ASSIGNMENT TWO : GAME REVIEW

CIS487: Computer Game Design and Implementation 

University of Michigan-Dearborn

Dearborn, Michigan

Mark Maratea

23 September 2002

Basic Information

Game title: Civilization 3

Company & Author: Infogrames (Firaxis) , Sid Meier 

Type of Game: Turn-Based Strategy

Price: $39.99 new

Minimum stated hardware requirements:

Windows® version (95/98/Me/2000/XP)


Pentium II, 300Mhz 

32 MB RAM 

400 MB free HD space

4X CD-ROM 

DirectX 8.0a or better 

Video card: capable of 1024 x 768 x 16-bit color

Sound card: DirectX 8.0a compatible 

Macintosh® version (System 10.1 / OS 9.2 or better)


iMac, iBook, G4/G3 PowerPC 

96 Mb RAM 

100 Mb free HD 

CD-ROM 


Actual hardware required:

· 700 MHz at least

· 850 MB hard drive space

· 128MB RAM

· Any speed CD-ROM should do

· 8MB video (1024x768 @ 16bit is acceptable) but must be DX8.0a

· Soundcard 

Test Platform required:

· Dual 1.133 GHz PIII

· 850 MB installed on hard drive 

· 1GB DDR RAM

· 128MB video (running at 1024x768 @ 32bit is acceptable) 

· 3D Soundcard 

Testing Note: Even with a powerful machine, this game can bog down at the latter stages of the scenario. When running a ‘huge’ sized world with 16 nations (each having 300+ units) the game can take significant time to process the AI turns.

Game Summary

Quick overview

This is the latest edition in a long line of Sid Meier strategy games. You assume the role of a ruler of a civilization and attempt to guide your people from 4000BC to the end of the game. You must interact with other cultures, wage wars, strive for peace, research technology and ultimately build a space ship to another world. 

Story Line

The story is fairly free form. You start at 4000BC when your people end the hunter-gatherer stage and progress to a settled, agricultural stage. From this point forward, the game mimics the development of Earth-like civilizations but allows many changes to be made. 

Player’s role
The player assumes to role of a long-lived ruler. You provide strategic and tactical guidance for the civilization and its military units. Your basic duties include unit placement and movement, city placement, building and industry development, scientific research, and diplomatic relations.

Installation
Installing the game is fairly straightforward. Users are required to select a directory and type (typical or minimal.) The typical install is 815megs (after patching.)

User Interface

The UI is done in a top-down view. Most does of the interfacing, however there are a few keyboard shortcuts, which are required for game, play. The primary interface screen is the land view, which provides an easy to use local view. This screen has two zoom modes (in and out) allowing a ‘big picture’ look, which is especially useful in large-scale combat. 

Game Play

The game is a sequential, turn-base system with a variable time scale. The first few turns go by at 20 years per turn. At the end the game is done at one year per turn. Each turn progresses through 3 phases – the automated phase when buildings and units are finished and complete research is presented the building phase where city choices are made, and the movement phase where units are moved and combat is resolved.

Scoring

The game has a variety of scoring methods. There are 6 primary ‘win’ conditions that can be enabled or disabled at the start of each world. They are: conquest, diplomatic, cultural, space, domination, and points. If none of the 5 static wins are made by the year 2050 then the winner is determined by accumulated points. Points are awarded for the number of citizens, cultural value, scientific research, military size, and a variety of other metrics.

Artwork

The game uses 16bit sprites for its primary graphics and has a number of good looking screens (city overviews and wonders are the best screens.) Overall, the 2D nature of the graphics would be considered dated in comparison to modern 3D games. 

Sound and Music

The game has unique sound effects for each unit and for various events (movement, buildings, etc.) The musical score is pleasant but does ultimately become tiresome.

Special Features

The game has a ‘world in a window’ playback upon completion of the scenario. This gives you the ability to watch the entire world unfold and see how everything occurs. You are also ‘rank’ in a humorous manner based on your standing when the game ends. This game also has the unique idea of a cultural presence and allows you to gain power through employing your rich culture.

Manual

The game comes with a very complete 250-page manual. There is also a readme file and some extremely detailed in game manuals. 

