Call to Power 2

Will it make it over the hurdle at the second attempt?

In 1999 Civilization: Call to Power© from Activision (abbreviated to CTP) appeared on the market.  Anyone, who played it, will know that compared with the Empire-building games that had appeared up to then it was stuffed full of new opportunities and ideas and was resplendent in sumptuous graphics.  In spite of this, critics and the players themselves took a fairly dim view of it.  Why was this the case?  If you have ever played chess, you will realize that the enjoyment of the actual game itself remains the same regardless of whether you use pieces delicately carved from choicest ivory and decorated with precious gems or kneaded together from dough and blackened with shoe polish.  The beauty of the game emanates from the rules, carefully reasoned through and established over many thousands of years and from their skilful application, leaving little scope for the aesthetic pleasure of, for example, the rook or the pawn, making any tangible difference.  In other words, what we have in our hands is this truly first-rate game, blessed with graphics, which are a delight to the eye and we still cannot really rub our hands in glee at the prospect of playing it.  As soon as we get down to playing, we are incessantly plagued by a plethora of minor (and the occasional major) errors, detracting from the experience of ruling an empire.  Anyone, who has witnessed his state of the art super-stealth fighter being trashed by a handful of spear-toting Roman legionaries, knows exactly what I mean, to name but one of the most irritating examples.  And so, after a few week's worth of struggling valiantly on (according to the motto: "I'll learn to love you warts and all you dumb program!"), the CD slid nicely back into its box and the game landed on one of my shelves where it has been gathering dust ever since.

Having gone through all this, I felt a modicum of skepticism when I got wind of the news that the company was due to come up with an updated version of the game.  News gradually began to filter through and it seemed as if the most important elements of the game, balanced rules, a user-friendly interface and easy manageability were finally going to be given the priority they deserved.  The most expedient approach for me now is to compare the new game directly with its predecessor, looking at the similarities with the classic game as well as the differences.  In what follows, I have used in part the game's official website and in part the fan sites as sources of information alongside a preview version, which I have had the good fortune to be able to test-drive.  

Graphics:

The graphics in CTP were already aesthetically pleasing.  They created a sort of imitation 3-D world with quite a lot of movement.  The geography in particular suffered from a few imperfections, with several tiny lakes clustered together, the desert and the ice expanses contiguous with the jungle, but this did not influence actual game play much.  In the second half of the game, the opportunity to conquer the deep seas and space (restricted to begin with to the immediate vicinity of the Earth) opened up as well.  The deep sea was slightly monotonous graphically and space was not exactly inspired either.  Space will be missing altogether from the new version, whilst the deep-sea graphics have been given an overhaul.  The basic features of the graphics have not changed, but with a few simple alterations, adding new colors and shades, the world of the game has become far more realistic.  The movements of the soldiers and special units dovetail perfectly with the atmosphere of the game and there are no problems to be encountered there.  In comparison with CTP1 the improvements that have been incorporated are refinements, whereas in comparison with CIV2 they take the game light years ahead.  From the graphics point of view the two games are not in the same league.  Naturally, as I already pointed out in the introduction, this is not the crucial issue at stake in this type of game.

Sound effects:

I did not have any fundamental objections to the sound effects or music in CTP1.  The various noises could be discerned from each other quite well and they gave a good general impression of the events taking place (sounds of battle or work in progress and so on).  The musical segments were suitably atmospheric as well, although after a while (let's say after 10 to 12 hours had elapsed) they started to become a little wearing, but fortunately both the music and the sound effects can be switched off, which is exactly what I did towards the end of the game.  In the preview version you can hear the original sounds and music, but I believe that in the finalized version there will be some refinement of certain sound effects.  The sound effects were fairly good in CIV2 and I also liked the music.  The final score for sound effects in all three games ends up as a draw.

AI:

In CTP1 the AI was built on a modular basis, which means that simple, internal routines work on the basis of complex rules located in text files, which enables anyone (for this read gamers versed in computer programming) to rewrite and fine tune the AI.  In practice it was this fortunate decision that saved Civilization-style games from being given the grand order of the dustbin for being absolutely useless by frustrated fans after a few weeks or months had gone by.  As a result of a few well-conceived changes the originally somewhat intellectually challenged AI was showing signs of being a more serious adversary.  In the new version the AI retains the good characteristics of CTP1.  After a few weeks or months have gone by the fans will have written new AI modules, which will present an ever more exacting challenge for the other gamers as well.  From this point of view, CIV2 lags far behind, since the AI is completely closed off, "pre-wired" and victory is no longer the issue as it discovers its mistakes and uses the lessons learned from them.  The contest centers on who can reach Alpha Centauri quicker at Deity (the hardest) level.  I succeeded in constructing my spacecraft somewhere at the beginning of the 19th century and I am not even a player with a great deal of practice.  According to reliable sources some fanatical players are already able to pull off this feat well before the end of the first millennium.  

