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Video Game Review -- The Hobbit

Game Title:  The Hobbit

Company:  Sierra Software/ Vivendi Universal Games

Type:  Adventure and Fantasy

Price:  Retail Value $29.99  Actual Price $9.99

This game is also available for the Game Cube, Playstation 2 and X-Box.

Minimum Hardware Requirements:  Windows 98/Me/2000/XP OS

450 MHz Pentium III, DirectX 8.1 compatible 3D video card with 32MB RAM,  64MB System RAM,  DirectX 8.1 compatible sound card, 4x CD-ROM, Windows compatible mouse and key board, optional windows compatible controller,  1.5GB of uncompressed free hard drive space plus 200MB of swap file space.

Recommended Hardware:  Pentium 4 1.4GHz processor, 128MB system RAM, GeForce 2 (32MB) Video Card.

Test System:  Played on a dual 2.6GHz Pentium 4 Windows XP System, 2GB system RAM, GE Force 4 video card with 256MB Video RAM, Soundblaster Audigy Platnum Plus audio, 200GB Hard Drive, 52x CD-ROM, DirectX 9.1.

Game Summary:


This game allows the player to participate in the adventures of Bilbo Baggins, the Hobbit, as he lays the foundation for the Best Selling J.R.R. Tolkein book series The Lord of the Rings.  The Hobbit is the first book or prelude to the series.  Game play is very similar to the latest Legend of Zelda games.  You can fully control Bilbo and all of his movements using the keyboard and mouse or an optional game controller.  The game is three dimensional and allows the player to control the camera angle.


A brief synopsis of the story line finds the player in Bilbo's house in the aftermath of a Drunken Dwarven Beerfest.  Upon recovery Bilbo finds himself in the midst of an adventure.  He must hurry to meet his Dwarf companions so that they can embark on their journey.  Bilbo is informed that he has been hired by the Dwarves and Gandalf the Grey (A Wizard).  Throughout the story Bilbo encounters Elves, Trolls, Ogres, Orcs, Spiders, Wargs (Wolves) and a plethora of other friends and foes.  The adventure will lead the player through woods, mountains, mines, rivers, caves and Elvin palaces.  The ultimate goal is to reach the Lonely Mountain and defeat Smaug the Dragon.  Smaug has taken over the Dwarven Kingdom and is terrorizing the humans in River Town.


As previously mentioned, the player takes the role of Bilbo Baggins, a small and frail Hobbit (Halfling) with tremendous courage.  Bilbo has taken the role of a master thief, a profession for which he has absolutely no experience.  The player must collect coins and various trinkets that will help to increase Bilbo's skills, strength and life force.


Installation takes very little time.  The game is placed on two CD's and there is a 16MB patch available on the Sierra website to repair bugs that made the game freeze before the last few stages.  The whole installation and configuration process takes less than ten minutes.  The install shield is very user friendly.


The user interface is very easy to use.  The main screen while playing the game is a heads up 3D view.  The player has the option of seeing through Bilbo's eyes or using a view that allows you to look over Bilbo.  I recommend the later because this way you can see if an enemy is creeping up behind you.  There are easily accessible menus to scroll through the inventory, current quest and game settings.  Most of the menus require use of either the mouse or the controller.  There are comprehensive user control menus so that a player can configure the controller or keyboard/ mouse combo to his personal preferences (buttons and hotkeys).  I elected to use the keyboard and mouse to play the game.  It was cumbersome at first; however the game puts you through a bit of training in a "Dream World" so that you can easily learn to control Bilbo.  The first level is very simple with very few enemies to further enhance a player's ability to control Bilbo.


Game play is addictive.  The game is broken down into a series of quests.  You must complete several quests per level.  The game has 11 levels, all aptly named after a chapter of the book.  There are multiple items to collect.  The game has mini games in treasure chests that the player must master to get better loot.  I found myself scowering each level to make sure I found every possible item.  Each quest unlocks a new part of the original story line of The Hobbit.  The game embellishes and extends a few of the chapters; however it stays fairly true to the story.  Each level is named after a chapter of the book, which makes things quite exciting for fans of the series (fans know what is coming, and can't wait to see it).  A quest window keeps track of your progress and reminds you what the next step or item you need is.  The game itself has built in puzzles that require a player to strategize to complete each task or to overcome an obstacle.  Overall I found the game experience to be quite enjoyable.  Seeing Smaug the Dragon was quite a fun experience.


The game keeps track of all of the items you have collected.  The user menu's show you how many items you have found and gives you an idea of how many potential items are out there.  There is no true score to the game; however a player may find it personally hard to pass a level without collecting all of the items and bonuses.  At the end of a level the user is awarded additional coin based on the amount of secrets and items they unlock.  The coins help the user to purchase items from the store that may be needed during game play.  The store can only be visited after completing a level.


The artwork in the game is more of enhanced cartoon world than a realistic one.  The characters involved and the movie reels between and integrated with the levels are 3D animation and in no way life-like.  This does not take away from either the game play of the player emersion.  I found myself intrigued by the story and challenged by the game.  The fact that it was "cartoony" had no effect on my enjoyment.  Each character is well rendered and detailed enough to keep things moving.


