The Dig

If you ever plan to play this game and don’t like to read hints, tips, walkthroughs or spoilers, I would recommend you skip to the last paragraph.
This is a sci-fi adventure game and was released in 1995 by Lucas Arts. The entire development cycle and release of this game took approximately 6 years. Even by today’s (2008) game lifecycles that’s three times longer.

This game begins with the discovery of a meteor (named Attilla) on a direct collision course with Earth. You control Commander Low, the protagonist in this game and the captain of the mission. Accompanying you are 4 other colleagues - Miles, Borden, Brink and Robbins. You are on a mission to plant two nuclear explosives in order to change the course of Attilla. This stage of the game was a great as it served as a tutorial so you get used to the game controls in your own time. This was done by not enforcing a time limit on this stage or giving you a sense of urgency by changing the music or adding a ‘ticking’ sound effect.

After you have successfully altered the course of Attilla, you proceed into a tunnel with two of your team members. After playing through a few events, you are transported to an alien world. You explore and discover the secrets of this world with the help of your team members, but although this world seems to contain advanced technology there’s no sign of the aliens that created it. Could their advanced technology have been too much for them to handle? Did they fight amongst themselves and eventually destroy each other? Playing through this game you learn a lot about these aliens’ lives and experience great scenes. The six years it took to develop this game was definitely worth it in my opinion as this is still one of my favourite games.

After I saw this game re-made into a DVD sized box I knew I had to have it. Although I waited nearly a year after I saw it first in HMV (by then it had stopped being sent to the stores), I finally got a copy over the internet recently and I’m beginning my journey through this game again!

The first aspect of this game that will strike you when you begin will be the graphics, but you have to keep in mind that although you can’t see the eyes of Low very clearly, this was a good standard of graphics for games at the time of development. Actually, the environment graphics look quite good for a game of this time and the cut scenes do portray just how good quality they actually are.

The cut scenes themselves did not disrupt the flow of the game at all. There also weren’t too many that you weren’t sitting around for ages waiting to actually play the game. The lengths of the cut scenes were just right. They were well placed within the game and were used to well to bring dramatic scenes, like Brink dying in the beginning of the game to life.

One aspect that I have a slightly negative view about in this game is the length of the dialogue. The first time I played this game. I asked every question and made sure I didn’t skip any cut scene or characters conversation to make sure I didn’t miss anything. Playing through the game a second time, I found that the length of dialogue in the character conversations were quite long and tedious, but I did see the point of it the first time around so I think that if you do get slightly impatient then you shouldn’t play this game.

I thought the environment was done extremely well. It was made more realistic by the good use of sounds and represented very clearly by the graphics. I particularly liked the spaceship wreckage, how the electrical sparks were created and the ‘ghosts’ that flew around at particular times throughout the game. 

The story was very well developed. It was well paced so that the player didn’t receive too much information at once which is a good thing because the age rating is set to 7+ (on the UK versions). I would expect that a game that took six years to make and release to have a well thought through storyline so that everything flowed correctly and that there weren’t any continuity mistakes. This game hasn’t disappointed me yet. 

I also found that this game was brilliant at creating strong emotional connections between the characters and the player e.g. when Brink first dies then Maggie leaves Low, you feel a bit sorry for Low (because he’s just been deserted), uncertain at what could happen next, but also excited as this is the first part of this game where you can roam around without being interrupted by any character. 

The whole story was entertaining. There weren’t any slow paced sections and you learned a lot through the character’s experience. The main lesson I learned from this game is that things are not always as they seem. You learn this lesson after you use the ‘life’ crystals to resurrect Brink. Over the course of the game you learn that once the crystals are used Brink becomes addicted to them. Eventually he becomes so obsessed with the crystals that he tries to kill you only to die in the process himself. Lots of other examples exist through this game, but I don’t want to spoil the game anymore than I have already.

The characters were very entertaining even though some of the jokes were cheesy. The characters are easy to sympathise with and this helps the player get involved emotionally with the game.

