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BASIC INFORMATION

Game title
Half-Life

Company
Sierra On-Line, Inc.

Developer
Valve, L.L.C.

Team

Gabe Newell

Company cofounder, former Microsoft advanced

technical expert

Mike Harrington
Company cofounder, formerly of Sierra’s Dynamix




subsidiary



Harry Teasley

Game designer/artist, formerly of Shiny

Entertainment and Microprose

Chuck Jones

Illustrator/3D artist, Duke Nukem artist/animator

from Apogee/3D Realms



Karen Laur

Artist, a contributor to Activision’s Zork and

Nemesis



Ken Birdwell

Senior Developer, created CompuServe’s Sniper,






one of the first on-line games

Ben Morris

Developer, creator of Doom Construction Kit and




the Worldcraft Doom/Quake level editor

Marc Laidlaw

Developer, author of Dad’s Nuke and The 37th

Mandala

Steve Bond

Developer, enemy behavior (AI)

Type of game
3D POV “Corridor Shooter”

Price

$29.95 to $49.95

Minimum stated hardware requirements
(Requires user to run in 320x240, 3D-software-emulation mode)

Pentium 133

24 MB RAM

16-bit 2D graphics

2X CD-ROM drive

400 MB HD space

Win-compatible sound card

Mouse

Keyboard

Minimum acceptable hardware requirements
(Allows user to increase resolution to 640x480)

Pentium 200

32 MB RAM

Ideal hardware requirements

(Allows user to run in 1280x960 with accelerated 3D video and 3D-Positional audio)

Pentium II

64 MB RAM

OpenGL- or Direct3D-compatible 3D video accelerator

A3D- or EAX-compatible sound card

3-button mouse

GAME SUMMARY

Quick Overview

Half-Life is a classic corridor-shooter similar to Quake and Doom, but goes way beyond those titles, incorporating a detailed plot and storyline, immersive and variegated environments, detailed Non-Player Character (NPC) interaction, and advanced AI.

Story Line

The story takes place in a decommissioned missile base in New Mexico known as the Black Mesa Research Facility. An experiment gone awry has opened an interdimensional rift to an alien world, and all manner of alien flora and fauna has spilled through the portal, invading and laying waste to the facility. To make matters worse, teams of military commandos have been dispatched to erase all traces of the accident, including any witnesses, of which you are but one. At first glance, this may seem like just another Doom knockoff, but this epic saga makes Doom look like Atari Space Invaders.

Player’s Role

Your role in the game is that of Dr. Gordon Freeman, Theoretical Physicist. You have just been reassigned to Black Mesa to do some experimentation in the Anomalous Materials Laboratory. After unwittingly causing the accident, you (Gordon) must resort to exploration, combat and survival tactics. Specifically, you must fight your way through the facility, find the portal to Xen (the alien world), fight your way through Xen, and finally find and kill the alien mastermind behind the invasion. 

Installation

Installation is simple and straightforward. The CD autoplays upon insertion into the CD-ROM drive, and there are no significant installation options. The game installs fully, requiring 375 MB to 425 MB of hard drive space to install. The full install is apparently done for performance reasons and explains the modest CD-ROM drive speed requirement. The CD is only necessary during game play if you want to hear music at strategic points in the plot, as the music is streamed live from the CD. The CD must be in the drive to start the game, but can be removed once the game menu appears. According to Sierra and Valve, this is to initialize the game properly upon startup for the musical interludes. Apparently, some older CD-ROM drives do not have the capability of playing the music tracks on the Half-Life CD, so this feature actually can prevent legitimate users from playing the game. As a result, there is a patch readily available on many websites to bypass this check for the CD.

User Interface

The UI employs a combination of keyboard and mouse control. The main menu is presented upon startup, and is accessible at any time during game play by hitting the ESC key. The menu system is hierarchically organized and never goes more than four levels deep, and each submenu fits on one screen. The deepest submenu levels are used for first-time configuration. During normal game play, the user rarely has to go more than two levels deep in the menu system. Menu picks can be activated via mouse click or hotkey, and the currently selected menu item is highlighted for visual feedback. Additionally, when a menu pick is executed, the user receives audio feedback.