The music felt appropriate for each setting.  There were some areas where the suspenseful music was so appropriate that I physically jumped when an enemy popped out on Bilbo.  Sound effects were pretty basic.  Bilbo, along with the other characters made the appropriate grunts, strains and calls while in battle.  Some characters even said "ouch" when they got hurt.  There were nifty sound effects when the swords were swung and when they collided.  There was a "whooshing" noise that was pretty unique when Bilbo used the ring of power.  What I liked about the sound while wearing the ring was that it intensified when Bilbo's invisibility was fading.  This was handy because you could concentrate on playing instead of watching the "invis-o-meter".


The game had some special features that recent Zelda players would appreciate.  When Bilbo was throwing an object or shooting an object a special targeting view was given so that the player could aim better.  This function also helped for extending Bilbo's view when you wanted to jump over a ledge you were unsure of.  The menu features also helped to make the game play easier by helping you track your inventory and questing status.


The user manual supplied with the game gave you enough information to get started.  It identified all of the objects that you could interact with in the game, and how to activate them.  All character movements were well documented.  The manual highlighted all hotkeys for use with a keyboard/ mouse combination.  There was also an explanation of the default button configuration for a generic game controller.  The first five levels were basically summarized to get a player started as well.  The manual has colored pages and highlights all of the hardware and software requirements of the game.  It also gives pages for the user to write notes on their progress.  The game box also contained a quick start guide for those gamers who can't be bothered with the manufacturer's opinion (manual).  It shows the hotkeys required for mouse and keyboard use on one side.  The other side shows the basic controller layout when using a Logitech game pad.  I referenced the card during game play to remind myself what hotkeys I cold use.


There were no exploitable bugs that I noticed while playing this game.  I experienced some crackling of the sound and on level 6 I could look through the wall while creeping along one of the ledges.  Nothing happened to inhibit the game play.  Aside from some points where it seemed there was no way to pass a level I'd say the game was very well developed.  The patch that I mentioned in a previous paragraph fixed an apparent bug that crashed the game in a later level.  I never encountered this bug as I patched the game before I played it.

Review:


This game is quite fun.  I found the story intriguing and the game play addicting.  I liked being able to play out a story that I had read as a child.  There were several points in the game where you had to formulate a strategy to get past a monster or obstacle.  This invoked the 'never give up' part of me and had me playing for hours on end to get past each obstacle.  That is what makes a game fun to me.  Anything that can make a player develop an intense desire to accomplish a goal makes for a great game.  I also liked the speed and skill required to solve puzzles in the treasure chests.  It was fun to see what my reward was after solving a puzzle with multiple traps.  The quest layout was also nice.  I liked being able to easily track my progress within the quest.  Being able to look ahead in the quest was also quite handy.


While playing the game I noticed that there were a few areas where your goal was not entirely apparent.  It took a very long time to find a way to evade the trolls in level 2.  It seemed like no matter what I tried they would always see me and I'd be sent back to the checkpoint.  I also spent several hours stranded on a peninsula in a giant cavern (Level 5) because there was no apparent way to get to the other side.  It seemed that every where I turned I would either fall into an abyss or get smashed by a mining car.  Eventually I found a very small ledge where I could jump on to get across, however it was quite difficult to find.  Level 7 was a real pain as there was no apparent way to enter the Elvin fortress.  This took several trials and errors before success.  All in all I'd say that the things I didn't like were what added the most challenge to the game.  It is important to make a game challenging but you should try not to make it so difficult that the player starts to 'come out' of the 'spell' your game has over them.


This game was very similar to the newer Zelda games that are on the market.  The main difference here is that the game cost about a quarter of the price that you would pay for a Zelda game.  Both games are very similar in character control and function.  I would say that The Hobbit game was easier than most games of this type.  It was no less addicting or fun.  I enjoyed the 3D game control and multiple camera views as much as in other titles.


The audience that would most enjoy this game is fans of the Lord of the Rings books and games.  The game would also appeal to other gamers but I believe that fans would be the first to pull the game from the shelves.  This game would also be ideal for a beginning gamer because it is a fairly simple game and the controls are very user friendly.  This game is E by the ESRB.  The E rating means everyone can play.  The game contains minor violence.
Overall Summary:

The game is a very fun interactive experience.  It plays well on the story line of The Hobbit.  The quest aspect and simplicity of control makes the game a great buy for any player.  This game is fairly easy.  That being said a player will come away with the satisfaction of being thoroughly entertained by a timeless tail of adventure and bravery.  The few areas where a player would be ‘stuck’ or ‘stumped’ only prove to intensify the addictiveness of the game.


This game is well worth the price.  I was surprised to pick up such a fun game on a discount rack at the electronics store.  As mentioned at the beginning of the document the game retails at $29.99.  The average selling price for this game (new) is now only $9.99.


The game could be improved by placing hints of some sort in the difficult areas.  A guide character or perhaps a small clue item could be placed near the difficult places to give a player hints as to how they may proceed.  This would not take away from the game and would help to keep players immersed into the world that the game creates.


Overall this is a great game at a great price.  This is an awesome pick for those gamers who are tired of spending there entire allowance on their video addiction.  I give this game five starts and rave that it provides fantastic fictional fun for everyone.
