Vanguard, a review of the RPG-value, the World and World-qualities. 

Well, after playing the Vanguard beta for a while I would like to get my thoughts on paper. This 18-page long impression is about the World that sigil created. It’s the world that will draw me in, not the action-mechanics of Crafting, Combat and Diplomacy. Therefore I do not talk about Combat or even Classes, because they come secondary to my decision to stay in the world or log out and un-install. I do talk a tiny bit about diplomacy because I think it is fun, ties into faction (which is an important world quality) and it is new. Also a tiny impression on crafting.  All the graphical assessments were done in 1900x1200 res on a Dell 24 inch TFT with  all settings on total max, with an AGP 7800 GS XT card (shader 3.0 and the works).  Pentium 2.4 HT, 1 gig of ram dual channel, WD Raptor 80 gb HD. Not a very state of the art rig, therefore I do not judge  the game on it’s FPS performance. With max settings and 1900x1200 the game had like 1 fps, so I just used this setting when I wanted to check out a certain view. I must add that games like Halflife 2, EQ (new zones) and WoW run very smooth  on  this system, at 1900x1200 at high settings. Overall conclusion is that VG will need a major rig to get the best ouf the graphics on a high resolution, however if you play on 1024x768 I think you will do ok with  something less.
I woke up in the World…..
And was greeted by the sort of design that makes me weep for the genre.

When I made my first newbie char and “woke up” for the first time in my  starter-city, Brennan’s Stead,  a somber prediction I made earlier  materialized immediately: the first thing I see is  all 4 Trainer NPC’s standing right  in front of me, with big icons above their heads indicating the Light Fighter, Heavy Fighter, Spellcaster and Healer trainer………clumped together at my beck and call. How more generic can you let someone start in a MMO? I immediately felt numb when I saw this.   Now compare this with starting as a Rogue in Qeynos, or an SK in Qeynos, or a Thief in Akanon, or a Necro in Akanon, or a Halfling Rogue in Rivervale. 
Waking up as an SK in Qeynos is an adventure in itself already! 

“There you see your brothers in evil, in a dark ominous aquaduct with eery red lighting, Spectres hovering about, yet you feel at home, because evil as they may be, they /con amiable to you, because you are one of them! And outside, if you have found your way out through the sewers that is,  is the enemy that looks  dubious upon you and monitors every step that you make, ready to become Kos!”

 But no, in Vanguard you run 2 yards to your (indifferent) trainer and sure enough, “school is in” ……there’s your first Tutorial pop-up. :rolleyes: 

This is a really bad way to start a MMO, even though pretty much every MMO exept EQ starts your avatar in such a terrible generic fashion. How about placing the Caster trainer behind a desk in some hut, the Heavy Fighter trainer jousting some dummy in the exercise yard, the Healer-trainer praying at an altar or church and the Light Fighter trainer sitting on a log, sharpening his knife? Instead of putting them  all in a clump “for your convenience”?   This was the same in Brennans Stead, Leth Nurae, Rindol Field, you name it. These are Roleplaying Games and your choice of Class and Race should mean something the moment you log in the game.  Atmosphere.  Have the devs ever played a Roleplaying game?

