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Game Title:  Starcraft


URL:  http://www.blizzard.com

Company:  Blizzard Entertainment

Game Type:  Real-Time Strategy (RTS)

Price:  $19.95

Minimum Stated Hardware Requirements:  Pentium 90 or higher, 16 MB RAM, Windows 95/98/NT, DirectX-compatible SVGA video card, MS compatible mouse, 4X CD-ROM

Actual Hardware Requirements:
Same as above

Game Summary
Quick Overview:  Starcraft is a real-time strategy game - meaning that instead of taking individual turns, players are free to make moves whenever they chose.  Players can select to complete single-player missions that guide them through the game's intricate plot, or they can choose to play head-to-head on a seemingly infinite amount of maps.  The objective of the game is simple:  to destroy your opponents.

Story Line:  Starcraft is set in the distant future and takes place in various locations throughout the galaxy.  There are three distinct "races" involved in Starcraft's complicated plot [see Fig. 1].  The Terrans are human-like, very structured, and are extremely mobile and adaptable.  The Protoss are a mysterious race of noble psionic aliens who are somewhat conservative, but have the most advanced (and expensive) technologies in the game. The Protoss are very strong, but are many times stuck in their old ways, which sometimes hurts them.  The Zerg are the third and final race.  They are ravenous, ferocious, bug-like aliens that attack in great swarms.  While they do not employ any "traditional" technologies, they have evolved natural armor and weaponry comparable to that of the Terrans and Protoss.
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Fig. 1  Terran, Protoss, and Zerg

Each of the three single player missions helps the plot unfold from the perspective of each of the three races.  They are almost always at odds with one another, although alliances do occur from time to time.  Each race has several colorful and prominent characters involved in their part of the plot.  Without giving too much away, there is plenty of action, betrayal, and surprises before the end of the story.

Player's Role:  The player is responsible for controlling all units in the game.  He/she must micro-manage both the economic and the military aspects of the game, and make key decisions about technological advancement.  Every unit in the game can be given orders, which must come from the player.  One could almost view the player as a "god" or ruler of some kind looking down on his/her troops.

Installation:  Installation of Starcraft is very simple.  Put in the CD, and the auto run feature will kick-in and display a splash-screen.  Make a few decisions about where to install the files, and you will shortly be on your way to playing.  Starcraft may require you to install DirectX, but that is also included on the installation CD.  One nice feature of Starcraft is your ability to get the latest patches by simply connecting to Blizzard's free on-line gaming network.  Personally, I have installed Starcraft many times on many different types of machines and have never encountered a problem.

User Interface:  The user interface of Starcraft is very well thought out and very user friendly.  In general, it is a well-balanced combination of mouse and keyboard controls.  Control events can be broken up into the following categories:  controlling the viewing area and controlling units.  

Controlling the Viewing Area:  The keyboard is primarily used for scrolling the viewing area [see Fig. 2] and using shortcuts.  The arrow keys are used to scroll the screen up, down, right, and left.  Another way to change the viewed location is by clicking a point on the mini-map, which is a small representation of the game board.  A feature of the viewing area user interface that I find very useful is the "focus" command.  Many times in the game, events occur outside of your viewing area.  You are alerted to this through audio cues.  For example, your building on the far side of your camp might be under attack.  You will hear "Your forces are under attack."  By hitting the spacebar, the viewer will immediately center on the source of the last audible alert – in this case, the building being attacked.  

Controlling Units:  The mouse is primarily used for issuing orders to your troops.  The left mouse button is used to select a unit, group of units, or building.  A player is given many options in terms of selecting units.  He/she can control-left click individuals, or can double-click a unit which has the effect of highlighting all units of the same type in the viewing area.  Groups of heterogeneous units in the same area can all be selected by left-clicking a point and then dragging the mouse to form a square around the intended group [see Fig. 2].  Once units are selected, they must be given a command.  This can be done by left-clicking an action button in the toolbar [see Fig. 2], and then left-clicking the target of that action.  For example, you can left-click a worker, then select the "harvest" toolbar button, and then select a gas mine.  The toolbar is dynamic and changes depending on what you have selected.  One particularly nice feature of the command interface is that every unit has a default action.  The default action can be ordered by selecting a unit and then right-clicking on a target (thereby forgoing two whole mouse clicks).  For example, you can select a marine, and then right click an enemy unit or building.  Since his default action is "attack" for enemy items, he will go and attack the unit until it is destroyed.  
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Fig. 2 Game board with multi-unit select

While Starcraft play requires many complicated fast-paced actions, Blizzards has succeeded in easing the burden by supplying a very efficient and usable interface.

