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Option D – Game Interface Unfolding
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Black & White is a PC game released by Lion Head that puts the player in the role of a newly born god. As a god your role is to grow your power by growing the number of followers that you have and the range of your influence. Eventually, when you gain more followers you then grow your territory by challenging other neighboring gods and then taking their believers. The interface of the game is deceptively simple at first, but as the game progresses the interface becomes more challenging as does the game play itself.
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Lion Head made a lot of effort to make the game playable for people that have no experience playing this genre of games. When I selected this game, I intentionally did not read the manual so that I could judge how difficult it would be for me to learn how to play the game. When the game is first loaded, the player is required to go through a training session that is carefully worked into the story of the game. In the beginning, you are a newly born god and as a result you must learn your environment much like a new born baby. In order to help you, there are two avatars that are utilized in this game: good and evil. From the start, they are there to show you how to move and rotate by demonstrating the action and then allowing you to practice the action. When you master the task of moving you then proceed to the village where your initial followers are. From there you are then tasked with learning how to rotate and zoom. Much like before, the avatars lead you through the actions and then require you to then mimic the actions. When those actions are successfully done, they move you on to more advanced actions, such as picking up items and throwing. The avatars then also discuss the importance of the Gold Story scrolls that pop up throughout the game and explain that those scrolls are essential to the development of the game.  [image: image7.jpg]


On the other hand, there are Silver Story Scrolls that are not as important but allow you to do other “mini-quests” that will give you rewards that will help you in the game. 
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	Tip Signs


The interface at this point is pretty simple in that you can now move, rotate, zoom, look up and down, pick up items, and throw items. Since the avatars can become annoying and also boring if they constantly pop up to help you, the designers of the game inserted other items in the world that can help you with your quest. Throughout the land there are sign posts that show tips when you click on them. These sign posts are extremely helpful in identifying certain objects in the world or other information that is useful in the game play. 

	[image: image6.jpg]Your Creature is getting hungry.






	Sable



The game scrolls begin with tasks that are very simple to complete and they are placed so that you can practice any newly learned tasks. For example, when you learn how to pick up objects you are given a task that helps you learn and practice the action of throwing things. As the game develops and your skills increase the scrolls become more and more difficult to complete. When you complete the first set of scrolls that deal with simple tasks, you are then presented with a task of getting a Creature that will become your pet and eventually a key figure in your game that you will use to wage wars against other gods and also complete other tasks for you. In the beginning you choose your creature and then begin to train it. In order to help you with this task, Sable, a character in the village, is brought in to teach you. She begins to show you how to pet, punish, and feed your creature so that like your character, it can grow smarter and stronger. Once those basic care-tacking tasks are completed you are shown how to use a leash. The leash is attached to your wrist and will attach itself to your creature when you click on the creature. With the leash on the creature you can lead it around and make it do certain actions on an object or other villagers. You even begin to train your creature how to fight as it will become essential in the wars that you will be waging against other gods.


Once the training phase is completed it is up to you to travel around the island with your creature in tow and find other Gold or Silver Story Scrolls. These scrolls then begin to make life more interesting as you must take care of your growing flock by taking care of their needs. The needs of your followers are conveniently and simply displayed to the player by the use of Desire Flags that are displayed on the Food Storage building in the center of the village. These flags show an icon that identifies a certain need must be fulfilled in order to keep your [image: image8.jpg]y hold the Move Button.
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followers satisfied. For example, there is a wheat flag that indicates that food is needed and a heart flag that shows the need that you need more breeders to grow your population. In order to fulfill these desires you must assign your followers to jobs. In order to get more food, you would pick up an adult villager and place them on a farm. This action will make that individual a Disciple Farmer whose only job is to grow and harvest food. When you want to grow your population, you can place a male villager next to a female villager, or vice versa, and they will become a Disciple Breeder whose only task is to breed. The game interface also makes it easy to keep track of your villagers job assignments as Disciples have a golden glow around [image: image9.jpg]


then and when you place your hand over one, a small yellow icon displays over the character to represents what type of disciple they are. As a result, the simple task of moving and picking up things are used to conduct more complex tasks that are essential to the game. 


The game does a very good job with making the interface simple and having a lot of help available to assist players that are new to the game. The avatars, information signs, tips, and training sessions are very well done and do not distract from the game, but as an advanced player, one would find these things annoying. Lion Head does a wonderful job of addressing this learnability paradox. When you press the “Esc” button you are taken to the options menu where you can customize your game environment. In this menu you can set the level of help that you would like to see in the game. “High” help will show all help items and information signs, “Medium” help shows a little less help pop ups, and “No” help will not show any information signs, help from the avatars, or the help from other characters in the game. In addition to being able to set the help options, you can also customize the action keys to match your taste, so that the player is not restricted. The advanced player can also forgo the use of the mouse entirely and control everything from the keyboard through the use of “hot-keys”. Further more, the advanced player can view the statistics of various important areas in the game. For example, the statistics window offers numbers on your character, creature, town, miracle, and technical statistics. The technical statistics has nothing to do with the game play, but offers interesting information about the frame rates, the number of lines of code executed and the total time [image: image10.jpg]


played. None of this information is essential to the development of the game but would be useful or interesting to the advanced user. 
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Although I believe that Lion Head has done an excellent job in the design of the interface for the game, there are some disadvantages to the design. My initial mental model for how one would move in the world was based on other games that I have played where you would run the mouse to the right to move right and so on. In Black & White, I found out that movement is done by the moving the mouse in the opposite direction to where you want to move. The method of movement is based on the model that you grab the land with your hand and pull yourself in that direction. This model is not a natural interpretation of how people visualize movement. Another oddity was how you rotate. The movement for rotation is in a circular motion that is very unnatural motion for a mouse. When faced with this interface, another person that tried to play this game found it very difficult to adjust and found herself losing interest in playing the game when the basic task of movement is a constant struggle in the beginning. Another key design that goes against the “Player Bill of Rights” written by Graham Nelson is that the beginner is forced into a long series of training sessions that the player is required to play. During these tutorial sessions, which can last for several minutes, the user is locked into these sessions with no way out. Even the “Esc” button is locked out. The interface should allow the user to skip these sessions if they already have prior knowledge. 

Despite the few interface problems, I still found the game enjoyable and easy to learn. The designers did an awesome job of addressing the learnability paradox which many other games have lacked. Even though I am not a fan of this genre of games, I still found myself enjoying the game play due to the simple yet powerful interface design. Other game designers should take note and use this game as a standard in game interface design, minus the few flaws that I have listed earlier. 
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