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TALKIN' ‘BOUT MY GENERATION

SPORE

t's been over eight years since Will

Wright and the Maxis team released

The Sims, the virtual dollhouse that

wowed PC gamers as they manipu-
lated the lives of their characters from day
to day. Enter Spore, which is hoping to
replicate this success, but has cast its net
much wider to include the evolution of a
species from its inception as a single cell
organism to galactic domination. With
these aspirations, surely it's going to over
promise and under deliver? Pleasantly, it
doesn't.

Spore is split into five stages that can be
played in order or independently. The first is
the Cell stage, played out in a 2D environment
where your creature has to swim around
eating meat or plants (depending on its
chosen diet) in order to grow large enough to
reach land. Simultaneously, the player has to
collect 'parts' which can be added to the
creature. Simple exploration can be used to
collect these, or more aggressive species can
attack inhabitants that possess a trait which
they desire. Of course, your species don't start
as the biggest fish in the pond and you'll have
to avoid being dinner for rival species. Our
creation, the’Mandon; were taking a hiding
from bigger, faster cells that we just couldn't
evade, but after a few unfortunate deaths, we
found a fellow Mandon to mate with and
entered the Creature Creator.

These editors are what make Spore the

experience that it is. From this screen you can
mould your species' body in any way you
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see fit by simply dragging and dropping
features such as eyes, mouths and pointy bits
onto your creation, some of which give your
creature useful actions. The creator is a joy to
work in, and manufacturing a creature from
virtually nothing that both looks and acts as if
it was painstakingly created in the offices at
Maxis makes you feel all the more attached to
them. There are a couple of niggles that don't
sit just right, but they really are minor when
you consider the strengths of the editor.

Adding a couple of rear spikes to make our
creature less edible did the trick and predators
began to think twice before attacking. Then
Spore's brilliance hits you as your species
comes to a solution to improve its survival
chances, mimicking the process of nature. Of
course, we could have gone about improving
our Mandon in a number of different ways to
solve said problem, and this is where Spore
really shines. Once you make landfall and the
creature stage, the survival of the fittest theme
is continued with added abilities.

Each species has its own nest on the planet,
and your species can evolve either by making
other species extinct or socialising with them.
Your ability to do both improves as your
creature gains new parts which are scattered
across the land. As you outgrow your
surroundings you'll have to migrate to a new
nest, one of the many highlights as your
creatures bravely traverse the planet to their
new home. In this dangerous environment, it
may be smarter to hunt and travel in packs to
take down the stronger foes. We decided our

Mandon was a solitary creature and would
prefer to harass its prey from afar, amongst
other more sinister methods that we'll let you
discover for yourself.

It's here that Spore's online sharing system is
seen working best. Apart from the pre-loaded
content, all in-game content is generated by
other Spore users’ creations and automatically
integrated into your game. So every creature
you encounter will reveal its name and owner,
and you will be facing off against the
creations of others for survival and
dominance. Content can be restricted to a
friends list quite easily, and there is more than
enough on the disk for those who aren't
online. Manual sharing is also possible and
cleverly integrated with automatic uploading
to YouTube. If you search around your Spore
folder, you'll even find animated avatars of
your creatures tracing your method of
creation for each of your species' generations.
But you don't have to go to all that trouble to
see your evolution history.




“MORE THAN
JUST A GAME;
SPORE IS AN

EXPERIENCE”

After each stage you're presented
with a timeline documenting your
activities on the planet, alongside
your evolution and behaviours. Your
behaviour in each stage will grant
you a special ability, which will help
personalise your species in the latter
stages of the game.

Eventually, the Mandon gained
enough brain power to form a
society and enter the Tribal phase.
Tribal plays like a basic RTS where
you hunt and gather food, gain allies
and inevitably go to war. New
abilities for your tribe are gained
through discovering buildings from within other
tribes, before your tribe becomes large enough
to found a city and enter the Civilisation phase.
During Civilisation, cities are your centre of
production and 'spice' funds your economy.
Warfare is now carried out with machines, and
uniting the globe through economic, religious or
military means will send you into orbit on your
quest to dominate the galaxy.

Although perhaps pitched for players of The
Sims, anyone who has ever played any form of
strategy game will consider the Civilisation stage
slightly too easy. Our warlike Mandon
conquered the globe with zero difficulty, making
the phase seem little more as a stepping stone
to the next stage. This is made all the more
disappointing when each of the buildings and
vehicles crafted are used fleetingly. Strangely, all
buildings and units have to be remade during
the Space stage despite having the same
function as the Civilisation buildings. With no
option to load an old creation or use a stock
construction, Spore forces the player to make
anew or do without. It's almost as if Maxis want
the player to forget the Civilisation stage entirely.

Once in space, however, the game gains real
depth once again. Your ultimate goal is to
expand your empire throughout the galaxy, with
enough craft upgrades and abilities to journey
to the centre of the universe. Rival empires from
rival planets are already travelling the galaxy and
the usual kill/befriend mechanics remain.

However, at this point, you really are thrown in at the
deep end with little direction as to how to proceed.
The wealth of options is overwhelming and some
players may struggle getting to grips with the new
abilities. But it all adds to the feeling of being the
new kid on the block. The fact that planets and their
inhabitants are now your toys, and the way the
game once again becomes a challenge means that
the space age is one of the better stages.

It's with a heavy heart that your once important
creature becomes sidelined, but creating your
spaceship and entering space is one of those ‘special’
moments in gaming. The point where you fly as far,
far away from your home planet as possible to see
your home's orbital system become a dot in a sea of
blue specks. The realisation of how insignificant your
single cell species was back when you started. And
how far your species has since come, especially
when you can visit each and every one of those dots
which may contain many planets and many more
creatures.

Itisn't difficult to unlock all the stages in Spore: we
did itin a single sitting. But as the old adage goes, it's
the journey, not the destination. The journey of our
little Mandon was unique and filled with stand-out
moments that differed within subsequent plays. We
could mention them all, but it'd be best to discover
them yourselves. Because Spore is much more than
just a game; it's an experience.
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