Game Review of 
Ultima Ascension
[image: image1.png]



Jeff Pierson

CIS 587
09/24/2001
Game Review of Ultima Ascension
[image: image2.jpg]SSSSSSSSSSSS




Basic Information
Game title: Ultima Ascension (Ultima IX)
Company & Author: ORIGIN, Lord British (Electronic Arts) 
Type of Game: 3D/Adventure/RPG

Price: $19.99 new

Minimum stated hardware requirements:

· 266 MHz or faster Intel Pentium II processor

· 64 MB RAM

· 8x CD-ROM drive (1200K/second transfer rate) using 32-bit Windows CD-ROM driver

· DirectX 7 compatible Sound Card

· Supported 8 MB 3D graphics accelerator with DirectDraw and Direct3D or Glide capability. 

· 640 x 480 screen resolution

· 600 MB free hard disk space plus space for saved games

· Keyboard, mouse

Actual hardware required:

· 900 MHz at least

· 384 MB or more

· Any speed CD-ROM should do
· Supported 32 MB or higher graphics accelerator, or best Voodoo graphics card
· 72,000 rpm IDE hard drive at minimum
· Soundcard with DirectSound3D and EAX support
Game Summary

Quick overview

Ultima Ascension is the ninth installment of a popular PC role playing game that was first released for the Apple II in 1980. As a first attempt at a 3D version of Ultima, Ascension does a swell job at keeping many of the fun and unique aspects present in previous games while exploring new visual and graphical technologies. Although Ultima Ascension contains similar and recurring elements from the previous Ultima releases, its story and subject matter are unique enough for Ultima newbie’s to follow.

Story line/Player’s role
The player’s character in Ascension is known as the Avatar, who originally from Earth is drawn to a different world known as Britannia in order to restore tranquility and order. In the world of Britannia there are eight runes of virtue (add the virtues here) exist, which when used for good help to keep peace and prosperity to Britannia but can and have been used to also do great evil. In Ultima IX, it is expected that the Avatars long time archenemy (the Guardian) is behind the crumble of civilization and the twisting of sacred virtues. The main goal of the Avatar in Ascension is to collect the runes of virtue along with it’s sigil in order to cleanse each of their corresponding shrines. As the shrines are cleansed the Avatar gains abilities including strength, dexterity, intelligence and the ability to bind magic to his spell book for more efficient use. The game also has many other optional side adventures which tie in well with the story line.
Installation

Ultima Ascension is installed onto a hard drive from a CD. A custom installer steps the user through the process giving options such as inclusion of a DirectX 7 installation along the way. Once the installation is complete, the game can be run from the hard drive but requires that the game CD is in the CD-ROM drive when playing. Some options that are selected during the game’s setup procedure can be accessed by choosing setup when after inserting the disc.

User Interface

The user interface is quite effective and is surprisingly similar to previous Ultimas which have an isometric style design. The interface consists of a pointer which when moved with the mouse or pointing device rotates the 3D view which includes the Avatar in the view. Movement is controlled with the right mouse button and/or the directional keys on the keyboard. Most of the inputs for actions such as jumping and opening the spell book are all done on the on the keyboard only. Other parts of the interface include many moveable objects, a backpack and bags which support drag and drop with many of the game objects, books that can be opened and read, and a world which can be explored very realistically. 
Game Play

Because of the many realistic and well thought features of this game it seems to take a long time to get tired of playing. New goals including side adventures seem to come up every twenty or thirty minutes of play, and are usually quite exciting and unpredictable. The replay-ability of this game however, like most RPGs, is uncommon because the story simply gets old after experiencing it for the first time. Some drawbacks to the game play are slow running speeds, and difficulty of enemies.