Interface:

The interface in CTP1 was a dog's dinner.  It was far harder to use it than the one on CIV2, which was developed three years earlier.  The management section showing information about the state of the empire, its economy etc. took up a huge amount of space at the bottom of the screen.  It appealed to the eye of the beholder, but totally extraneous cherubs and decorations occupied the parts of the screen in which we ought to have been seeing what was actually going on.  One basic requirement would have been to be able to play the entire game using either the keyboard or the mouse.  In the case of CTP1, however, the player was unfortunately compelled to fumble about between the mouse and the keyboard here, there and everywhere.  The gravest shortcoming was that there was no opportunity to manage the cities next to the empire, so that if the player wished to change a few things within a city in the space of a single turn he was only able to do so by using several screens because the city window, familiar to him from CIV2, was missing.  In CIV2 it was possible to implement all of the important changes pertaining to a given city in a single window.  It would appear that CTP2 is progressing in the right direction.  Without having slavishly imitated the solutions put forward in CIV2, they have finally managed to put together an easy-to-use interface.  Given that I was playing on a preview version, everything did not always work smoothly, but after only a few minutes of play the whole thing was easier to handle than it ever was in CTP1.  If the few minor, irritating rough spots of the preview version can be ironed out by the time it hits the shops then the game will be rewarding rather than a futile exercise in grappling with the interface.

Modifiability:

The imitation 3-D soldiers and special units in the game slightly resembled those of Tiberian Sun with virtually all of them moving about in some way to simulate attacks, defense, progress and being killed in action.(  The background is 2-D and the same applies to it as to the graphics with it being easy to make out and aesthetically pleasing.  Unfortunately the disadvantage of attractive animation is that only a professional or semi-professional computer graphics artist stands a snowball's chance of success in creating new soldiers or other units.  The remaining elements of the game, such as the names, rules and the array of management modules were placed in text files, which means that anyone can get down to making their own modifications at the price of a little patience.  A user-friendly editor has been promised as part of the game, which would enable anyone to cobble together his own WW2 or Genghis Khan games.  Regardless of whether there will be an editor or not, the game will be easy to modify via the text files and this will ensure that the game remains playable over many long years.

Gameplay:

Originally CTP1 was created with a messy and imbalanced system of rules.  We shall most likely never know to what extent this was caused by a desire on the part of the publisher and the developers to woo potential customers of Alpha Centauri, a game, which appeared at the same time, into buying CTP1 as well, but it does not alter the fact that the version of the game that made it to the shops was riddled with illogicalities and annoying characteristics.  The most flagrant example of this I mentioned in the introduction, but apart from that unhappy inconsistency there were countless other problems, which annoyed the players.  One major concern was that the diplomacy, which ought to have become one of the most attractive features of the game, ended up a source of eternal vexation.  For example one civilization kept on pestering me with messages to the effect that I should cease acts of piracy against it forthwith although I had never once hoisted the Jolly Roger in its waters!!  On the other hand the civilizations displayed a tendency to declare war at the drop of a hat in spite of my having plied them with gifts all along.  Another slightly less glaring problem was that of scientific and economic development.  It was far cheaper and simpler in the game let's say to build a market, which meant that it was easier to get hold of more science points less expensively than by building a university at greater cost, not to mention the extra gold that the market produced for the player as a further spin off.  Because of this and similar problems the gamers ultimately turned their backs on the product, even those valiant souls, who had managed to cope with the deficiencies of the interface.  It would be unethical of me to draw finalized conclusions about the gameplay on the basis of a preview version, but it seems as if even the preview version is better than the predecessor.  The greatest virtue of CIV2 was its gameplay.  As to whether CTP2 will succeed in forcing an abdication in this respect remains to be seen once the final version comes out.

Multiplayer Option:

In TBS games multiplayer mode is only for the patient, who have bucketloads of spare time at their disposal.  In the closing stages of the game, turns lasting a few minutes each are frequent, which translates as a turn of half an hour to an hour when multiplied per player in a six player game.  The most common solution to this problem is the e-mail game, whereby each player sticks his moves in an "envelope", sending them to the other participants.  Playing a game right through to the end in this manner can take anything from several weeks to several months, but at least the participants are not forced to swelter over a hot keyboard until 5 am.  The other favorite option is the so-called "hot seat" (one PC, several players), which works by the player making his moves, the screen going dark, the next player taking his turn followed by the next and the next and so on until the game is finished.  This is a bit like a board game, with players being able to chill out over a beer, chat or exchange jokes when it is not their turn, transforming it into a fun occasion.  The least favored option is the game via the Internet, although the chatline can provide some entertainment whilst the others are occupied with their moves.  CTP2 will provide for all three options, although the most important features of this "genre" of games are the single-player, modifiability and AI worthy of the name.

Summary:

As I hinted in the title, the game is a second attempt at ousting CIV1 from the throne.  The first attempt ended in failure.  This second attempt seems much more reassuring, the developers are far more communicative, the game itself is far more mature and if the developers truly succeed in incorporating all of the extremely valuable ideas expressed in the form of criticism by the fans of this type of game, then it will maybe even occupy the throne rather than just being the pretender.  I am convinced, however, that in many aspects CTP2 will already raise the height of the bar for CIV3, which is expected sometime in 2001-2002.  Perhaps the most dedicated fans of CIV2 will not even try the game out having heard about the new features, but hopefully lovers of empire-building games everywhere will derive a great deal of pleasure from it.  Once I have laid hands on a copy of the sales version, I shall, after a few sleepless nights of uninterrupted play, sit down in front of my computer, bags under the eyes and all, to set out my musings on the latest incarnation of CTP as well.
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