Game Review:

Sanitarium

Jonathan Christ

University of Michigan – Dearborn

Basic Information

Game Title: Sanitarium

Company and Author: American Softworks Corporation, DreamForge Intertainment

Type of Game: Adventure/Puzzle

Price: Approximately $14.99

Minimum Stated Hardware Requirements:
· Pentium 90 or equivalent
· 16 MB RAM
· 4x CD-ROM
· 1 MB Video Memory
· 30 MB free hard drive space
· Mouse
· Keyboard
· DirectX 5.0 or better
Actual Hardware Requirements:

As this is an older game, I was unable to test it on a system even remotely close to the hardware specifications listed.  However, judging from prior experience with those machines, I would say that at least the recommended requirements are required to have a good time playing this game.  The recommended requirements include:

· Pentium 133 or equivalent

· 32 MB RAM

· 6x CD-ROM

· 2 MB Video Memory

· 70 MB free hard drive space

Game Summary

Quick Overview

Sanitarium leads the player through the mind of a mental patient as he tries to remember his past.  The player must solve puzzles and gather information about the world he’s in as he travels from reality to places that exist only in the depths of his mind, then back again.  Each Chapter provides a small new area to explore and each area provides a little more information about exactly what has happened to the main character and how he ended up in an institution.

Story Line

Sanitarium begins with the main character in an insane asylum.  He can’t remember why he happens to be a resident of a mental home, nor does he seem to belong in one.  A fire has broken out, setting off an alarm and springing open the door to his cell.  His goal thus becomes to escape the burning section of the asylum then, more importantly, to remember his past, figure out exactly why he was institutionalized, and unravel the mystery of the strange bandages covering his face.  To do this, the player must travel through both the asylum and through worlds that live in his imagination.  The story is the most captivating and important aspect of this game, and the plot twists it provides keep the player interested to very end.

Player’s Role

The player takes on the role of Max.  As Max, the player must interact with the objects and other characters in the game in order to solve puzzles that allow him to progress through each of the Chapters.   Each chapter almost forgets about the previous one in terms of characters and objects, providing a completely new mood and world for the player to figure out.

Installation

Installing the game is fairly simple.  Insert the CD and click on install.  The full installation requires only 80 MB of hard drive space, so there is really no need to do anything less than that with today’s computers.  After installing the game, there is also a patch that can be downloaded which fixes the only known bug in the game.

User Interface

The User Interface is very simple, and little more than the mouse is required.  To move, right click in the direction you’d like to move.  To talk to other characters, click on them with the mouse and select something to say from the list provided.  To pick up or examine items, click on them.  To use an item, highlight the main character to bring up a list of items, then click on the item to use.  To bring up the main menu, press esc and choose an option.  Really, the only time the keyboard is needed is to bring up the main menu and to type in the name of a save file.

Game Play

The game is played by navigating through each world, speaking to each of the characters there to gather information, examining different objects for clues on how they might work, and picking up world objects that may be needed as parts of puzzles later.  The game can be completed simply by finding all of the correct objects and using them in the right places.  There are also several puzzles that must be completed separately by clicking on the puzzle and solving it.

Scoring
There is no really score in the game, however progress is kept track of by counting how many levels have been completed.  If two different people complete the game, however, there is no measure of which one did a better job at it.  There is not even a measure of how fast a player completes the game.

Artwork
The artwork is very well done.  Each of the backgrounds is actually a drawn and computer-colored piece of artwork, not just a series of sprites or models as in many games.  So even though the game is not relatively new, the worlds are still seem very vivid and lifelike.  The characters are drawn in the same manner making them seem very real as well.  The cut-scenes are done in 3D, and although the modeling and animation seems somewhat poorly done by today’s standards, it still gets the job done well enough.

Sound and Music
The sound and music add a lot to the mood of Sanitarium.  While the game does not consist of much music, there is definitely some music, and it plays an important role in the story along with setting the mood of the areas it is found in.  The sounds, especially the character voices, really give Sanitarium and eerie and lifelike feel to it.   There were few annoying or out of place sounds.