Scoring
As an RPG scoring in this game is simply the advancement of the characters abilities, and progress in the storyline. One odd aspect of this game is that it doesn’t give the player access to a broad amount of numerical or visual representations of the player’s status. The only information that is accessible is the life meter, mana(magic) meter, amount of gold, armor strength meter, and weapon power meter. Even though dexterity, intelligence, and strength exist in the game they are not available for viewing.
Artwork

The artwork done for this game includes 3D characters, enemies, moveable and usable objects, realistic weather effects, terrains, habitations, 2D paintings, and magic spells. The terrains include water, swamps, mountains, fields, forests, and deserts. Habitations include houses, shops, castles, churches, museums, court houses, caves, dungeons, boats, shrines, and villages. The graphics settings are highly customizable in order to give a decision of performance vs. quality of graphics.
Sound and Music

Sound and Music (add the choices of adjustment to the complaints)

Ultima Ascension features real voice conversations, environmental sound effects, and music. The voice conversations are very well done and are included for all characters that speak or even make noises. Some characters speak off in the distance to each other, and for those with sound card that have EAX support voices and other sounds can come from any direction giving a very immersive feel. The music in this game has a dark feel too it, and sounds as if it is real instruments playing.
Special Features

One special feature of the Ultima games is that all game objects have persistence. This means that if you move a bottle or chair or whatever, it will be there forever unless you or another character moves it again.
Manual

The manuals for this game are quite unique and in some ways add to the vibe of the game. Some Examples are the physical hard copy spell book, journal, and world map. These portions of the documentation read as if the player is inside the game. Other pieces of documentation such as input descriptions and technical directions are extremely scarce, and combined with very limited in-game directions for the interface makes for a very difficult learning curve.
Bugs

Although Ultima Ascension has had numerous bugs in the past, the latest patch which is 1.18 as of September 24, 2001 seems to correct any known bugs that I can find.

Game Review
What is good about the game?
When writing about the good side of this game it begins to feel like a commercial endorsement, but the buildup is just the appreciative result of the creative work that has been put into some elements of the game.
Aspects of Ultima Ascension which are fun and/or well met:

· Realistic features are modeled very well such as time of day, weather, conversations, sound effects, movement, interaction, and object persistence just to name a few.

· The overall artistic concept including voices, music, and artwork are all combined very well to give a unique feel to the game.

· The presence of many optional side quests which present extra goals for more in depth play.

· A large amount of freedom is given to the player, allowing the Avatar to explore large portions of the world without being restricted to a strict linear path.

· Continuous play without time consuming loading for environment transitions.
· The ability to save a quest at any time.

What is bad about the game?

Ultima Ascension is a very impressive game in almost every aspect, however there are some factors which make the game difficult to enjoy. The main factor which can lower the quality of this game on some machines is the performance of the game itself. The recommended hardware requirements are a known joke to many gamers. My machine has around three times the listed required hard ware specs and I still have had to do a lot of tweaking with windows settings just to make the game playable. After getting the game to run efficiently enough, there are no big problems to complain about, nevertheless there are some problems.

Other bad aspects of Ultima Ascension:
· Static mapping of input controls – The only way to change the keys are to edit game files themselves

· Over-realistic item storage – (See figure on next page) An example of this problem is that when storing more than one of an identical item, it not only takes up room in the characters backpack, but it’s also is treated as a completely different object. Although this doesn’t sound that bad right away, it makes organizing, usage, and planning of items and item space extremely burdensome. Sometimes real isn’t good, and that’s probably why we play video games in the first place. 
· Absence of rich help/support – The interface, objects, and processes are all parts of this game which lack good explanations. 
· Lack of character status information – Some character status information is given and is done is such a way that attributes more to the realistic feel of the game, but no being able to access information that would be helpful about your character gets frustrating.
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How does this game compare?

