator was able to remove approximately 3 m of material which included both the highest level 
of reddish-brown soil, a level of trash, and then another level of reddish-brown soil. The second lens 
of reddish-brown soil represented an earlier surface associated with a temporary closure of this part 
the landfill which was then covered by another round of dumping activity in the mid-1990s. Below 
that level was the trash deposited in the original landfill cell and it consisted of black soil and 
garbage. Because the landfill scarp was relatively unstable, the digger created a compacted platform 
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for itself as it dug down, depositing each bucket load into one of a fleet of dump trucks required to 
cart the old trash to the new landfill several miles out of town. Each truck driver was given a bill of 
lading for their load to record how much material left the old landfill. 

After approximately 3 m of excavation, the scarp seemed unstable and the trench was backfilled. 
The excavator then moved west along the south side of the previously excavated area. A 2 m deep 
ramp was excavated that allowed the excavator to move west and to start to remove soil from a new 
trench to the north of its location and to the west and south of the first trench. The goal of this 
ramp was to situate the excavator on what was thought to be the more stable soil on the southern 
edge of the original cut made for the landfill. At the same time, a bucket loader joined the digger to 
help move excavated earth into the dump trucks and thus allow the excavator to focus on removing 
fill from the trench. By noon, the hole was perhaps 3 m deep with no sign of any Atari games. 
Various members of the film crew and the contractors expressed a concern that the digger would 
not arrive at the Atari level by six that evening, or that the digger’s arm would not be long enough to 
reach down to 10 m below the surface. 

Once the excavator had moved to a new location south of the now-backfilled trench, it opened a 
new trench some 1-2 m to the south and west of the original trench. To expedite removal of fill, the 
excavator would first pile the soil and garbage to the west of the trench before it was moved by the 
bulldozer to the east of the trench and loaded into trucks or piled atop the first trench to the east of 
the new trench. As the bulldozer pushed the bucket-loads of soil and trash from the west side of the 
trench to the north and east, it created a level area approximately the same elevation as the area on 
which the excavator sat to the south of the trench. From this new platform to the west of the 
trench, the excavator removed approximate 4 m of fill. As expected, the stratigraphy of this new 
trench was similar to that of the first trench. There were alternating levels of soil and garbage for the 
first 2 m and then a consistent level black earth and garbage for 3-4 m.  

From this level, black garbage was clearly visible in the excavator's scoop as well as a wide range 
of trash. Our vantage point offered only irregular glimpses of the material removed from the trench. 
The most visible material consisted of fabric, plastic, and dense cardboard. Plastic tarps and lawn 
bags formed tangles of plastic torn by the excavator connecting pockets of discarded yard waste, 
household trash, and dirt. Pieces of corrugated cardboard from shipping boxes represented contact 
between the domestic and industrial world. At one point the excavator tore through a nylon 
parachute which billowed in the wind to remind us of the history of aviation in the region. The 
excavator unravelled spools of magnetic tape from broken cassettes and video tapes. As the pile of 
excavated trash grew larger, some of it spilled down the sides closer to the archaeological and when 
archaeologists were able to enter the safety cordon, they documented an assemblage distinct to the 
1980s. This group of materials included a glass Pepsi bottle, a Donnie and Marie Osmond poster 
probably associated with their successful late 1970s TV series,  newspapers from the 1980s, and bills 
and check registers with similar dates.  By six that evening, the digger had gone as far as it could 
before daylight began to fade and stopped at about 4 m below the surface. The digging would 
continue the following morning and for much of the next afternoon as it searched for the games. 
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Day 2 
 
Based on information from the cores and the dates found on material coming from the trench, 

there was reasonable confidence that the excavator had stopped within a meter of the Atari deposit. 
It is also possible, however, that the production team and the excavator had breached the Atari 
deposit in the evening of the Day 1 digging and simply did not divulge that information to the 
archaeologists. There was no visual indication that the Atari deposit had been breached, and there 
was no reluctance to allow the archaeology team to document the scarp prior to the start of 
excavation. Our slight distrust of the archaeological situation at the end of the first day of excavation 
reflected the questionable state of information moving between the production company and our 
team. The ragged scarp of the trench after Day 1, showed four clear depositional events that were 
consistent with our observations during Day 1: alternating bands of reddish brown soil with levels of 
trash. 