- Here is another one that I was afraid off: there is never any text to be seen on a wall, or sign or roadpost. There is NO readable text in the game world, just illegible runes.  Sigil went the way of the cheesy pop-up in Vanguard and to me this is a bad choice. Maybe  purists will say, “who is to say that they spoke English in Telon” but I say, get real. (  We all talk in English in these  games and many Fantasy authors substitute English for some sort of “Commonspeak” in their worlds. Same thing. I myself have Dutch as native language and I am fine with seeing English in my fantasy world: because you simply accept it as the worlds “commonspeak”. 
The thing is,  actual text in the game world works WONDERS for drawing you in. I want to see a huge sign that reads “The Staggering Horse” in a fading red color with the paint flaking off, and not get a cheesy popup in Arial Rounded MT Bold. Back to the basics, RPG-developers…….seriously. 
Pop-ups are a knee-fall towards Commerce and localization. With pop-ups you only have to change some line of text in the code somewhere to make it ready for the German or French market. But the truth is, I do not think that the German and French were really that bothered that Tumpy Irontoe wrote his graffiti in the Qeynos Aquaducts in English. There are many examples in EQ where you can read actual text, and the graffiti is a fine example. It did so much to spice up that place, make it spooky, tell a bit of Lore and add a touch of realism. The place was rife with it and it made you tread lightly. Pop-ups on the other hand do nothing of the kind, they disconnect you with the world. 
- Racial areas. Too close together, at least per continent. No vibes of an actual “political landscape”. On Thestra, you can quickly visit the Human town of Brennan’s Stead, the Dwarves in the Mountains, then past  the Halflings in Rindol Field towards the Elves in Leth Nurae and then upwards to the Medieval  town of New Targonor. I did all this on foot, and can easily do it in one evening. This is with a level 6. It is not only pure distance that should set these areas apart. Curiously, EQ had the advantage of zoning in this aspect which actually helped to give a player the feeling that he “arrived” in Strange New Lands, silly as this may sound. With a seamless world, this is a bit harder, though you can do an immense lot with making the areas look vastly different. WoW was very succesfull in this, Vanguard not so much (see further down). Also, though travel is dangerous in VG, there are no true bottlenecks between the racial areas, like you had Highpass Hold in EQ for instance, which was a true death-trap for any player below level 10 without Invis(Gnolls and Orcs waiting for you at the entrances). Or East Karana with so many KoS roamers and no safe roads.  Now in the end, EQ was not that hard to traverse either, but both WoW and EQ do a better job of setting the racial regions apart through style, distance, hard zones  and also typical racial enemies. In EQ, a dungeon like Runneye spiced the Halfling area up with their racial enemy, the goblins. Qeynos Humans had  Blackburrow and their trouble with the Gnolls. The Elves had their qualms with the Orcs, and Crushbone.  When I traveled between the different racial areas in VG (Thestra)  I did not really get the feeling that the “political” landscape changed much, when it came to Races vs a type of sentient mob. The obligatory brownies in Rindol Field seemed an afterthought and felt more like another xp-mob then a true annoyance to the Halflings. I’ll take Nillipus with his Jum Jum stalk thievery and stroll  through town any day over this. 
Dunno, it is probably the fact that I could walk from the Human startertown to the Halflings town in 10 minutes that made it all feel the same(again on foot).   The vastness of VG will be experienced  best in leaving the racial areas (and beaten tracks) and venturing into the more dangerous areas. It’s big enough.  I still think this layout where they put all the racial areas relatively close together linked through rather safe roads  is a mistake, though Brad had told us a long time ago that this would be the case. 

Also, another thing that draws the world and it’s racial areas too close together is the Altar system. Whenever you enter a certain new chunk of land, your soul automatically attunes to the closest altar, so that if you die, you spawn there.  This is meant to achieve two things: when you travel and die you do not have to run all the way back from some far away bindpoint, and it makes people independent of people that can “bind”. I think a system like this is typically catering to the whole “get together with your group asap and go grind mobs/xp” mindset that these games seem to be built around these days. I hate it. There was nothing wrong with Soulbinders in EQ since it fostered interdependence and a community-feel.  The reason why EQ implemented NPC Soulbinders after a long while was the fact that the cities, where people could be bound, became devoid of players.  However, VG is developed in a way where the cities will never be devoid of players, so that argument becomes moot. Therefore I believe that a feature like Binding could make a come-back. It fosters interdependance, community feel and it makes travel actually something of a dire undertaking. It also helps in creating true “regionalisation”,  because now the lands between two major hubs/areas are one huge  hurdle, instead of small steps that you can take per Altar.
You must realize that I now used these altars to “travel” cross-country in a way. As soon as you enter that new chunk (you know this since your comp will simply freeze for a while, loading the new stuff, pretty much exactly the same as zoning in EQ) there is a good chance that your Altar has changed too. If you die now, you not only have NOT to backtrack a long way, but you can in fact come out closer to your goal. (since these altars allow you to summon your stuff for money too, but I am not sure if this is a temporary beta-thing so I will not discuss that). Anyway, with these altars, travel felt disconnected. What I mean is, that it did not feel as if I was going on a dangerous journey from City A to far-away city B that could easily throw me back all the way to city A, but instead felt backed up by the convenient altars that made sure that I was somehow going to get to city B, ALWAYS, if in small chunks.   In the end this led to being indifferent to the whole “finally arrives at the Elven area”  thing. The feeling just was not there. Just one of the many things that play a role in Vanguard not really being the magical place I had hoped it would be.

