PLAYING THE BROKEN SWORD SERIES
The Broken Sword Series began in 1996.  Created by Charles Cecil, it was one of the most enjoyed point-and-click PC game series.
There have been four games in this series: The Shadow of the Templars (1996), The Smoking Mirror (1997), The Sleeping Dragon (2003), and the most recent, The Angel of Death (2006).
None of these games begin with a tutorial, so if you haven’t played any point-and-click games before you may be a bit lost.  But the player will find it easy to learn the environmental rules of these games e.g. you can only move the crates one space at a time only if there is nothing behind .  This is done well in the beginning of Sleeping Dragon by setting the player in the air plane.  I view this as the ‘tutorial’ mode of the game as it gives you small tasks to do to get the player used to using the interface and controls.  Although this is the tutorial part of the game there is no sense of urgency lost through this part of the game.  As the plane is about to fall over a cliff if the player doesn’t think of something to balance it, this immediately draws the player into the story, creating a sense of excitement, fear and urgency to react.
I found that these tutorials were quite linear.  The player wouldn’t be wandering around endlessly not knowing how to progress.  I found myself doing this quite often in Angel of Death.  There were a few parts in this game where the next step was not easy to figure out (even for me who had played the previous games), such as in the abandoned building.  I was wandering around for quite a while before I figured out how to get Anna Maria over to the other side with George you had to lock the staircase door and charge at it.
The main character is George Stobbart.  George starts the series by being in the wrong place at the wrong time. He witnessed a man dressed in a clown suit carry a package into a café in Paris and later the café explodes. Doing his own detective work leads him to Nico, a French reporter.  Nico and George form a formidable team through the first 3 games travelling through Mayan temples, South American jungles and all sorts through these games.  I thought the fact that neither George nor Nico got through their whole ordeals without firing a gun was ingenious.  Most modern games have some sort of offensive weapon needed to be used in order to be victorious.
George and Nico’s relationship has always had someone trying to get between them, stopping their involvement getting any deeper. In the first 3 games, this was Andre Lobineau – a colleague of Nicos.  This rivalry for Nico’s affections between Andre and George gave the series and interesting love rivalry, like soaps.  Although George and Nico always harmlessly flirted, Nico never took it any further (mainly because Lobineau or the job at hand would come up).  I got used to this love triangle and hoped to see it again in the fourth instalment, however, I was in stock to discover that not only did Lobineau not play a part in this game but Nico had also been swapped (for a while) by a new side kick, Anna Maria.  Where was my French reporter that I had grown to love, respect and bond with?  She’d been replaced with a new blonde character that offered assistance or useful ideas and only seemed to be there to arouse George’s emotions.  Not only did this main character swap anger me, but when George and Anna Maria’s ‘sex’ scene came up I was disgusted.  Broken Sword had always hinted about the characters involvement and infatuations with each other but other than harmless flirting, nothing actually sexual went on.  Ok, the ‘sex’ scene didn’t show anything apart from the kissing and implying that George and Anna Lucia were continuing it into bed, but still this was a long way past hinting at the characters involvement.  I was pleased when Nico arrived back into game with a suspicion for Anna Lucia.
I’ve played all four of these games, but I enjoyed Sleeping Dragon the most.  Being the first game in the series to use a new game engine and make its journey into 3D set it (visually) apart immediately from the first time games.
Another reason I preferred the third instalment was that the player was involved in the game right up to the last scene.  In Smoking Mirror, the last action you take is entering a tomb and then you watch the last five minutes of the game.  This point of the game could have been made better by being able to interact within these last scenes.  You could’ve helped Titipoco up to place the gem into the hole or fought the attacker trying to stop you placing your gem into the opening.
The puzzles in the third game were well thought out and had a perfect mix of being challenging and making me frustrated, but still wanting to overcome the puzzle and finish the game.  I found with a few puzzles in the Angel of Death the solution wasn’t clear at all.  Usually once I solve the puzzle, I get a sense of ‘Oh, was that all I had to do’ and I progress on.  With these puzzles I had no clue how to solve them and I must admit had to use walkthroughs :(. It spoilt my whole experience not knowing how to solve these puzzles.  The puzzle right before the end was especially useless.  There was no rhyme or reason to the solution it felt like the puzzle was just placed there because someone thought ‘We haven’t had a puzzle in ages.  Let’s just put this in before the end’.  I wasn’t impressed at all with these puzzles.
The user interface in the first 3 games kept changing locations.  In the first game the inventory would be of the top and the speaking options at the bottom.  In the second game they would switch and in the third they would switch again.  Thankfully this remained constant from the third to the fourth game.
I’m glad that they returned to the underlying story of the Templars in the third game.  The shift to the Mayan Gods in the second game was a good attempt, but it failed to engage me like the Templars story.  It may have been that I had to learn all about an entirely new people and their history in order to care about the story, whereas the Templars history had already been established in the first game.
The introduction of using the keys to direct the character and access the inventory instead of the mouse was a new learning curve that I had to overcome very quickly.  Most were easy to guess at but I was a little unsure at first at how to use items together (especially when using items with characters to ask for their help in the fourth game).  I thought this wasn’t clearly explained.
The characters in the third game I thought witty, realistic and fitted well within the story.  Well, all except the Caribbean palm reader in Glastonbury that had a no-so convincing accent.  I don’t think you’d normally find a Caribbean palm reader in Glastonbury (possibly one with an English accent though).
I also like the fact that this game brings back old characters from the series, such as Bruno the Neo Templar and Lobineau.  This built upon the characters stories for the players by including them in later instalments.  My favourite character in this game was the Colonel.  He and his shot gun made me laugh quite a lot and it came at an unsuspected time in the game once George had rescued Bruno from the barn.  The reason why this was such a successful comical moment in the game was because it occurred as a serious conversation was going on between George and Bruno.  You could see the Colonel travelling back to get his shot gun, back with his shot gun to his daughter to get her away from her newest love victim.
A thing I hate about some adventure games is when you have to pick up an item or do a specific task at the right time or you can’t move on.  Worst of all you couldn’t go back to this point to correct your mistake.  So unless you save your game plays in individual slots so you can go back to five minutes before you have to make that decision, you have to start the game again.  I found that this happened to me in the second game.  It involved going up to the top of a sacrificial pyramid and retrieving a rod (or something similar).  The first time I did this I didn’t realise that you couldn’t go up again if you’d gone up before.  Thank god I had saved the game at an earlier stage on another file.  True it was about 30 minutes before, but it wasn’t the beginning.  I didn’t find any parts like this in the third game and that made my experience a lot more enjoyable.
The Broken Sword games sparked my interest in adventure/action-adventure games and I will never lose my love for them.  I do hope that they make a final instalment as I thought the Angel of Death was a bad game to end the series with.
