
Before the flashing lights and the digital sounds of today’s video slots graced casino floors, slot machines were
bulky mechanical marvels. Unlike modern video slots that rely heavily on circuit boards and complex software,
early mechanical slot machines eschewed electronic components altogether. Instead, they used intricate
arrangements of gears, springs, reels, and levers—the mechanical payout systems—that defined the gaming
experience for decades.

Understanding these mechanical constraints not only sheds light on the evolution of slot machine cabinet sizes
and designs but also helps clarify why early slots maintained their characteristic shapes and footprints beyond just
the display window. Also, with the advent of smartphones and desktop monitors as primary gaming screens
today, it’s important to appreciate how mechanical slot machine design contrasts with the digital display sizes we
often consider, such as diagonal inches and aspect ratios.

In this article, we'll explore what mechanical slot machines used instead of circuit boards, how their mechanical
nature shaped their design, and how this compares with modern slot tech trends, referencing points from MrQ
Casino and insights from the California Office of Historic Preservation.

The Heart of the Machine: Mechanical Payout Systems
The core of any traditional mechanical slot machine was its mechanical payout system. This system determined
whether a spin resulted in a win, and how much was paid out. Unlike today’s digital casino management systems
slots RNGs (Random Number Generators) embedded on circuit boards, these earlier models relied on entirely
physical systems:

Gears and Springs: Intricate gear trains controlled the timing and motion of the reels and the payout
delivery. Springs stored and released energy for lever pulls and coin payouts.

Reels and Levers: Rather than spinning on digital graphics, the reels were actual physical wheels with
symbols painted or embossed directly on them. The lever—often a large arm on the side—was not just
aesthetic but an essential mechanical trigger.

When a player pulled the lever, it physically engaged the internal gears and springs, spinning the reels and then
engaging a catch mechanism to stop them. The alignment of symbols determined payouts, mechanically verified
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by the position of the reels relative to pawls and pins.

Why No Circuit Boards?

It might seem strange today that these early machines operated without electronic control, but the timeline
explains it: electronic circuit boards simply didn’t exist or weren’t yet miniaturized for such applications during their
creation and peak popularity. In addition, mechanical systems were robust and reliable enough in casino
environments.

This explains why the development and design of entire slot machine cabinets were so dependent on these
mechanical parts. The cabinet’s volume had to accommodate the whole payout mechanism—a complex maze of
moving parts—beyond just the window where you could see the reels spin.

Cabinet Size: Much More Than the Reel Window
Anyone who’s seen a mechanical slot machine in person—say, in an exhibit curated by the California Office of
Historic Preservation—knows that the machine’s cabinet footprint is much bigger than the reel window suggests.

This isn’t just about aesthetics. The cabinets had to house:

The mechanical payout system itself (gears, levers, springs)

A coin hopper to store and dispense winnings

Robust framing to withstand repeated forceful lever pulls

Space for maintenance access panels

In fact, the visible window showing the spinning reels was only a fraction of the total machine surface, sometimes
less than a quarter of the front panel area. This is something that modern slot players might overlook because
today’s machines emphasize digital displays that can change dynamically, adapting to different game themes with
no physical reels.

Mechanical Constraints Dictated Cabinet Design

These requirements shaped constraints like depth, height, and width, resulting in the familiar, often bulky shape of
classic slot machines. For example, the cabinet had to be deep enough to hold all the moving parts and robust



enough to withstand heavy use on the casino floor.

Understanding this helps us appreciate why mechanical slot machines never looked sleek like a modern
smartphone or desktop monitor. Their physical mechanics demanded their shape and size—a far cry from the
digitized, screen-first design heritage we see in gaming devices today.

Size and Display: What Diagonal Inches and Aspect Ratio Really Mean
In today’s gaming environment—both online and on physical video slots—screen size is often discussed in
diagonal inches. This is great for quick consumer comparisons, but it can be misleading without context.

For example, while a 32-inch video slot screen might sound "big," the way those inches are measured (diagonally)
and the aspect ratio determine how much actual horizontal and vertical space the content occupies.

Think about your own devices:

A typical smartphone screen might be 6.5 inches diagonally, but with a tall, narrow aspect ratio that spreads
content vertically.

A standard desktop monitor, however, might measure 24 inches diagonally with a 16:9 ratio, giving lots of
wide horizontal space for viewing.

Applying this to slot machines, the old mechanical cabinets had physical reels roughly 3 to 4 inches in diameter,
arranged horizontally or vertically depending on the model. Their "screen" was more a window to these spinning
mechanical reels than an actual screen at all. Hence, diagonal inches wouldn’t have served as a useful
measurement for real-world size or user experience.

Video Slots Got Bigger—Then Smaller Because of Mobile

With the dawn of video slots in the late 20th century, casinos and manufacturers started using larger digital
displays to attract players. This often meant increasing cabinet sizes from those mechanical predecessors, with
some machines featuring displays rivaling a large desktop monitor in size, sometimes over 40 inches diagonally.

MrQ Casino, for instance, offers an online gaming experience optimized for both large desktop screens and small
mobile devices. The shift back toward more compact devices is driven by the increasing number of players gaming
on smartphones.

This mobile convenience has led to smaller screens and more efficient UI layouts for slot games, significantly
different from both the large cabinet sizes of mechanical and early video slot machines. However, the vital design
lesson from mechanical machines remains—what fits within the display window or screen isn’t the whole story.
Gameplay elements, appropriately sized buttons, and readable visuals are crucial for accessibility, especially on
small mobile screens.

Lessons from Mechanical Slot Classics for Modern Gaming
Even as the technology evolved from gears to circuits, from levers to touchscreens, the principles of good design
persist:

1. Function dictates form: The mechanical parts shaped cabinet dimensions—and today, touch targets and
readability shape screen and UI scale.

2. Size isn’t just diagonal inches: Aspect ratio and usable display area impact experience more than a simple
diagonal measurement.



3. Physical feedback matters: That mechanical lever pull gave players a tactile connection; today’s interfaces
often try to replicate that via haptics.

Though mechanical payout systems have been replaced by circuit boards loaded with microcontrollers and RNG
algorithms, the legacy of those physical machines lives on in slot design philosophy and the gaming culture
preserved and studied by organizations like the California Office of Historic Preservation.

Summary: The Mechanical Past in a Digital Future
Aspect Mechanical Slot Machines Modern Digital Slots Core technology Gears, springs, reels, levers (mechanical
payout systems) Circuit boards, RNG software, digital graphics Cabinet size Bulky; accommodates complex
mechanical parts Varies; sometimes large video panels, but flexible for mobile Display Physical spinning reels
behind glass window LCD/OLED screens with dynamic, versatile graphics User interface Physical lever, buttons,
payouts delivered mechanically Touchscreen controls, responsive UI that fits various screens

Mechanical slot machines didn’t need circuit boards because their entire operation was rooted in the physical
world—moving parts turning and clicking in precisely engineered synchrony. Understanding this mechanical
heritage enriches our appreciation for how far gaming technology has evolved while reminding us that size,
interface, and meaningful player feedback are timeless pillars of good game design.

As you swipe on MrQ Casino’s latest slots on your smartphone or sit back enjoying a game on your desktop
monitor, spare a thought for those clacking gears and spinning reels that paved the way.


