Donkey Konga Game Review
By Brian Clark

CIS 487

Game Title: Donkey Konga (Japanese release for Nintendo Gamecube)

Company: Nintendo

Type of Game: Party/Rhythm

Price: $85 (package with game and bongo controller) new, $49 (just game) new at www.ncsx.com
Minimum Hardware Requirements: Gamecube console, one controller (doesn’t necessarily have to be the bongo controller), and a television.
Actual Hardware Used: Gamecube console, one bongo controller, memory card, and a television set.

Installation: Connect the Gamecube to a television via some form of audio/video cables, insert game into console, make sure controller is plugged into console, then turn on the console and television.

Overview: Donkey Konga is Nintendo’s contribution to the relatively new genre that is commonly referred to as “rhythm games”.  An example of this genre that more gamers may be familiar with is the popular Dance Dance Revolution series by Konami.  The purpose of the game is to feature several songs that the player can choose from (which may or may not be popular songs).  Once the player chooses a song, they have to hit the proper part of the bongo controller (or regular Gamecube controller), corresponding to the symbol that they see on the screen.  Various levels of difficulty within the game can make this either a very easy, or an extremely difficult task.  There are also other bonus features within the game, such as mini games that can be played with the conga controller, and the ability to make the conga controller produce non-bongo sounds within the game.
Story Line: Since rhythm games are notorious for having very little to no story, the story to this game is a very simple one.  One day, Donkey and Diddy Kong were walking along, and they came across a pair of barrels unlike any they had ever seen before.  Donkey tried to break the barrels, but Diddy got him to reconsider, saying that it might be a trap set by their enemy King K. Rool.  In light of this, they brought these barrels to an older and wiser member of the family, Cranky Kong.  Cranky identified them as bongos.  Donkey decided that he would call them “DK Bongos”, and started to play with them.  He discovered that they would also respond to hand-claps.  Donkey and Diddy were no good at using these bongos, but they decided that they were going to practice and get better at them, in order to become famous.
Player’s Role: The player has several roles and sets of objectives in this game.  First and foremost is the role of playing each of the 32 songs on each level of difficulty (Easy, Hard, and Expert) in the “Street Live” (1-player) mode, and ideally obtain a gold ranking on each one (though you can also obtain a silver ranking, assuming you score high enough to even pass the song at all).  Completion of each song earns the player an amount of “chips”.  These chips can be used to purchase additional sounds for your bongos, songs to play on Expert Mode, and also mini games to play just for fun.

User Interface: Upon starting the game, the user is greeted with a very simple interface to select a mode of play or song, where he or she hits the left or right bongo to scroll through the various options, and hits the “start” button to select one.  Once in the main mode of the game has been selected (regardless of the number of players), the user interface consists of hitting the left bongo when a yellow symbol shows up, the right bongo when a red symbol shows up, both sides of the bongo when a pink symbol shows up, and clapping (the controller has a built in sensor to detect claps, and similar noises) when a blue, sharp edged symbol shows on screen.  In addition, the player must also perform these tasks when the appropriate symbols are lined up within the on-screen barrel.  This results in the user ideally striking the bongos in time with the music.

Game Play: As stated above, game play revolves purely around the player getting as high of a score on each song as possible, in order to obtain chips to purchase more bonus items.  If the player manages to complete all of the songs on Easy, Hard, and Expert modes, there are also Easy Cool, Hard Cool, and Expert Cool modes.  In these modes, the player is given blank symbols, and must memorize the correct order in which to manipulate the bongos from the previous modes.  Of course, a higher reward is given for the completion of a song in these modes than in the previous modes.

No actual reward is given to the player for doing this, saving for getting a lot of chips to buy bonus games and bongo sounds, and seeing those gold ranks next to each song.  As long as the player has a decent sense of rhythm (though on Easy mode, this is hardly even required) he or she will do well at this game with some practice.

Scoring: The scoring is based upon the player’s accuracy of hitting the proper place on the bongo relative to its position in the barrel.  There are four types of hits that a hit can be ranked as: Good, OK, Bad, and Miss.  A Good hit means that the player hit the proper part of the bongo at exactly the right time, and is worth the most in terms of chips.  An OK hit means that the player basically hit the proper part of the bongo at the right time, and is still worth something.  A Bad hit means that the player hit the correct part of the bongo, but didn’t do it at the right time, and is worth no points.  A Miss means that the player completely missed hitting the proper part of the bongo, and takes away points.  The actual amount of chips earned for each type of hit varies upon the difficulty of the song (which is ranked in barrels, the higher number of barrels the harder the song), as well as the level of difficulty that the song is being played at.  The amount of points that you get will also increased as your combo gets higher.  This means that the more hits you make without missing, the higher your combo number is.  At the end of the song being played, the player will earn an amount of chips based upon his or her score.  If he or she got at or above a certain level (different for each song), he or she will receive a gold rank on that song.  If he or she surpassed the minimum score set for that song, a silver rank will be given.  If the player is below the minimum score, he or she does not pass on that song.