By the time excavation preparation began, over 100 people had assembled awaiting entry into 
the landfill to watch the historic unearthing of the discarded Atari games. In preparation for a more 
public day of excavation, the production company set up a table near the safety fence. We also set 
up another two tables on the far side of the pit where we could document finds as they were 
recovered. A closer scrutiny of the trash being removed from the landfill revealed the remarkable 
level of preservation. As William Rathje noted thirty years ago, the anaerobic conditions of a landfill 
offered a remarkable degree of preservation for organic material. Even grass clippings, for example, 
remained green and vibrant after over 30 years of burial. More important to this excavation, 
however, was the degree to which newspaper and other paper documents were preserved. These 
allowed us to establish very precise terminus post quem for the household trash because we knew that 
the trash was deposited systematically with trash collected later deposited atop trash collected earlier.    

Since we could not approach the edge of the trench and the pace of the excavation continued to 
be brisk, but decided to have the excavator dump every third bucket-full of material at the side of 
the trench for us to examine. We sampled this small pile by filling a 5-gallon bucket of material and 
sorting and documenting the contents. We did this efficiently with notes in a notebook, 
photography, and record additional notes via a portable digital audio recorder. Each bucket we 
examined was labeled with the whiteboard, using the bucket number, date, and time of excavation. 
In the more secure context of the excavation, we sampled five excavator-buckets of garbage and 
black soil removed from the trench and deposited in our sorting area.  

These first four buckets consisted of domestic garbage datable to December and November 
1983. Amidst the chips of broken plastic, there were a number of remarkably intact artifacts 
including: Coca Cola can, a candy cane, a paper check with the date of November 7, 1983. The 
presence of discarded boxes from toys and Christmas decorations suggested that the date in which 
the first buckets were deposited was near or slightly after the end of December 1983. Unfortunately 
the excavator was not able to remove material from the trench with enough delicacy for us to 
recognize individual depositional events. Moreover, the construction and leveling of the landfill 
disturbed deposit enough to make individual truck loads impossible to discern. 
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High winds and blowing sand bedeviled our entire operation making it difficult, at first, and then 
impossible to prevent trash, our notes, and other debris from blowing about the site. There were 
sustained winds of over 20 mph with gusts of 40 mph recorded at the nearby Alamogordo airport. 
The light soil and dust kicked up by the constant movement of heavy equipment ensured that the 
entire operation was engulfed in wind-whipped and billowing dust. As a result, the first find 
associated with the Atari deposit was found by Tony Johnson, a visitor from Denver, Colorado: a 
rubber top to an Atari joystick, which had likely blown from the digger’s bucket over to the portable 
toilets. The producers presented the artifact and the discoverer to the crowd over a public address 
system. 

The excavator breached the Atari deposit in Basket 5, but this load clearly included some of the 
later material associated with regular household trash. This basket included a newspaper article dated 
to September 28, 1983 which featured a cover story on the dumping of the Atari games. By all 
accounts, the Atari deposit represented a single depositional process, made of a number of truck 
loads of Atari material dumped on the bottom of the landfill cell beneath the lowest level of 
domestic trash. The first Atari game discovered in that bucket was a boxed copy of E.T. The rest of 
the bucket contained other Atari cartridges and boxes, as well as paper manuals and inserts, plus an 
assortment of household trash. It would appear, then, that this level captured the contact between 
the Atari deposit and the later garbage. The absence of substantial quantities of concrete in the 
buckets that breached the Atari deposit confirmed that the concrete cap was irregularly applied to 
the top of the Atari deposit and our trench may well have encountered the easternmost part of the 
Atari dump at the edge of the concrete cap. 

With the discovery of Atari material, the nature of the excavation and documentation of material 
changed. The film crew had instructed Reinhard (who wore an earpiece and microphone for the day 
for crew communications) to alert them on a private channel if anything significant was found. 
When the excavator recovered an E.T. cartridge, Director Zak Penn, a soundman, and a cameraman 
arrived, placed the game in a bucket, and then Reinhard and Penn walked to present the artifact to 
the crowd and media. Reinhard unboxed the game for Penn. The box, beaten up from the landfill 
and extraction, yielded an intact E.T. cartridge, instruction booklet, and flyer for the Raiders of the 
Lost Ark game released by Atari in 1982. 