Special Features
There are no true special features in the game.  Each time the game is played, it is played the same way: from start to finish.  However, each level does provide a variety of interesting and amusing things to examine.  For example, there are tombstones in several Chapters with amusing or horrifying quotes on them.  Also, it is possible to speak with characters about some things that do not give you hints but add to the atmosphere of the game.

Manual
While there is a manual to the game, I was unfortunate that it was not included with my copy of Sanitarium.  I have seen the manual, however, and it is a very interesting manual to say the least.  It describes the rather simple controls of the game and how to use the menu.  It also gives a walkthrough of the first chapter.  However it is written in a way that prepares the reader for the mood of Sanitarium.  The title of each section and the wording used in the manual prepares the reader for a creepy experience, without mentioning the story line at all.

Bugs
While I did not encounter any bugs in Sanitarium, there is one bug, and it was a somewhat well known one among game programmers at that time.  In Chapter 2, if the player wanders around for too long, all of the buildings become impossible to enter.  This makes the Chapter impossible to complete.  Though I did spend far more time on Chapter 2 than any other Chapter, and I did not have any problems with this bug.   Regardless, there is a patch available to fix this problem, though any save files recorded before the patch will become unusable after applying it.

Game Review
What is Good About the Game?

The answer is almost everything.  The horror genre has always seemed to be the best way to keep a player enthralled with a puzzle game.  Sanitarium’s story was extremely well written.  Every world brought a new feel and a new little story to the game, then added a lot to the true story of Max’s past.  And every story makes the player want to figure out what happens next.

Almost every puzzle had sufficient clues to solve it in a reasonable amount of time.  And the puzzles are varied enough that they do not seem very repetitive and they do not get old over time.

What is Bad About the Game?

The story line is good, so good that I didn’t stop playing the game until I completed it eleven hours later.  It was so good that I wanted more, and I probably should have gotten more.  I really think the game should have been extended beyond eight chapters.  Eleven hours just isn’t long enough to play a game.  And since playing the game again means doing the same puzzles again and seeing the same story again, there is absolutely no replay value.

While the story line is exceptional, there is one part of it that I didn’t like.  And that is the ending.  I don’t want to give away the ending, but I will say that I was far more confused about what had happened during the game after I completed it than I was while I was playing it.

How Does it Compare to Similar Games?
Few puzzle games have kept my interested the way this one did, but most of those other games were a lot longer.  The story line of Sanitarium is one of the best I’ve seen, and the world envelops the player like few other games.  However, someone who spends a lot of time playing every game will likely find this game to be far too short.

What is the Appropriate Audience for This Game?

The appropriate audience is definitely people who are fans of horror and fans of puzzles and logic games.  The story is so integral to the gaming experience that someone who does not appreciate it will definitely not find this game to be very fun.  Also, to progress through the game, each of the puzzles must be completed.  So someone is isn’t a fan of puzzle solving will definitely not like this game.   Also, since completing the game doesn’t take a long time, someone who doesn’t usually play the same game long enough to finish it might love Sanitarium.

Are There any Design Mistakes Present?

With the exception of the game being far too short, I saw few real design mistakes with the game.  The game has an intuitive interface, puzzles that have just the right number of hints to be solvable, and a story line that grabs the player and makes him want to play the game more.

Summary

Sanitarium has an excellent set of puzzles to solve and a story line that matches few other games.  The artwork is amazing at some points, and the sound does a great job of setting the overall mood of the game.  The only real problem with this game is that it is extremely short for any players who are decent at solving puzzles.  The easiest way to improve Sanitarium would be to add several more Chapters to it and perhaps to extend the Chapters that are currently in place.  Also, changing the game’s ending slightly would probably help people feel more satisfied after they’d completed the game.

Although I think very highly of this game, I would probably have not recommended that it be purchased when it was originally released for around fifty dollars.  The game is simply not long enough to warrant paying that much money for.  However, now that the price has dropped dramatically and can probably be found being sold for only a few dollars, I would definitely recommend buying Sanitarium to any fans of a good horror game. 