During game play there are multiple ways to access most control mechanisms. For the novice or infrequent user there is a simple, logical way to access the game controls, and for the frequent users there are equivalent hot keys for most controls. Most importantly, there are hot keys for quick save and quick load. The average player will find him/herself using these two keys frequently.


Since the environments in Half-life are so immersive and interactive, the user must be able to control the point-of-view as well as direction of travel. This is best accomplished by enabling the “mouse look” feature. In this mode, the user moves Gordon Freeman forward and backward via the up and down arrow keys, and moving the mouse up and down and from side to side is equivalent to Gordon standing still and moving his head to look around. The left and right arrow keys aren’t needed here, since the up arrow key will move Gordon in the direction in which he is looking. Therefore, it is recommend that the left and right arrow keys be configured as strafing controls.

Game Play

In addition to the overall goals of surviving, exploring, and conquering the aliens and commandos, Half-Life contains many subplots and tasks to accomplish. At any given time, the current goal to reach or obstacle to overcome is usually logical and/or obvious. Scientists will sometimes tell Gordon what to do, Security Guards will often assist if prompted, both scientists and guards alike will often open security doors, and strategically important areas, rooms, and machinery are usually marked with signs and labels. An unusual twist is that sometimes you obtain valuable information by eavesdropping on commandos. Fortunately, the game designers were careful to assure that any information critical to progressing in the game, and any security obstacles that have to be overcome by a scientist or guard are all handled via carefully controlled or scripted sequences such that the user doesn’t end up in a situation where forward progress is impossible.


There are no game “levels” in the traditional sense. The game consists of one huge, seamless world, where Gordon is usually free to move about at will. This really enhances the sense of immersion that the game tries to convey. Whereas most games of this type are very linear, Half-Life is very open and multi-faceted. At times, the game will force Gordon into a certain chain of events, and even prevent him from being able to revisit a previous location, but this is necessary to keep the game moving along toward the conclusion. The user gets a sense of progress via “chapters”, like in a book. At key points in the game, where the user has accomplished a major subtask or is about to enter a different “environment”, the game will display a “chapter title” on the screen, which fades automatically after several seconds, and does not interfere with game play. A lot of thought went into the chapter titles, since each one manages to capture the spirit of what Gordon is about to experience.


Weapons are plentiful and diverse, most of which incorporate a secondary firing mode, like rapid fire or a different type of ammunition altogether. The enemies are equally plentiful and diverse, and are affected in different ways by the various weaponry. The user soon acquires a sense of which weapon will dispatch which type of enemy with the least effort. Indeed, some enemies are practically impervious to conventional weaponry, and must be dispatched via some other means. This is one of the many instances in which inanimate objects come into play. Sometimes Gordon must conquer an enemy by operating a vehicle or some machinery to crush, burn, or otherwise destroy a formidable foe. Other inanimate objects that play important roles in the game are ammunition and explosives, gun turrets, health packs, batteries, health and power recharging stations, valves, switches, vending machines, etc. Gordon’s world is truly functional as opposed to being just “eye candy”. Both scientists and guards can be helpful throughout the game, offering advice, opening security doors and shooting enemies. Speaking to them will often get them to reveal more information and even follow Gordon on his quest. At one point during game play, I actually had three security guards and two scientists following Gordon. In a game of this magnitude, there’s nothing more reassuring than having a couple of extra guns and pairs of eyes at your side.

Scoring

The single-player mode of Half-Life does not incorporate any kind of scoring. Your goal is to survive, explore, outwit the enemies, and turn back the invasion. Multiplayer Half-Life, played across the Internet or a network, involves scoring in the sense that you keep track of how many times who killed who, but that mode of game play is beyond the scope of this evaluation.

Artwork
This is one of the facets of Half-Life that places it head and shoulders above the competition. The artwork is immense, rich, highly detailed, and at times breathtaking. The artists and illustrators obviously placed a high priority on giving Half-Life a finished look and feel. There were many times during game play that I allowed Gordon to be pummeled to death again and again, because I was too busy staring at the screen with my mouth hanging open, mesmerized by the exquisite detail of the artwork. One of the most memorable experiences was crawling through a pipe and stepping out onto a ledge high up on a cliff. The view was every bit as spectacular as viewing the Grand Canyon for the first time. The spell is soon broken by the roar of a military jet screaming past your face and the unmistakable sound of commando radios somewhere below you on the cliff. This is but one small example of the delicate marriage of beauty and anxiety that the developers were so successful in creating.