Once the first Atari games were found, the team continued to examine the contents of each 
bucket-load, ferrying material to a set of tables further removed from the crowd and the excavator 
to unload, photograph, and record in a preliminary way. The team arranged the games and hardware 
on the table for Guins to identify. We recorded his identifications in a notebook and photographed 
finds that were either rare or well-preserved.  The finds were recorded by title, contents, and 
condition before being returned to their respectively 5-gallon buckets. Special finds would be placed 
in banker boxes. The archaeologists were interviewed on camera during one recording session to 
describe the method and what was being found and saved. 

As the crowd dispersed and the initial thrill of discovery gave way to the reality of standing in a 
landfill during a sand storm, the excavator moved more quickly to extract as much of the Atari 
deposit as possible. The bucket loads of games and other debris were dumped outside of the trench, 
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and we worked quickly to document the material as it was being extracted and before city employees 
collected it for removal, sorting, and storage. The quantity of blowing dust, the time constraints of 
the production and excavation schedule, and the irregular flow of information made the work on 
Day 2 chaotic and exhausting. 

 
 

The Games and Media Archaeology 
 
The excavation of the Atari dump at Alamogordo confirmed the presence of the Atari games 

long thought to have been dumped there. The significance of this excavation, however, depended 
less on the archaeological stratigraphy of the Alamogordo landfill and more on the excavation as a 
literal expression of media archaeology. The excavation contended with the games as physical 
objects as well as recognizing the relationship between the archaeological context of the Atari games 
and both the character of early-1980s home video game play and efforts to construct transmedia 
experiences by designing games based on well-known films (Jenkins 2006; Harvey 2015). The goal 
of this section is not to explore all the possible narratives in which these games exist as media 
objects in an archaeological context and as objects of media archaeology, but to colocate the 
narrative structured by the games themselves within a broader archaeological context of the 
contemporary world.  

Media archaeology recognizes that both the materiality of media as well as our experience of 
these media constitute their cultural expression (Parikka 2012). Media archaeologists have embraced 
the physical hardware of the game cartridge as much as the software of the game and understood 
them as inseparable aspects of any analysis of media as an archaeological object. As an approach to 
media and its physicality, media archaeology assumes the entangled nature of the game cartridge is 
essential to the game’s place within historical and contemporary culture. The Alamogordo 
excavation produced meaning by leveraging the physicality of the game itself in Zak Penn’s film and 
as a new cypher through which to view the experience of playing game. For example, the numerous 
cores taken to test for toxic emissions from the landfill, the juxtaposition between the games and 
domestic trash, the instability of the loamy soils and the uncompacted trash, and the anaerobic 
character landfill itself shaped the archaeological context and the resulting narrative of the game’s 
discovery. At the same time, certain aspects of the 1980s video game play, from the presence of 
hidden Easter eggs to basic familiarity with the story of the movie itself, refracted through the 
filmmakers lens and our work at the Alamogordo landfill to shape our experience of the excavation. 
The concept of media archaeology offers a template for attempting to resolve the complex cultural 
lives of physical and media objects. The following reading of the Alamogordo excavations seeks to 
narrate the place of the games and the excavation within this expansive view of media archaeology. 

The recovery of the E.T. Games, along with a range of other titles and Atari paraphernalia in the 
Alamogordo landfill confirmed shadowy story from 1983 that the Atari Corporation transported 
thousands of returned, remaindered, and unsold games from their El Paso distribution center for 
burial in a small-town landfill (Guins 2014). The rationale for this was perhaps no more sinister than 
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an attempt to save money by a cash strapped company that found the dumping rates cheaper for 
corporate waste in a small, desert city, and a New Mexico law that made it illegal to scavenge at 
landfills (Goldberg and Vendet 2012, 656-657). Whatever the reason, dumping the games amid a 
post-consumer, late 20th-century domestic assemblage ironically located these games to their 
intended, but largely unrealized place alongside the objects of everyday life from a mid-1980s 
American home. Movie posters, video and audio tape, magazines and newspapers, represented both 
common objects in the Alamogordo and staples of late-20th-century American media consumption. 
The design of the Atari console and its games situated it alongside the television, the video cassette 
player, magazines and stereo equipment that made up the media universe of the American 
household (Guins 2014). These physical relationships exist even in discard with the dates on 
newspapers, a Christmastime Sears catalogue and other media providing chronological markers for 
the various levels present in the dump. The presence of the Atari games alongside other 
contemporary media objects simultaneously displaced and restored the games to a discarded version 
of their intended domestic context.  