Compared to other RPGs, Ultima Ascension has many unique and somewhat superior features, but it suffers greatly when it comes to performance. The 3D graphics in this game are not the best when compared to many games, but the artwork laid over the 3D objects shows better artistic concept than some other games such as Tomb Raider. The inclusion of sound effects and voices in this game gives it an edge over RPGs such as Final Fantasy. Some players have complained that when playing Ultima Ascension, they feel like they are playing a 3D adventure game like Tomb Raider, or Unreal instead of an RPG. The main failing of Ascension, is definitely its performance issues, which when compared to other games seems to be attributable to poor software design. Games which involve comparable graphics and play style, such as Unreal or Elder Scrolls seem to utilize hardware much more efficiently.
What is the appropriate audience for this game?

I believe this game is appropriate for young teens around 12 years old and older. Even though this game has an M for Mature ESRB rating, the violence is all directed toward evil forces and there is not much adult content. Even though I see nothing wrong with letting a young teenager play with this game, I don’t think that many would have the patience or interest in the characters and the story line. The gore and scary monster factors are not too dramatic, but probably just enough to displease children and possibly females of the intended age group.
Are any design mistakes present?

One design mistake in this game is that some story events are triggered at wrong times in the game due to the ability of the character to roam free around the land without many restrictions. An example of this is when I skipped a few steps in the process of the story and went to explore a town that was far north in the main continent. When I came back, some story event’s started happening as if the game thought I already finished the steps that I skipped. This mistake could possibly make ones game impossible to complete. This game once had many other bugs and design mistakes but the latest patch seems to correct all of them that are known.
Conclusions
Overall strengths and weaknesses
The strengths of this game are definitely the creative side of the development including story line, artwork, music, sound, voices/acting, and overall feel of the game. Another strength which also lends to some of the games weaknesses is the amount of reality in the game. There is nothing cooler in this game than walking across a virtual world when it’s raining, and then seeing the rain gradually stop as the sun shows and shines upon the butterflies and birds that have come out to enjoy it. Inversely there is nothing worse than finding cool item, such as a sword hidden deep in a cave, only to find that you will have to get rid of another valuable item such as a healing potion in order to fit the new item in your backpack. There are more positive and also negative aspects of the game that follow along the same similar lines, but these aspects are made insignificant by the huge performance problems that plague this game on some machines.
Is the game worth purchasing?

This game was released some time in 1999 so I’m guessing that it’s not the most innovative and best looking game compared to many newer games of its type. The fact that it’s not a new release also affects the price tag which was only twenty dollars new about a year ago. For Die hard RPG gamers, especially ones who have played and enjoyed previous Ultima games, I would definitely recommend this game. For people who are not necessarily into RPGs may find this game pointless, although the fighting style in this game is much more like action oriented games which may be good bait for action game admirers.
How could it be improved?
This game could definitely be improved in many ways. First and foremost is the performance of the game. If more time was spent on choosing better methods for IO and overall optimization this game would most likely have impressed more people. The fact that many people bought this game –  myself included – and were unable to play it until three years after it’s release in order for faster hardware to be developed to make up for the games horrible performance is unacceptable. Other things that could be improved are some bad aspects of the game interface such as over-realistic item storage, lack of in depth character status information, inflexible input mapping, and absence of easy to implement help and support mechanisms. These negative properties of the game are small problems that wouldn’t be difficult to fix in upcoming Ultima series releases. 
Examples of possible improvements are:
· Cutting out realistic features where they become extra burdensome such as the game item storage technique. The only thing gained by making something realistic that is burdensome is the fact that you can call the game realistic.

· Simply make the user status information visible. Since the game already has to store this information it should just show it because score or status feedback is crucial to the interest in a game for some players.
· Adding a simple user configurable input mapping technique so that the keyboards, mice, joysticks, and other input devices can be supported and customized.

· Implement a simple roll over or pointer restricted help system for the game interface. For example if the game pointer device was pointing to a book inside the game and the user pressed a designated help key or button, the response could be to display on the screen that the item is a book. This should also be applied to scrolls, potions, people, enemies, and other objects.



This image shows a view of the storage bags used in this game. Notice how multiple potions of similar kind are not grouped together and take up additional space in the storage bag. This storage space is realistic but it easily becomes burdensome to the player.