Sound and Music

The ambient sound effects in Half-Life are some of the best I have encountered. The game is ALIVE. It doesn’t just wait for the user to do something, it takes on a life of its own, merrily clanking along, sending various creatures scurrying about, and treating the user to hissing steam pipes, bubbling pools, dripping water, creaking doors and machinery, distant gunfire and sounds of battle between commandos and aliens, etc. The sounds of vehicles and weapons are rich and variegated, each one having its own unique and realistic sound effects. Each of the aliens also has its own unique sound effects, both from “speaking” and from moving about, as well as from their distinct modes of attack. Finally, commandos are constantly chattering back and forth, either on their radios or just yelling to one another. The user can often determine whether the commandos are aware of Gordon’s current whereabouts by eavesdropping on the nearest detachment of grunts. The user will be treated to phrases like “Area secure” or “Sir, I hear something…”.


The user will be treated to various musical interludes during key strategic points during the game, IF the game CD is left in the drive during game play. The selections are basically hard rock riffs, and do a good job of carrying the player’s emotions along with the flow of the game. The game developers were careful to make sure that the absence of the music does not detract from the game’s atmosphere, so installing the CD-check-disable patch and putting the CD away is recommended for the sake of convenience, especially if you’re on your second or subsequent pass through the game.

Special Features


Probably the best special feature of Half-Life is the advanced Artificial Intelligence (AI). Most enemies will attack in force, and will often retreat and regroup if caught at a disadvantage. Some will even lay traps or ambushes by making use of certain features of the surrounding environment. The commandos are especially intelligent. A first-time player will try to snipe them from cover and will soon be treated to a hail of hand-tossed and rocket-propelled grenades. The AI is so advanced that the commandos almost seem to have personalities. Whenever the commandos try to flush Gordon out, one of them will often shout “Fire in the hole!” as he and his buddies toss and fire grenades. During one of my many altercations with commandos, I had to laugh uproariously after I sneaked up on a contingent of grunts and tossed a grenade in their midst: after hearing the unmistakable sound of a grenade clinking on the concrete at their feet, one of them bellowed “Oh, SHIT!” as they scattered in all directions.


The other significant special feature of Half-Life is the “Hazard Course”, which is a short training exercise to familiarize the user with movement and weapons use. It only takes the user 20-30 minutes to run the course, and gives an excellent knowledge base from which to proceed. A couple of things that can kill an otherwise excellent game are a poor or complicated user interface or an excessive learning curve. A little-known predecessor to Half-Life was a game developed by Origin Systems entitled “System Shock”. This game was truly ahead of its time and, in my opinion, second only to Half-Life in its excellence, but it had an overly-complex user interface and a steep learning curve. Learning the game was definitely worth it in the long run, but most people would not bother. This is what kept System Shock from becoming the blockbuster hit that Half-Life is. As a side note, Origin Systems has learned from its mistakes, and is working on a sequel called System Shock 2 which should give Half-Life a run for its money some time this year.

Manual

The Half-Life manual is in quick-reference format, containing tables and charts of installation details, menu structure, game controls, and weapons and enemy information. It is brief and to the point, which is preferable to the “encyclopedia” style of documentation, which quickly overwhelms and discourages users. Interestingly, only a few basic weapons and enemies are documented. Apparently Sierra felt that users would prefer to discover the rest on their own.

Bugs

Half-Life, for all its complexity and vastness, is amazingly bug-free. There are a few minor boundary-determination anomalies that sometimes allow enemies to attack through closed doors, or cause Gordon to become entangled in debris or confined spaces. These occurrences are rare, however. Sometimes, enemy AI gets confused, and lone assailants will run back and forth until attacked, even though Gordon is in full view. Also, if Gordon sneaks up on multiple enemies and kills one, the other enemies will have no reaction to their buddy being killed. I suppose this is more of a shortcoming in the AI rather than a genuine bug. I did find one very interesting bug, however, which turns out to be an advantage to the user. The secondary fire mode of the crossbow is a sniper scope, allowing Gordon user to zoom in on enemies from great distances and pick them off. Unfortunately, crossbow ammunition is scarce, so the user is reluctant to do this very often. However, if a quick save (F6) is performed while in zoom mode, followed by a quick load (F7), the user can switch to any weapon in his possession, and the view will be zoomed as if the crossbow scope were being used.