The dumping of these games in a rather remote, small-town landfill demonstrated how the 
banality of domestic discard in the 1980s allowed for these games to be hidden in plain sight. In 
many ways, the occlusion of discarded consumer objects informed the work of William Rathje and 
his team at the Tuscon Garbage Project (Rathje 1992) who had begun to reveal the patterns of 
domestic consumption in post-consumer waste through their systematic study of both curbside 
trash and landfills. This work has had a formative influence on more recent efforts to study the 
social context of late modern discard (Ferrell 2006; Lucas 2002) and production of landfills (Reno 
2009) as well as historical roots in the earliest era of archaeological practice (Schmidt 2001). 
Archaeologists have both a contemporary investment and historical commitments to unpacking the 
complexity of domestic discard through the study of middens, discard practices, and even modern 
dumps. By revealing the Atari dump amid domestic discard through documenting the excavation of 
the landfill, as opposed to only the assemblage of Atari games, we located contemporary media 
within disciplinary practice as well. 

The disciplinary practice of revealing the complexities of domestic discard and documenting 
patterns hidden in plain sight has intriguing parallels to certain features present in the E.T. video 
game. In the video game itself, the player had to bring E.T. home while avoiding a number of perils 
including difficult to escape pits. Like many Atari games of this era, the E.T. game also contained an 
“Easter egg.” Easter eggs are hidden features in the game that only a complex set of typically 
obscure moves reveal. The earliest such feature revealed the name of game designer in the game 
Adventure (Monfort and Bogost 2009). The game designer for the E.T. game, Howard Scott 
Warshaw, included an Easter egg. A complex set of moves allowed the player to transform the 
plucky E.T. first into “Yar,” the title character, in the game Yar’s Revenge, then into Indiana Jones 
from the movie-themed, Raiders of the Lost Ark, Atari game. Warshaw designed E.T., Yar’s 
Revenge, and Raiders, making the Easter egg a kind of personal signature. It also formed a narrative 
parallel to the search for the burial of E.T. games in the New Mexico dessert as the games served as 
a kind of Easter egg under the detritus of contemporary life at the Alamogordo landfill. 
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The interplay of the expected and the hidden that make video game Easter eggs so appealing to 
early Atari gamers likewise reflected the genre bending character of the E.T. video game (and its 
contemporary release of Raiders of the Lost Arc). The 1982 E.T. film involved the efforts of a 
suburban kid, Eliot, to keep hidden the affectionate extra-terrestrial and help him to find his way 
home. Set in the American suburbs, the film in punctuated by the adorable E.T. being hidden in 
plain sight to unsuspicious adults, like the assemblage of video games, even as Eliot conspires to 
help E.T. communicate with his interstellar family. Fans of the film realize that the history of the 
film itself also contained a kind of Easter egg in a deleted scene that featured Harrison Ford as 
Eliot’s principal. While this scene never appeared in the film itself, it was sufficient well known to 
garner comment from director Steven Spielberg who had a history of having Harrison Ford and 
other favorite actors make cameo appearances in his movies.  

To return to media archaeology and archaeology of the media, the intended domestic context for 
Atari games belied their unexpected appearance in the post-consumer discards in the Alamogordo 
landfill. At the same time, the appearance of this deposit echoed the presence of Easter eggs in Atari 
game play and in the E.T. game, in particular, where the author of the game made his presence 
known through a series of secret moves. Like Eliot in the film, one goal of the excavation (an not 
coincidentally  game play was to return the Atari cartridges and the extraterrestrial to their familiar 
domestic contexts, home, while simultaneously revealing a hidden meaning. For an observer familiar 
with the games, the film, and with popular depictions of archaeology, such as that presented in the 
contemporary film (and game designed by Howard Scott Warshaw) Raiders of the Lost Ark the 
interplay between hidden and known, domestic and displaced, was a familiar theme.    

 
Excavation as Popular Narrative in Atari: Game Over 

 
By the 1980s, Atari games served to domesticate the experience of the movie by making it 

possible not only to encounter well-known characters from movies in the home, but also to create 
private versions of the action. In this context, the television replaced the movie screen and the game 
design set the parameters in which a private version of the film played out. The transmedia moment 
fostered by games echoed a larger blurring of the distinction between disciplinary archaeological 
narratives and narratives formed in games and film. In this context, Zak Penn’s film becomes an 
opportunity to excavate the Alamogordo landfill, 1980s video-game culture culture, and the popular 
perceptions of archaeological knowledge making.    

