
The classic slot machines you might have seen in vintage casinos, museums, or in retro Hollywood scenes were
often hefty, tall, and undeniably imposing. These large cabinets were not just a stylistic choice—they were a direct
result of the mechanical engineering that powered these early gambling icons.

Gaming giants like MrQ Casino occasionally nod to this heritage while spotlighting today’s sleek, digital slots.
Meanwhile, organizations such as the California Office of Historic Preservation take care to preserve these pieces of
gaming history—big and bulky as they may be. But why exactly did these old slot machines require such big heavy
cabinets? And how does that compare to how we measure screen sizes today, from smartphone displays to
desktop monitors?

Mechanical Constraints Shaped Early Cabinet Size
The primary reason old slot machines had large, heavy cabinets was due to the mechanical reels and gears
housed inside. Unlike today’s video slots that rely on software and thin screens, these machines were complex
mechanical assemblies. Here’s what drove their size and weight:

Gears and Shafts: The spinning reels connected to shafts and gear trains that needed plenty of room to
operate smoothly without binding or jamming.

Lever Clearance: The iconic lever on the side had to be long enough to provide mechanical advantage and
give players satisfying feedback. This lever movement required robust linkages housed inside the cabinet.

Durable Construction: The cabinets had to be heavy and stable to prevent tipping or movement during play.
Players tugging on the lever or spinning the reels exerted force that these machines needed to withstand.

Coin & Payout Mechanisms: Old machines included coin slots, storage trays, payout chutes, and mechanical
counters—all requiring space and sturdy mounting.

Why Stability and Weight Mattered

The cabinets’ footprint extended well beyond the visible “reel window” players saw. The large chassis housed
weighty metal arms, cams, springs, and counters. This is what contributed to the cabinet stability weight—a
critical factor ensuring the player experience wasn’t ruined by a wobbly machine.



Think of it like a wooden coach pulled by horses: you need a strong, steady frame to handle bumps and jolts.
Similarly, the early slot machines needed a physical bulk to maintain reliability.

Cabinet Footprint Is More Than the Reel Window
If you’ve ever measured a modern smartphone screen or a desktop monitor, you know that screen size
calculations can be deceiving. Early slot machines worked the same way, but with a mechanical twist.

Understanding the Screen vs. Cabinet in Old Slots

When a vintage machine is described as having a 20-inch “reel window,” that doesn’t mean the entire cabinet was
20 inches wide. The visible glass area was just the “face” where the reels spun. The full cabinet dimensions included
space for:

Gearing and reel mechanisms behind the glass

Levers and pushplate assemblies

Coin path mechanisms and payout trays at the bottom

Coin box and locked door areas for casino staff access

So, the overall footprint was often 2-3 times larger than the reel window alone. This “hidden” cabinet bulk was
essential for the machine’s internal mechanics and durability.

Video Slots Got Bigger Before Mobile Made Them Smaller
With the arrival of video technology, slot machines began evolving, sometimes paradoxically becoming bigger
before shrinking again:

Early Video Slots: Introduced screens that simulated reels but required CRT or plasma displays, power
supplies, and extra cooling—often resulting in larger cabinets than mechanical predecessors.

Bar-top vs. Floor Models: New designs included multi-line displays and enhanced player features,
demanding even more cabinet real estate.



Mobile Gaming Impact: Today, the widespread use of smartphones and tablets has pressured the industry
to innovate smaller, more ergonomic machines that mimic the convenience of mobile UI.

In fact, diagonal screen inches and aspect ratios can be deceptive at first glance. For example, a 27-inch desktop
monitor looks noticeably bigger than a 27-inch TV because the aspect ratio and bezel size differ. Similarly, early
video slots with bulky CRT screens needed large cabinets for ventilation and durability, adding to their footprint
beyond just screen size.

Diagonal Inches and Aspect Ratio Can Mislead
When discussing old slot machines or modern devices, it’s vital to clarify what diagonal measurements indicate—
and what they don’t. The diagonal inch count measures just the screen’s diagonal length, not the physical device
size or internal space requirements.

For example, compare a modern smartphone to an old slot machine interface:

Device Diagonal Inches Visible Screen Area Device Footprint Cabinet/Device Depth Vintage Slot Reel Window 18-
24 inches Mechanical reels visible behind glass 3-4 times reel window size 18+ inches housing reels and
mechanisms Modern Smartphone 6-7 inches Full touchscreen Just slightly larger than screen (width/height) 0.3-
0.4 inches thin Desktop Monitor (16:9) 24-27 inches Rectangular LCD panel Only slightly larger than screen 1.5-3
inches depth (incl. stand)

Notice how the vintage slot’s physical cabinet far surpasses the reel window dimension due to its mechanical
needs, whereas modern electronics focus on compactness and screen efficiency.

Summing Up: Why Big Heavy Cabinets Were a Necessity
Old slot machines didn’t rely on digital pixels or processing power. Instead, they were mechanical marvels
requiring:

1. Robust Weight and Stability: To counteract forces from lever pulls and gear rotations, preventing tipping or
sliding.

2. Spacious Cabinets: Providing enough room for the gears, reels, coin trays, and payout systems.

3. Lever Clearance: The side lever needed room to move freely, an essential part of the gaming experience and
machine function.

4. Durability: Heavy steel and wood construction protected intricate moving parts from damage and wear.

slot machine height average

Today, while MrQ Casino and other operators focus on digital convenience often played on handheld devices, it’s
fun and educational to peek back at the history preserved by organizations like the California Office of Historic
Preservation. These old giants might seem oversized compared to a smartphone, but they were perfectly
engineered to meet the needs of their era.

Final Thoughts: Size Isn’t Just About Inches
When you see the diagonal inches of a screen or slot machine window quoted, remember:

It doesn't give the full picture—particularly for slot machines where mechanics reside behind the display.

Aspect ratio and cabinet design heavily influence how “big” a machine feels and functions.
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Interface elements, whether on a lever or touchscreen, must fit natural human motions—lever clearance in old
machines, thumb reach on mobile devices.

Understanding these nuances helps us appreciate the craft behind the gaming experience—from mechanical slot
machines roaring in smoky casino floors to the sleek video slots and apps that fit in our pockets today.