2) Mobs

I have not seen all  yet off course but what I have seen is ok. 
- Placement of mobs: I liked how the mobs in the mountains were sparse yet present. You could walk for quit a bit and see nothing and then bump into a secluded meadow and find pretty nasty spiders there. Or find a steep slope with a few mountain-deer on them. Because the landmass is so big, they can get away with this sort of placement and I like it. The newbiegrounds are off course much more dense with mobs, but nothing like the Korean grindfests.  It’s going off the beaten tracks where you start to feel in the “wild” though.  Also, at one point when I had  climbed the highest mountain I could find in that mountainrange(pretty dangerous climbing here and there)  I suddenly saw a large Silver Griffon fly lazily around another mountain peak, below me. Just that one and maybe another. They were high above the ground but I was even higher on another peak: that sort of stuff is great. It looked very good and you could see the griffon from really far away, even on low settings. So mobs get loaded to your system from large distances no problem(unless they are hidden).  
- There are many KoS mobs (will talk about NPC’s later):  aggro radius is pretty large on most KoS mobs. Travelling cross country with a level 7 is pretty dangerous. They have pretty long leeshes, but once  they reach the end of it, it’s a very  distinct cut-off, a la EQ2. You can sit one yard outside it’s leesh area, and the mob will walk away from you, move forward one yard and it will come back running. Never really liked it, it feels mechanical. In EQ, the newer zones now have leeshes too, but you can  still “lure” a mob all across the zone if you were inclined to do so. Also, in EQ they will keep aggro unlike VG where once the mob returns, you are wiped from the agro list. The next Expansion in EQ is going to change that btw, mobs all over Norrath will then loose agro after 30 seconds if you are out of their leesh-area. ( Another bit of spice gone for an adventurer like me, though I guess the xp-grinders and combatfreaks will find it convenient. :rolleyes: Hopefully you can still lure them all over the zone though. Why? Dunno, because I can, I guess. Freedom. Not so in VG, alas they have adapted “modern” leesh and agro mechanics it seems.
Sometimes VG hits the uncanny valley when it comes to mobs and their placement though. In the BC area for instance you see a perfect and realistic  specimen of a Mountain goat as you would see them on National Geographics channel, next to a totally whacky flying mob that looks like a cross between Alien and a mosquito. So your brain tries to put this earthly mob together with the Aliebug, but it’s hard to compute. It is small things like this that sometimes gives me the feeling that VG is too huge of a project where people get disconnected with the core of what should be an RPG. Something like “ hey, the BC area is still a bit desolate, could you  populate that area with two or three sorts of critters and then come back to me to look at his mini-dungeon?”. 

- Roads are definitely safer then cross country, this is good. Still, KoS mobs will wander near the roads and can easily pick you off, with their large agro-radius. Roads are in no way a safe passage. 

3) NPC’s

A town like Brennans Stead has a good amount of NPC’s of which most seem to be doing something to boot: emotes as if they are working, small pathing  scripts, guards with larger patrol scripts. Think around   25-30 NPC’s, of which half are merchants/trainers.  NPC’s are sometimes in their house, sometimes outside their house. They look at you when you are near, but not in the same annoying manner as the EQ2 NPC’s did this. Feels pretty good. You can see some NPC’s stand together at times, then a while later they are elsewhere in town, going about their business. This is no Gothic yet, but it does add liveliness. I have not been able to establish wether there are rare “appearances” of  mystery NPC’s yet though. 
EDIT: I think I saw a mystery NPC in Brennans Stead the other day. Hopefully she was not part of some Quest-script but a true, rare NPC passing the town. (
Bordinars Cleft however had way too few NPC’s. BC is more “spacious” then it is huge, and this means it looks really empty quickly if you put too few NPC’s in it. I am talking huge hallways and halls, with maybe 4 or 5 NPC’s walking or standing around in some and that definitely does not give you the felling of a bustling Capitol Dwarven city. More on BC later.
- NPC’s sometimes have quit a bit of text for you in the pop-up window. So far I have not been touched by the actual Dialogue and Lore though. With tiered quests (newbie quests with several phases) you get a more in depth look in a certain situation but so far it’s the old “Farmer John has had trouble with Kobolds lately, go kill a few” Then the next phase: “ Well done, now go kill the Boss”. 
Now quests like these fit perfectly in a newbie area, it’s just that I wished they were implemented  in a way that will make me *care*. It’s not just the text, I guess. An example I can give of a quest that touched me to the heart is the Quest in Qeynos where you have to find a missing girl in the Qeynos sewers. Everything comes together with this quest: 

· you can overhear dialogue between NPC guards that give hints about this Quest;
· the Quest can be initiated by 3 NPC’s, and with initiated I mean, being told about what and where, without too many spoilers. This gives the quest a feel of actually affecting more then a single NPC in the city, instead of the stand-alone kill ‘n fetch quests that are so common  today.