The presence of archaeologists at the landfill primarily worked to document the ongoing 
excavation and had minimal involvement in its planning and actual execution. While our presence 
garnered some media attention, the production of the documentary and the discovery of the games 
took centerstage. As a result, the documentary itself represents the most authentic publication of 
fieldwork at the site. In the film, interviews with key figures at Atari describe the rise and fall of that 
business Howard Scott Warshaw, the game’s designer, narrated the process of creating the game, 
various video game experts opined on the quality of the game and its place within video game 
culture, and Joe Lewandowski walked Zak Penn through the methods that he used to locate the 
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buried games in the landfill. The archaeological team appeared but briefly in the film during the 
excavations and during a hasty sorting of the games the day after the excavations occurred. They 
served largely as props adding the impression of disciplinary legitimacy to the proceedings. The 
archaeologists efforts to document the work itself largely happened despite the activities of the film 
crews. 

The excavation of the games was a media event that spoke to popular expectations of 
archaeological narratives, a gamified encounter with culture, and the distinct  character of Zak 
Penn’s filmmaking. Our report on the excavations, then, is an artifact of the media event rendering 
the recovered games are as much media artifacts as archaeological ones. As a result, the film and the 
filmmaker deserves scrutiny as they contributed to the archaeological process both through funding 
and coordinating the actual excavation and shaping the potential narratives of the work at the 
landfill.   

Zak Penn, the film’s director, came to this project with a history of producing works that 
challenged the idea of the documentary in fundamental ways. This is particularly visible in his earlier 
work with the renown filmmaker Werner Herzog. The Incident at Loch Ness was a 2004 Zak Penn 
“mockumentary” featuring Herzog as the director of a fictional documentary. In a strange and 
intentional twist, the fictional Herzog documentary received attention in Hollywood trade 
publications like The Hollywood Report and Variety in 2003 as an authentic documentary film about the 
Loch Ness monster. A series of fake websites promoted the Herzog film as an effort to publicize 
Zak Penn’s film about a fictional film (Herbert 2009). The ambiguity surrounding the Incident at Loch 
Ness represented an example of what film critic Daniel Herbert has called the “Herzog 
Malfunction.” The term itself is a play on Foucault’s term “author-function” (Foucault 1977), and 
Herbert argues that Penn plays on Herzog’s tendency to blur the distinction between documentary 
films and feature films and between the narratives associated with the making of the films and their 
presentation. The most example of this was the famous scene in Herzog’s film Fitzcarroldo (1982) 
that depicted the real event of a boat being dragged across a mountain in Brazil. In the Incident at 
Loch Ness, Penn’s character confounds Herzog’s efforts to produce a documentary through largely 
comical efforts to fabricate the existence of the Loch Ness monster as well as other more absurd 
attempts to undermine Herzog’s painfully earnest posture as both an auteur, artist, and independent 
filmmaker. This kind of transmedia narrative misdirection and playfulness is not unique in feature 
film making has given rise to an entire genre of “mock documentaries” (Roscoe and Hight 2001). 

The goal of establishing Penn’s association with Herzog is not suggest that the excavations at 
Alamogordo were fake. At the same time, Penn’s control of the information during the excavation 
and the local promotion of the event as a cultural experience attracting large crowds of both media 
and interested onlookers served to make the excavation itself into a media event. During the second 
day of excavation, the archaeologists were permitted to work set up behind the safety cordon and an 
announcer breathlessly announced the results of every bucket that the archaeological team 
examined. From a display table set up facing the assembled crowds, the head of the archaeological 
team, Andrew Reinhard, expertly identified the first object associated with the Atari dump and the 
first E.T. game recovered from the landfill. Penn was on hand to present Howard Scott Warshaw 
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with a copy of an excavated E.T. game even as the wind began to pick up and punish the crowds 
and the film crews alike. Despite the authentic weather, the presence of crowds, film crews, and 
celebrities, undermined sense of authentic archaeological work leading to the discovery of the E.T. 
games for those of us working at the site. At the same time, the excitement and anticipation on the 
excavation day and the tension created in the film relied on the expectation that archaeology 
revealed the unknown.  

It seems clear that Penn and his film crew played upon this characteristic of popular 
archaeological storytelling to create an excavation that conformed to a narrative style common to the 
blockbuster films, E.T. or Raiders of the Lost Ark, upon which Howard Scott Warshaw’s video games 
were based. The games were hidden as much by the overburden of the landfill as the creative 
misdirection of Penn and his team and expectant desire of the audience to experience a genuine 
moment of discovery. As archaeologists, we were largely kept in the dark about the real progress of 
the excavation and had we not arrived on the dig site earlier than expected we would have remained 
in the dark about presence of the games.   