Low is a great, strong character. Even as he’s travelling through transport spheres and diving through lakes inhabited by who knows, he still feels a duty to look after everyone and get them home safely. He’s the only character the player has constant contact with throughout the game so the relationship between Low and the player has to be very strong. When I was playing the game I was very conscious of the fact that Low didn’t have multiple lives so when I ventured down a dark tunnel I hoped nothing would kill him. I travelled carefully, after all Brink was simply digging a hole in the beginning and that got him killed. As you travel with Low, you begin to feel like you’re sharing his experience. 

Ahh, poor Brink. Even as I think about my opinion of him I’m filled with a sense of pity. He died very early in the game only to be resurrected and become hooked on the alien ‘life’ crystals. And if that wasn’t enough he gets killed again and resurrected as a drained, lifeless, old man at the very end. Brink was a great character because of the emotional attachment of pity I felt for him throughout the game. Sure, he tried to kill me for the sake of a crystal, but hey, nobody’s perfect.

Unlike the majority of female characters in games, who always manage to get themselves into a ‘difficult’ situation (which would be entirely their fault) and have to be saved by the male protagonist, Maggie didn’t offend or annoy me in anyway. Ok, she was really only in the game a short while because she only kept in contact when she had something new to tell Low. But it was Maggie who decided to remain in the library to decipher the alien language not run around without any useful information about how to overcome obstacles. No, I think it was best all around that she stayed out of the picture as a support character until she was actually needed.

The controls for this game are extremely easy to use and are well suited for a 7 year old child. The only thing that I would change would be the way you access the main menu. Anyone playing a computer game nowadays would instinctively reach for the ‘Esc’ key if it wasn’t made clear how to reach this menu. This button instead brings up the inventory (which has two other ways to view it). In this game you have to press ‘F5’ to view the main menu. For the purpose of making it easier for an audience now to play, (if it’s possible) I would change the use of this key. 

When I was younger (around 11 or 12 years old) I found the puzzles weren’t difficult to work out how to solve them, but in order to do it you had to be very accurate with how fast you moved the mouse, what order you completed sections and you had to have a lot of patience. I had to admit there had been many times when I just gave up because I was stuck and it was always at the same three stages of the game. 

The parts of the game that I found most difficult were the Blue Crystals puzzle, the Planets puzzle and getting Low to step on the triangular platform in the Tomb Spire.  

The Blue Crystals puzzle was difficult because you had to be extremely precise with the mouse. You had to move a blue rod up or down until the top of the blue crystal shone at its brightest, then you had to move another blue rod up and down in order to make the blue crystal light up.
The Planets puzzle consisted of a planetary map of the solar system the alien planet was in. On the map was a large planet, a small planet and a smaller planet. Both of the smaller planets were orbiting the large planet. Using a gold and silver object, you could control which direction the planets were orbiting in and which way the larger planet moved. This stage was difficult because I didn’t have a clue how to position the planets in order to solve the puzzle. 
The last puzzle of this game that gave me the biggest problems was accessing the tomb of the buried alien. You began by entering a small cave that contained nothing but a triangular platform. You had to walk around the platform until this action activated a cut scene. The amount of time I spent on those three parts of the game astounds me now that I’ve played the game again after all these years. Once I reached all of these puzzles I found that they were all completed within about ten minutes!  What a difference my years of experience make.  
However, it’s these puzzles that I believe would’ve been too difficult for seven year olds. My patience was wearing thin with some of these puzzles so I can only imagine what a younger player would feel playing through them. With this in mind I’m not sure whether the age recommendation was suitable for this game.
As I have stated before, this is still one of my favourite games (despite the graphics and the cheesy jokes). The story behind this game, the journey and trials that it takes you through with the characters makes this game one of my favourite adventure games of the nineties. I really hope they consider making a re-make or spin-off of this game as it needs to be brought back into the public eye. 

