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Basic Information





Game Tittle:


Age of the Empires II - The Age of Kings





Company & Author:


Developed by Ensemble Corporation (for Microsoft Corporation)





Type of Game:


Strategy game





Price:


$49.99





Minimum stated hardware requirements


Multimedia PC with Pentium 166 MHz or higher processor


Microsoft Windows 95 or Windows 98 operating system, or Windows NT Workstation operating system version 4.0 with Service Pack 5


32 MB of RAM


200 MB of hard disk space; additional 100 MB of hard disk space for swap file


Super VGA monitor supporting 800 x 600 resolution


Quad-speed  CD-ROM drive


Microsoft Mouse or compatible pointing device


28.8 KBPS modem (or higher recommended) for internet or head-to-head play


Internet access required for internet play.


Microsoft Internet Explorer 3.02 or later software or Netscape Communicator 4.0 or later required to play on the MSN Gaming Zone


Audio board with speakers or headphones recommended





Actual hardware required:


Did not have a chance to test on other hardware configurations








Game Summary





Quick overview





Age of Empires II: The Age of Kings is a strategy game involving combat and empire building (or civilization building) spanning the time from the fall of Rome through the Middle Ages. The goal of the game is to build a huge empire, progress through four different eras of monarchial civilizations and remain victorious. 





Story line and Player’s Role





The strategy game basically allows you to control your people and your kingdom (like a king). The player is put in charge of creating villagers and army, putting them to work and defending the from enemies. While playing the game, the player is confronted with many challenges to defend from the attacks of enemies, in raising armies, or through the strategies of expanding the civilization  by creating villagers and assigning them work to stock up food, wood, stone and gold and making them build different kinds of buildings.





There are four ages reflecting the medieval period in the history - the Dark Age, the Feudal Age, the Castle Age and the Imperial Age. The game starts of in the Dark Age, with the player creating villagers who are then put to work. The work involves collecting or growing food, clearing the forage to accumulate wood, mining for gold and breaking rocks to collect stone. The more stock of these items you have the more villagers you can create and your civilization grows.





The army is created through the same principles which requires adequate supplies of food and material to sustain them. The army consists of different types of soldiers that the player can create. 





There is a cost value associated for creating every item - whether they are buildings or villagers or soldiers. The cost is food for villagers and soldiers and stone or wood for buildings. If sufficient amount of stocks of these materials are available, the “creation” is successful otherwise, the villagers are put to work to accumulate these resources till enough stock piles are generated and the creation can begin.





To progress from one age to the next, there is “learning” and “upgrading” involved. The population has to be a certain size, with sufficient buildings and enough army. When sufficient learning is acquired by the villagers, or the army upgraded then the whole civilization can progress into the next age.





There are stages in the game that are presented to the player before the game begins. The goals for each stage are well defined and explained to the player. The player can then develop the strategy at his/her own pace to achieve the goal and win that stage of the game.





Installation





Installation of the game does not require any configuration on the user’s part. You put the CD in the CD-ROM, sit back and relax and the game is installed.





User Interface





I was extremely impressed by the user interface with lot of help popping up for every little button on the screen as well as with the online help that is available to the users. For such a complicated game with so many different options,  it was fairly easy for me to get started as soon as the game was installed. However, for a computer novice, even the online help can be challenging to find and so there is still room for improvements with a better user manual explaining the layout of the screen, which I found was lacking. 





The screen starts up with limited landscape which keeps randomly building up as you explore the surrounding areas which is quite fascinating. Navigation of the screen to scan across the landscape is easy but at times I found it irritating as there is little control you can exercise over the speed of the scanning. Small VCR buttons for scrolling around would have been useful. 





Scoring





Scoring mostly are statistics on the stockpile resources that are available for the population as well as the number of the villagers or soldiers available at any given time. Statistics are also available for the type of soldiers that are available as well as the type of work each villagers is engaged in. The other scoring is in the form of victory/ defeat that you might experience at the hands of your enemies.





Artwork





Artwork is one of the finest I have seen so far. Beautiful landscapes, woods and fine buildings keep greeting you and engage your interests most of the time. Villagers, soldiers, animals and every little object that appears on the screen are very well designed presenting a great piece of artwork.


�
Sound and Music





Sounds are realistic - almost like a movie scene - the villagers cutting the woods or mining for gold or breaking the rocks or constructing buildings - each one with its unique sounds, almost making the player feel as if he/she is participating in the scene.





There are warning sounds when the enemy is attacking as well as when an animal is attacking alerting the user to take appropriate steps





The background music keeps changing and is different for different civilizations and is quite refreshing and relaxing.








Special Features





Lot of special features are available in this game. One such feature is the multi-player game. The player can connect via internet or network and play with other people. Up to 8 players can connect to a game across network or the Internet. Two players can connect to a game across a modem or a serial connection





One other interesting feature available is that the player can create or edit scenarios controlling all aspects of the game that include placing of buildings, military units, grass on the map to choosing the victory conditions and writing hints for how to win.





A great start up training game is also the highlight of this game. A beginner can start the play using this training game which familiarizes him/her through every aspect of the user interface, continually prompting to take the next steps. A great feature that I found is lacking in other games. 





Manual





The manual does a fine job of explaining the various objects in the game and the procedures in using them. However, it does not talk a whole lot about the user interface and the various placements of the buttons. For a computer novice these additions would be very useful





Bugs





I did not come across any major bugs so far in my one week of use.





Game Review





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


The continually changing scenarios that captures the interests of the player, changing goals and objectives of the game after every accomplishment and victory or defeat, and the feeling of you being the “King” controlling the subjects is a lot of fun.





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


The game is too long and although each objective can be accomplished in less than an hour, the user can end up spending 3 - 4 hours easily per sitting. Although this is not bad, it may make the user think twice before sitting and playing this game





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


The only similar game in its category I have played is a board game called Risk. The Age of Empires - II is far more interesting and entertaining than an ordinary board game with sounds and music and the real life scenarios.





Why is it better or worse than similar games ?


The game has features that allow you to save the last settings in the play that you can start from again.  Also, playing with other players online can be a great experience.





What is the appropriate audience for this game ?


The game has been officially rated as Teen (13+). 





Are any design mistakes present ?


I have not been able to find any design mistakes so far.











Summary





Overall strengths and weaknesses


Overall strengths - great entertainment, great sound and music, great graphics and overall provides a great form of learning history.


Only weakness I found was the missing explanation of the user interface in detail





Is the game worth purchasing ? 


Absolutely worth purchasing and is worth every penny. Great piece of artwork.





How could it be improved ?


By providing a more detailed manual for computer novices