The narrative presented in the film, Atari: Game Over, approached the birth, death, and re-
discovery of Atari in an Alamogordo landfill in a loosely Freudian way. The opening scenes of the 
film feature Penn discussing his childhood fascination with Atari games. The film itself then 
followed the meteoric rise of Atari alongside the rise of its superstar game designer Howard Scott 
Warshaw. Warshaw worked hard and played hard on his way to several blockbuster hits for the 
company. Emboldened by the company’s success and rapid growth, Atari spent $22 million,  the 
highest in video game history, to produce the E.T. game and its 5-week production from concept to 
finished game was record setting for its day. This challenge was set against the wild world of late-
1970s and early-1980s Atari culture where spontaneous parties and lax corporate oversight indulged 
the creativity of their designers as they literally created a home video game industry and medium of 
expression. The excitement and creativity channeled by Warshaw resulted in a game that he hoped 
would generate an emotional response from the player beyond simply the satisfaction of solving a 
puzzle. This approach to the game did not prevent its market failure or forestall the worsening 
financial situation of Atari which resulted in the end of the party-like atmosphere and ultimately, 
Warshaw and his colleagues losing their jobs. In the popular view of the history of Atari, the game’s 
failure to capture the 1983 Christmas season contributed to the declining financial health of the 
company and ultimately led to its demise.  

In Atari: Game Over, the excavation of the Atari games was about more than simply proving an 
urban legend, but offered an opportunity to reclaim Warshaw’s ecstatic experiences as an Atari 
designer, a moment in our collective childhood, and the fate of Atari as a company. Archaeology, in 
this narrative context, represented a restorative practice designed to expose and to heal the wound 
caused by a traumatic and abrupt end to childhood. The restorative aspect of this excavation, of 
course, resonates with the plot of E.T. as the childlike alien conspires with Eliot to find his way 
home. Excavating the Atari games exposed the scarred unconscious of Warshaw as well as of a 
generation of Atari aficionados for whom the demise of Atari contributed to the end of their 
childhood. The emotional moment where Penn presents Warshaw with an excavated copy of the 
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game completes the circle. Penn offers the clever coda at the end of the film that reveals Warshaw’s 
second career as a psychoanalyst, thus ensuring that the audience understood the none too subtle 
Freudian tale of restoration.   

 
Conclusions 

 
The Alamogordo Atari excavations located archaeological work at the intersection of popular 

media, media archaeology, and the archaeology of the contemporary world. This analysis 
demonstrates how these narratives interoperated on both a methodological level during the 
Alamogordo Atari excavations and in the various analyses and publications of their results. While 
the narratives and their presentation did not neatly overlap, they did reveal a common interplay 
between disclosure and occlusion, domestic and corporate, fiction and fact, and conscious and 
unconscious. These conceptual rifts track along the academic and popular divide where the thrill of 
discovery and the heroic scholar often hides the grinding, technical, and slow work of research, 
discovery, and publication. These narratives contaminated one another constantly during this time 
on site. The lack of information and access for the archaeologists made it impossible to document 
the excavation thoroughly. The carefully choreographed moment of discovery amid the assembled 
crowd and dignitaries emphasized the fictional resolution of the search at the expense of the 
documentary narrative of discovery. At the same time, permission to excavate the games themselves 
depended upon a controlled sampling of the landfill, adherence to various regulations, and their 
discovery. The careful documentation of excavation of the landfill restored the games to a kind of 
consumerist and domestic context that found obvious parallels with the goal of the game itself in 
which the homesick alien yearns to return home. Zak Penn’s film completes the story, in some ways, 
by restoring the intentionally hidden E.T. game to its designer, Howard Scott Warshaw, and 
allowing him to relive his younger days.    

The narrative structure of archaeological discourse ultimately reflects the discipline’s ethical 
commitments. These commitments, however, do not simply emerge from the eager scripts of 
archaeologists, but in the dense relationship between objects, media, and practice. The archaeology 
of the contemporary world provides a particularly vivid vantage point to understand our entangled 
discourse. Contemporaneity forces the archaeologist to recognize their own place amid media and 
objects and limits and affordances that these things and relationships allow.  


