
A three-reel slot machine is often pictured as a compact cabinet with three spinning cylinders, a viewing window
and a handle. That image is useful, but it can hide an important distinction: “three-reel” describes the number of
reel positions presented to the player, not necessarily how the machine works inside. The reels might be physical
strips mounted on rotating drums, or digital images displayed on a screen. In both cases, the player may see three
columns of symbols; the mechanism producing that view can be quite different.

Looking at a machine as an object helps make the distinction clearer. Its cabinet, controls, window, coin handling
and result display organise a sequence of actions: pay, start, watch, and find out what happened. The design is not
merely a shell for a game. It shapes what the player can see, what they can handle, and how a result is recorded or
paid out.

What “three-reel” means to the player
In practical terms, a three-reel machine presents three symbol-bearing columns as the principal field of play. In a
traditional machine, each column corresponds to a physical reel: a drum carrying a strip printed with symbols. The
player activates the machine, the reels turn, and they stop in positions that can be read through a reels viewing
window. The visible arrangement is then compared with the machine’s rules, often shown on a paytable.

That is the visual convention. What is happening mechanically is a separate question. On an older coin-operated
machine, a lever, button or other control may initiate a mechanical or electromechanical sequence. A digital
machine can instead select a result electronically and animate images to make them appear to spin and stop. The
screen can closely imitate the look of drums without containing any rotating reels at all.

Feature Physical-reel design Digital-reel design What the player sees Symbols on drums, viewed through an
opening or window Reel-like columns of symbols shown on a display What produces the result Mechanical or
electromechanical parts, depending on the machine Electronic game logic, with animation presenting the outcome
What “stopping” means The drums physically come to rest at selected positions The animation ends on a chosen
display state What can be inferred from a picture Visible details of the cabinet and, sometimes, parts of the
mechanism The screen’s visual language, but not proof of mechanical reels

Reading the machine as an object
Casinos and other gambling venues are often described through games, rules or famous buildings. An object-led
history starts somewhere more tangible: with the equipment people encountered. A machine’s coin slot, handle,
buttons, glass, labels and payout opening all offer evidence about how it was meant to be used. They also show
how a venue organised play at the level of the individual player.

Early slot-machine designs made the transaction and the result part of one compact object. A player could
approach a cabinet, insert payment, operate a control and watch a result without needing a dealer to announce
each stage. The machine’s front face acted as an instruction surface. It indicated where payment went, which
control to use, where the symbols would appear and where a payout might be delivered.

That does not mean every machine had the same arrangement or operated in the same way. Cabinets changed;
payment and payout systems changed; and some machines were modified over their working lives. A photograph
may show only the front, not the internal mechanism, the back panel or the surrounding furniture. It may also
show a machine out of service or posed for display. Treating one photograph as a complete technical record is
risky.



How the equipment shapes gameplay actions
A machine’s layout makes a sequence of actions legible. The player has to know where to place a coin or token,
how to initiate a play, where to look while the result is presented, and how to recognise a win or other outcome.
The physical arrangement can reduce the need for spoken instruction: a slot suggests insertion, a handle suggests
pulling, and a window frames the area that matters.

1. Payment: the player uses a coin slot, token input, ticket reader or another accepted method.

2. Activation: a lever or button starts a play, subject to the machine’s particular design.

3. Observation: the player watches the symbols in the reels viewing window or on a screen.

4. Interpretation: the visible result is read against a paytable or other rules displayed on the machine.

5. Settlement: any award may be paid, credited or recorded through the equipment’s system.

The sequence can look familiar across different machines, but the familiar gestures do not establish that their
internals are alike. Pulling a lever on a cabinet and tapping a button on a touchscreen may serve a similar role for
the player. One gesture may set physical components in motion; the other may send an electronic command.
Similarity at the interface is not identity of mechanism.

Visibility: what the window lets the player read

The reels viewing window is a practical design feature, not just a decorative frame. Its size and position affect which
symbols can be seen and how easily the player can compare them. On a physical-reel machine, the opening
reveals a portion of each drum while concealing the rest of the symbol strip. The displayed row or rows provide
the view used to interpret the result. Labels and paytables may explain which combinations count and what they
pay.

On a digital interface, the same idea is recreated on a screen. The symbols may be larger, brighter or animated in
ways that a physical drum cannot reproduce. The display can also add counters, messages and controls around
the reel image. These features tell us about the interface and its conventions; they do not show that hidden
mechanical reels are turning. An animation is evidence of an animated presentation, not of a physical process
behind it.

Handling: touch, movement and feedback

Controls give a machine a particular physical character. A handle has a direction of movement and resistance; a
button has a limited travel; a coin slot has dimensions and a tactile edge. These details guide the hand and can
make the action feel distinct from simply watching. On a digital machine, touch controls may replace or
supplement those familiar forms. The on-screen button can visually stand in for a lever while working through
electronics.