GAME REVIEW

What is good (fun) about the game? Why?

The plot and story line are outstanding, and the game does a great job of immersing the player in the experience and preventing the game play from appearing too linear. This keeps the game from becoming boring or repetitive and increases replay value. I have played the game completely through twice in the last five months, and plan to start a third pass soon.

What is bad (not fun) about the game? Why?

It is often necessary to proceed through parts of the game, like ventilation ducts, assisted by your flashlight. The flashlight beam is very narrow and weak, and the light rays appear to be almost completely absorbed by whatever they are shining on. In dark rooms, this forces you to proceed very slowly, shining the light in all directions incessantly. In ventilation ducts, it is especially maddening. You must crawl a couple of feet, then stop and shine the flashlight on all four sides of the duct, since you can only see one side at a time. This is totally unrealistic, and sometimes causes you to completely miss a junction in the duct system, simply because you did not shine your flashlight in that specific direction at that particular spot.

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

In my opinion, Half-Life significantly raised the chin bar for 3D POV games. It has walked away with nearly every conceivable award for this genre, and is continually being touted as the game by which all others must gauge themselves. While other 3D games excel in one area or another, Half-Life seems to have it all and do it all. In the many reviews that I have read, the reviewers really struggle to come up with minus points, and often settle on minor things like I did with the flashlight. Indeed, most reviewers are quick to point out that they don’t see anything at all wrong with the game, but do give suggestions as to how it could have been better at this or that.

Why is it better or worse than similar games?


The advanced AI, the “Hazard Course” training, and the breadth and depth of the story line all serve to push Half-Life head and shoulders above the competition. A downside is the beefy hardware needed to enjoy the game to its fullest potential. Even if the user’s machine is a good bit above the minimum stated hardware requirements, the graphics and latency are disappointing. I actually bought a 3D accelerator card shortly after purchasing the game, and still cannot run above 800x600, which is only about half the resolution the game is capable of.

What is the appropriate audience for this game?

The game is rated “M” by the ESRB, which translates into 17+. This is partly due to language, since the commandos have a tendency to swear on occasion. Partly it is due to violence, since game play involves the killing of other humans. The gore appears to be stylized and not very detailed, although the user is treated to the occasional body part flying by, or blood spraying on the walls or floors.

Are any design mistakes present?

I would consider the sniper-scope-quick-save-and-load anomaly to be a design mistake rather than a bug, although it’s definitely open to interpretation. However, I think that the flashlight problem is DEFINITELY a design mistake. I am very surprised that the play testers had nothing to say about it.

SUMMARY

Overall strengths and weaknesses


The depth and breadth of the story, the immersion into the environment, the excellence of the AI, and the robustness of the product are currently unparalleled in the genre. A definite weakness has to be the flashlight operation. There are times when its use is necessary, but the implementation is frustrating.

Is the game worth purchasing?


If you have any interest whatsoever in 3D POV games, this one should already be in your possession. If you’re the kind of person who dismisses this type of game as repetitive, boring, shallow, mindless, etc., you’ve got a big surprise coming. A word of warning, however: the hardware requirements are indeed steep, so if you have a low end Pentium with no 3D acceleration, it may not be worth it due to the low resolution and poor latency that you will have to endure.

How could it be improved?


I would like to see the ability to carry extra health packs and batteries. I also would like to see incremental consumption of health, batteries, and ammunition. There is nothing more frustrating that accidentally grabbing a 25-round clip of ammunition when you can only carry one more round in your backpack, or accidentally wasting a full health pack when you have 99% health. A really nice improvement would be the ability to play cooperative games over a network, wherein you and your friends or family members team up against the enemies. Doom supports this capability, and it is very enjoyable, lending a whole new aspect to replay value.
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