Game Play:  Starcraft's game play is fast and furious.  Players must constantly be aware of what troops are doing and put them to the best use possible.  Game play is roughly divided into two parts: managing the economy and managing troops in combat.

Managing the economy consists of using workers to gather crystals ("money") and vespene gas.  Everything in the game (buildings, units, and research) can be produced using some amount of crystals and gas.  Therefore, collecting these resources is of prime importance throughout the game.  Many times players lose games simply because they run out of resources and can't produce military units.  Depending on the map, resources can be very scarce or can be in abundance.  Their distribution greatly affects the strategy the player should use.  In cases where resources are scarce, securing any additional sites should be the number one priority.

Managing troops in combat is the other side of the game.  Once produced, you should use your troops to defend your homeland, as well as to secure additional camps, scout, and eventually destroy your enemy's camps.  Timing is everything when attacking, so careful planning is always needed.  Depending on what your opponent has done, certain combinations of your troops will either be very successful, or painfully futile.  Adaptation is one of the key ingredients to winning an extended game of Starcraft.

Scoring:  Starcraft has a scoring system, although score is not the primary focus of the game.  Points are given for the amount of resources you collect, the number of units you destroy, and the number of buildings you raze [see Fig. 3].  More expensive units will result in more points being rewarded.  
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Fig. 3 Scoring

Artwork:  Blizzard has always made the presentation of their games a high priority.  As a result, the artwork in Starcraft is top-notch.  The effort that the development team put into the artwork is evidenced by the many storyboards and concept art released before the game.  While Starcraft doesn't push the limits of technology (it's a 2-D game), what they did do was quite impressive.  The units, buildings, terrain, and toolbars are all very detailed and intricately rendered.  There are also some very impressive animated movie sequences that compliment the mission campaign.  I think these sequences make the plot of the game much more amusing and believable.

Sound and Music:  As with the artwork, the sound and music of Starcraft are awesome.  Several original scores of music were written specifically for the game.  The music pulls you into the Starcraft world, and inspires you to lead your troops to victory.  The sound effects are also very realistic.  It must have been difficult to develop a unique sound for each race, but Blizzard has succeeded.  Even the Zerg, whose sounds mostly consist of growls and grunts, are very fitting.

Special Features:  Starcraft, in its latest release, touts many features.  Probably the most prominent is the rich multiplayer experience facilitated by one of the largest gaming networks ever constructed (BattleNet).  Another feature of the game, which recently became available in v1.08, is the ability to "record" a game and replay it back at any speed.  This is particularly useful in determining opponent strategy, and to pinpoint lost opportunities.  Included with the game is a very robust level/campaign editor.  Players can create their own levels that can even contain triggers and specialized missions.  In terms of game play, Starcraft has countless features.  Some of these include unit waypoints, a build queue, complex unit orders (such as "patrol this area"), a nice alliance interface (allows player to "share vision" or ally with anyone), and fairly good computer AI.

Manual:  The Starcraft manual is a basic manual that features an overview of the game's story, and description of each controllable race.  The basic commands are laid out and described in detail.  However, most of this is not even necessary because (1) The plot unfolds nicely and doesn't require much background and (2) The game includes a "training" exercise that explains how to play in a video-like fashion.  One nice inclusion with the manual is a wall chart outlining the technology tree for each race.  That way, you know that in order to build or research one thing, you may first need to build or research something else.

Bugs:  In my countless hours of playing Starcraft, I have never encountered a seriously noticeable bug.  Blizzard always does extensive testing, and usually conducts public beta tests before release.  Blizzard is also very good about releasing patches that fix reported errors, so most bugs are caught and patched very early.  I would say that the latest version of the game is almost 100% bulletproof.

Game Review
What is good?  Starcraft, despite being one of the older games in my repertoire, is still one of my favorite and most-played games.  This is mostly due to the fact that it is extremely balanced, and with the multi-player option, offers countless possibilities with every game.  There is always a new strategy to try, or a new approach to winning.  However, it provides this balance without resorting to creating hundreds of different units and countless special abilities.  The units in the game, while lesser in number than most other RTS games, are incredibly balanced against each other.  Surprisingly, each race requires totally different strategies to master and work in very different ways.  Yet somehow, despite being different, they are indeed balanced.  Blizzard obviously spent thousands of hours play-testing this game to get it just right.  They also looked at statistics of games on BattleNet to see how regular people were playing.  When they noticed one race excelling above the rest, they adjusted the parameters to even things out.  Overall, Starcraft is a very playable game that will continue to flourish despite having outdated graphics.