Artwork: Donkey Konga’s art work is rather typical Nintendo-style 2D graphics.  But being that the focus of this game is sound rather than graphics, it’s to be expected.  The artwork is very similar to that which has been found in the newer generation Super Mario Bros. and Donkey Kong games.  A lot of the game play time is spent on a screen looking at symbols and concentrating on hitting the correct part of the bongos at the right time, and watching animations of Donkey (and possibly Diddy, depending on if you’re playing two player mode or not) Kong flail about and hit a set of bongos.

Sound and Music: As can be gathered from the review thus far, the sound and music are the focuses of this game.  The only sound effects found in the game are the sounds that bongo controllers make when the player hits each different part.  Initially, players can choose from traditional bongo sounds, or sounds found in old Nintendo games (such as the sound effect of Mario jumping).  If the player does well on songs and collects chips, however, he or she can purchase a variety of additional sound effects from clarinets, to cellular phones, to animal sounds.  The actual game music consists of already established pieces of music (whether they are folk songs, Japanese pop music, video game themes, or classical pieces).  A player can select which song he or she would like to play from many popular Japanese pop music titles by such popular artists as SMAP and Morning Musume, video game themes such as the Super Mario Theme, classical pieces like “Hungarian Waltz”, and songs that may be more familiar to American players such as “La Bamba” and “Mambo No. 5”.
Special Features: When playing multi-player mode, a POW block can be hit by a player with any part of the bongo.  This block, depending on how accurate it is hit, will reduce the number of points held by other players.

Manual: The manual includes instructions for hooking up the controllers and inserting the game, a brief overview of the storyline, controller diagrams, explanation of basic game play functions, explanation of different modes of play, song listings, and explanations of the mini games.  It’s quite a comprehensive manual, answering just about any basic question a player could have about the game.

Bugs: I have played every song in every mode of play on this game, as well as all of the bonus features. I have not encountered any bugs in the game thus far.

Game Review

What is good about the game?

This game can be played and enjoyed by a player of any skill level, even if they have no sense of rhythm whatsoever (assuming that you’re playing on Easy mode anyway).  That alone makes this one of the best available games to play with friends, especially in four-player mode.  Also, if the player likes J-Pop music, it’s an especially fun game.  Being able to play classic and newer J-Pop songs that are in this game is a true treat indeed.  Since the game itself is fairly simplistic, a player might think that he will get bored of it quickly.  This isn’t necessarily the case, as there are so many different skill levels and mini games to keep a player coming back time and time again.

What is bad about the game?

Though it may seem like they are plenty of songs in the game, once a player really becomes intrigued by this game and starts to play it frequently, he or she will discover that there really aren’t enough songs to choose from in the game.  Not only that, but none can be unlocked as secrets or bonuses.  It also seems unfair that to be able to play a song on Expert mode, the player must actually earn chips and buy it, just to get no reward at all for completing it.

How does it compare to similar games in the same genre?

Most other rhythm games tend to use a dance pad, or some other similar sort of device, instead of a drum-like controller.  Compared to games like Dance Dance Revolution, this game is just as fun to play, and much easier for first time players.  The game in it’s genre that Donkey Konga is most comparable to is “taiko no tatsujin” (or “Taiko Drum Master” in American), since it uses a taiko drum controller with drum sticks, but otherwise plays the same way.  Since “taiko” is so similar to Donkey Konga, the only really distinguishing feature is that “taiko” tends to have more songs in each game than Donkey Konga does.

What is the appropriate audience for this game?

This game is appropriate for all ages, being that it has nothing that could even be remotely considered mature content.

Are any design mistakes present?

Being that I didn’t find any bugs while playing this game, I don’t believe there are any design mistakes present.  The game is very well thought out, and constructed.

Overall Strengths

Donkey Konga has several levels of difficulty, to accommodate players of all skill levels.  It has songs that appeal to kids of any age.  It also has several bonus features to act as incentives for players to keep playing the game.

Overall Weaknesses

There aren’t enough songs included in the game, and there are no secrets that can actually be unlocked (they must all be purchased).

Is the game worth purchasing?

For anyone who finds rhythm games to be appealing, it’s absolutely worth purchasing.  It could even be said that it would be an excellent game to introduce a player to the world of rhythm games.

How could it be improved?

It could be improved by adding more songs to choose from, and by making some songs unlock able.  That way it would give a player more to keep playing for, other than just earning chips to buy bonus games and such.  There are, at this time, two sequels to Donkey Konga in Japan.  I’m certain that this problem has been addressed in the sequels. 