For anyone studying a machine through a photograph or a live stream, it is useful to separate the observed action
from the inferred process. A player may pull a handle and the reels may appear to spin. The stream can show the
gesture and the visible result, but it may not reveal whether movement is mechanically driving the outcome or
triggering an electronic sequence. A camera angle can also conceal the payment inlet, the payout area or other
equipment.



Live streams and animated reels as evidence
Live streams can be valuable records of physical equipment in use. They may show a player inserting a coin or
token, operating a control, waiting for a historyfiles.co.uk result and collecting a payout. They can also reveal the
machine’s scale, sound, lighting and position in a room—qualities that still photographs often lose. But a stream
records only what its camera and microphone capture. If the view is cropped to the screen, it may show a game
interface rather than the complete machine. If it shows only the front, it may not reveal the internal mechanism or
the wider layout.

Animated reels in digital slot interfaces are useful for understanding visual conventions. They show how software
borrows the appearance of rotating drums, symbol columns, stopping sequences and payline arrangements. They
can be compared with photographs of physical machines to study continuities in presentation. They should not,
however, be treated as evidence that a contemporary game contains mechanical reels. A convincing spinning
animation remains an image sequence unless other evidence establishes the presence of physical components.

In research and interpretation, it helps to describe the evidence precisely. “The screen displays three animated
symbol columns” is more cautious than “three reels spin” when the mechanism is unknown. If a live stream clearly
shows a cabinet and controls, describe those visible parts, then state what cannot be confirmed from the footage.
That distinction preserves the difference between what the player sees and what the machine does.

https://www.historyfiles.co.uk/support/historyES431-Cards-Wheels-and-Reels.htm


Recording results: labels, credits and payouts
A slot machine must communicate what happened after the symbols stop. On a simple physical machine, a player
might consult a printed paytable and collect a payout from a tray. Other machines may use counters, meters or
credit displays. Digital equipment can record credits electronically and display them on screen. These are different
ways of making a result legible and managing settlement.

Recording matters to the design because it affects the player’s next action. A visible credit total tells the player
whether they can continue without making another payment. A payout tray marks where coins or tokens may be
collected. A printed paytable connects the symbols to values. Even small labels—such as instructions near the coin
input—can make the machine more self-explanatory.

When documenting an object, note what is actually present: a physical tray, a display, a printed table, a meter, or
an empty aperture. A photograph may not show whether a counter is working, whether the tray is original, or
whether the machine is configured for its historic use. The visible object and its operational state are not always
the same thing.

Tables, layouts and marked areas
Although a three-reel slot machine is a self-contained cabinet, it belongs to a wider environment of casino
equipment. Its placement affects how people approach, stand, watch and move around it. A row of cabinets can
create individual play positions, each facing its own controls and display. Nearby walkways, seating and service
areas can determine whether players can easily reach the machine or whether staff can observe and maintain it.

Table games make the role of layout even more explicit. Their surfaces often carry marked betting areas,
boundaries and places for cards, chips or other equipment. Those markings are functional: they organise where
actions occur and help players and staff read the state of play. Roulette, for example, is not just a wheel. The wheel,
table layout, betting grid, chip placement and position of the participants work together as equipment. A
photograph of a wheel alone shows only part of the arrangement.

The comparison is useful because it shows that a game’s design is not confined to its central mechanism. A slot
cabinet gathers payment, control, display and settlement into one vertical object. A table game distributes those



functions across a table, marked areas, accessories and human roles. In both cases, the layout guides action and
makes the result readable.

Design element Practical role What to check when documenting it Reels viewing window or screen Frames the
symbols used to read a result Number of columns visible, labels, symbols and any cropped areas Coin input and
controls Support payment and initiation of play Which parts are present, reachable and visibly connected to use
Payout area or credit display Shows or delivers an award and supports continuation Whether it is physical,
electronic, functional or merely visible Room or table layout Organises access, movement, observation and shared
play What surrounding equipment and marked areas are included in the view

A practical way to describe a three-reel machine
A clear description should begin with the visible object, then separate appearance from operation. Record the
number and arrangement of the symbol columns, the shape of the viewing window, the location of controls and
payment points, and any paytable or result display. Identify whether the evidence comes from direct examination,
a photograph, a live stream or a digital interface. Each source answers different questions.

Describe the visible convention: for example, three symbol columns presented as reels.

Describe the physical equipment: cabinet, window, lever, buttons, coin input, tray and labels, where visible.

State what is known about the mechanism: distinguish confirmed physical parts from an electronic or
animated presentation.

Note the limits of the view: identify cropped areas, concealed components and missing context.

Include the layout: record how the machine or table is positioned and what marked areas or neighbouring
equipment shape use.

So, in practical design terms, “three-reel” tells us how the game is presented to the player: three symbol-bearing
columns form the central field for reading an outcome. It does not, by itself, tell us whether those columns are
physical drums, how payment is processed, or how an award is settled. To understand the machine, look beyond
the familiar image of spinning symbols. The cabinet, viewing window, controls, coin-operated mechanism, result
display and surrounding layout together explain how play is made visible and manageable.