What is bad?  I can't think of any truly bad things about Starcraft.  If I was forced to make one negative comment, it would be that sometimes micromanagement can be frustrating when a player is in a large battle with several camps.  Especially when playing against a computer opponent.  In those cases, the computer can issue commands in a split second, whereas a human player might take several seconds to do the same thing.  Overall though, this point does not detract from the game playing experience.  Blizzard provided several mechanisms to overcome this, the primary one being hotkeys (assigning an action or unit group to a single key) or the ability to slow down the speed of the game.

How does it compare to similar games in the same genre?  Starcraft is the best RTS game out there.  I may catch a lot of flack for saying that, but it's my honest opinion.  I've played many (Dark Reign, Age of Empires, Total Annihilation), and none come close to the overall quality, thoroughness, playability, and balance of Starcraft.  Starcraft also exceeds these games in sound effects and music.  Some of these games may shine in certain areas, but I feel that Starcraft is the most complete overall package.  Plus, none of these games have taken 3 totally different "races" pitted against one another.  The other games resort to creating similar units for both sides – you implement the same basic strategy no matter which side you play.  In Starcraft, if you play the Protoss like you play the Zerg, you'll be dead in a hurry. One might argue that because Starcraft uses a non-3D engine and only has 40 unit types, it's inferior to Total Annihilation (completely 3D, 100's of units).  To the first complaint, I say that graphics, while nice, do not make a game playable or fun.  I still enjoy playing games written in the mid 80's because they were genuinely good games.  My answer to the second criticism is simply this:  quality over quantity.  Realistically, how many types of missile turrets do you really need?  Just design one good flexible turret.  I don't think Total Annihilation adds anything but confusion by constantly creating new units for the game.  It's almost information overload.

What is the appropriate audience for this game?  Starcraft's content is appropriate for most people.  While it is a war game with killing, it is not very gory.  Troops are fairly small on the screen, and the dying animations are nothing more than a few red specks that disappear after a few seconds.  There is nothing sexually explicit about the game, and swearing is cut down to a minimum (a few minor cusses here and there).  The game has a "T" (Teen) rating from the ESRB.  However, I think this rating is a little steep for the before mentioned reasons.  In my opinion, the content of the game is suitable for most children whose coordination is developed to the point of being able to play it (8 years+).

Are any design mistakes present?  No.  Due to rigorous play testing, Blizzard has created a very solid product.  Nothing is awkward or wrong with their implementation.

Overall strengths and weaknesses?  Starcraft's greatest strength is its balance and playability.  By taking it beyond the "play these 30 missions and you're done" mentality, they've created a product that can be enjoyed for years to come.  Also, it's design quality makes it a very pleasurable gaming experience.

Is the game worth purchasing?  Starcraft is most definitely worth purchasing.  Especially now that the game is a few years old - the price is very reasonable (around $20).  Blizzard even sells a "Battle Chest" set consisting of Starcraft, it's add-on Broodwar, and a strategy guide for a very reasonable price (around $30).

How could it be improved?  Starcraft is one hell of a game.  But, there are several features present in other RTS games produced at the same time that I think Blizzard should have included in Starcraft, but didn't.  One such competing RTS game is Dark Reign.  While not as good as Starcraft, it did implement some very innovative features.  So, I will mention those features here.  For one, I think a "pathing" system should have been implemented in Starcraft.  In Dark Reign, players can create a series of points and save it as a path.  Then, you can select a unit, select a path, and hit "go."  The unit will walk the path points in sequence.  Another feature of Dark Reign is the ability to assign personalities to each individual unit.  For instance, you can set the damage tolerance of a unit.  If the tolerance is set to low, a unit will automatically retreat to his home base when his health drops below 75%.  You can also set the pursuit range of a unit.  If a unit comes into contact with an enemy, it has the option to pursue that unit.  A player can set the pursuit range to "screen length", "indefinitely", or "not at all."  That way, you won't have your troops "wandering away" out of your control every time they are attacked.  Another creative idea implemented in Dark Reign is the ability to alter the terrain through bridge building.  A unit's movement is limited to land, and thus terrain is a big component in gaming strategy.  Being able to overcome natural boundaries would create a whole new set of strategic possibilities.  Overall, the lack of these features do not make Starcraft a bad game.  They are merely points of refinement that I think should have been included.

Conclusion

If you are into war-type real-time strategy games and haven't played Starcraft, you are really missing out.  If you've never played that genre of games before, Starcraft should be your first foray into playing them.  I've spent many hours playing Starcraft with my friends, and it continues to be fun even with all the new flashy games being released every month.  It's a great example of a game being truly fun, and enjoying longevity because of it.
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