Bug

The shipped game (version 1.0) had a number of minor bugs.  The current patch is version 1.29f. This patch takes care of the vast majority of the technical bugs and adds some additional features. 

GAME REVIEW

All in all, this is one of the best turn-based strategy games ever created. Each game can take place on an entirely unique map. There are 16 different races to play, each of which has unique attributes and a special, unique unit. This provides an extremely high level of replayability that serves to enhance the value of this game.

The Good:

· Very large and well thought out science tree

· Logical progression of units

· Bug free game (never had a crash)

· 6 levels of difficulty (chieftain to Deity) of which level 3-4 are extremely challenging

· Variable sizes for the planet (tiny to huge) creating a very different type of game.

· AI strategy is well thought out. It feels like the AI is ‘working’ against you.

· The culture aspect creates a realistic feel – border cities can ‘jump sides’ and recent conquests may revolt if your culture is too weak to hold them (and your military can not subdue them.)

The Bad:

· Generational Problem (game mechanics issue)-- ironside ships (civil war era) can defeat modern battleships.

· Not all commands (especially keyboard shortcuts) are listed in the documentation or in the UI.

· AI players lack a sense of continuity –- your allies can easily turn on you for no apparent reason.

· No development if ocean squares are available

· Units are static (user can not define/create new types)

· Espionage is primitive and unwieldy

· Cities taken in combat are essentially destroyed (10 million person cities can be taken and have no manufacturing or economic value)

· Enemy civilizations on the verge of destruction can not surrender and be assimilated.

In comparison to other turn-based strategy games, Civilization 3 stands at the top. No other game correctly balances the military, technological, and structural issues in such a manner. The introduction of a dynamic culture system as well as a better diplomatic system allows for an incredibly immersive experience. The combat system is not as realistic as Alpha Centauri, which allows for custom configuration of units, but this does not seriously detract from the overall game play. The worker units also lack the ability to drastically reform terrain (ala AC or Call to Power where you can level mountains and raise the ocean floor) however this difficulty only serves to enhances the uniqueness of the planet.

The appropriate audience for this game is any age able to handle the complex thinking. There is no graphic violence or gore. The language is civil and fair and is something my grandmother would find acceptable.

On the whole, the game suffers from a few design decisions that I consider mistakes. First, units are statically upgraded. That is, a new weapon system equates to a whole new kind of unit. While it works during the early stages (for example going from horsemen to knights,) the progression in the latter stages falls far short. The primary offensive unit goes from cavalry (civil war) to tanks (WWII) to modern armor (Gulf War.) These leaps in unit technology do not adequately simulate real life and unfairly tip the scales in combat.  The second major flaw is a lack of attributes to describe the units. Because all units have only 4 attributes (offense, defense, move, hit points) it is possible (and frequently occurs) that a musket unit (revolutionary war) can damage or destroy a modern armor unit equal to an M1 tank! The final problem is the time scale relative to movement. It takes multiple years to move units around the game world. This is slightly unrealistic and unbalances the game once railroads are introduced (a technology that allows no time movement in friendly squares.)

SUMMARY

Overall Strengths and Weaknesses


The strengths of Civilization 3 include its well-written AI, variety of units and sciences, and continuity of design. The game is well thought out and easy to play. The variable AI settings allow the game to be enjoyable for novice and veteran players alike. The graphics are a neutral feature. While the game does not sport the latest looks or best face, the graphics system is more than sufficient to create a realistic and functional world. The weaknesses include the lack of listed commands in the UI and the lack of multi-player support. The latter is being address with an expansion pack due out on October 29th.

Is the game worth purchasing?


If you don’t like turn-based strategy games then this is not the game for you. It is definitely a thinking man’s game and requires some serious time to master the overall game concepts. That being said, you can easily get over 100 hours of use out of the single player game before the joy begins to wear out. As such, it is definitely a best buy and worth the purchase price.

Suggested Improvements


The game is well tested and thought out. Many of the problems I have with this game are design decisions and not necessarily flaws. These include:

· More modular and adaptable unit construction.

· Science advances should flow not leap.

· Units need more attributes to describe their functions and technology levels.

· Movement time to turn length ratios need to be tweaked.