· you have to explore those scary Qeynos sewers.

· the story is pretty heartbreaking; a little girl that wanders off in the sewers and is not heard from again. Any father’s heart will jump a beat at a story like this.

· when you finally find Cuburt, which is the culprit that ate the little girl, you see that he is a baby Gelatinous cube, which  is pretty voracious too boot (aggroes you immediately). This is a subtle touch to this quest imo, because though you are very sad for the girl that got eaten, you also understand that little baby-cubes have to eat too…….their scary moms and fathers are slithering along there too.
· you loot  a little girls dress (so sad) and get an +3 Int earring from the sewer-cleaner guy who was too afraid to go look for her. Or you can go to her father and end the quest there with a few sad words. This quest owns pretty much everything I have seen so far. As afar as newbie quests go. Not because they are  throwing Extreme AI at you, or elaborate scripts or whatnot, but because the quest actually makes you care and seems to ascend the level of a chore by the way it is embedded in the NPC community in Qeynos. 
- I am missing actual dialogue between NPC’s(se the above quest in EQ where this happens). The VG NPC’s  make the emotes of talking to eachother but there is no text in the chat window. In EQ you could overhear many discussions between NPC’s, if only a Captain calling his men to attention. In Qeynos you could overhear dialogue that gave clues to a Quest.  This works great towards immersion and a Virtual World feel. Hopefully this will be implemented. For me things like these are a must.
EDIT: I have actually overheard a conversation in BC now, so this feature may be implemented after all. It helps immensely for livening up the world and I immediately dropped everything I was doing to overhear these two dwarves talk about the political intrigues between two important BC factions. So YAY!  ( I hope they put in a lot of this. Much work, yes, but worth it. 
- The dialogue of NPC’s only appears in a pop-up window, not in the chat window. I do not like pop-up windows, they stink up the scenery, imo. So you are talking to this nice Elven lady and BHAM!, half your  view gets covered up with a window!  Hopefully they will implement that the text will also appear in the chat-channel and a toggle to get rid of the windows. 

- So far I have not seen any indication that you can talk to NPC’s through phrasing key-words. I like this method better then picking a dialogue option from the pop-up window, since it feels much more like “talking” to the NPC.  Missing features like this erode the “Virtual World feel” pretty harsh, at least for me. I feel like I am shouting in the dark though whenever I mention stuff like this. Brace yourselves, there’s a ton more of subtleties like that coming.
- The Quest icons above the heads are bad, plain and simple. In a town like Brennans Stead there is absolutely no need for them either, since hailing every NPC is not more of a chore then seeking out the “iconized” NPC’s. But they still look stupid and gamey, especially since the Icon will change according to the state of the Quest. As I suspected, it makes the NPC into a soulless automaton, with indicators “for use”. 
- Quests give very good directions as to where you “need to do your thing” and also the NPC’s involved in the quests get very clear directions so you can  find them. The map even shows the location of the next  NPC to find. Also your compass will give you a red dot for your target………. All this leads to less talk in OOC (a good thing?) and people stopping to use their brain and go in “Quest-zombie” mode instead (not good). Newbie-friendliness or not, there is NO need for the icons and the map-indicators. The directions are no-brainer enough. People are just not that stupid and not that lazy either. Things like these really erode the World feel. 
- The dialogue of NPC’s so far has not managed to provoke any emotion with me. Newbie quests are not supposed to be epic, but it’s ok to yank my chain once in a while, even as a level 1. ( 
- An NPC without an Icon above his head *will* have some dialogue, but never a Quest or other interaction. Just that one pop-up window with either a general phrase or maybe a tidbit of Local Lore. This in itself is fine, were it not for the fact that the Icons make it so clear that you do not really have to bother with these NPC’s. This sort of gamey division is detrimental to the feel of the NPC-community.

RED ALERT:  THERE IS NO FACTION /CON!!!!!!! (yet) There is a level-con, which will give you an indication of the level of the mob or  NPC, but there is not that second message that will tell you how the mob or NPC stands towards you: Scowling, Glaring, Dubious  all the way up to Ally (EQ). Together with the fact that I have not seen Racial KoS so far (I think there is some though, involving Gnomes) makes for the Vanguard NPC community to be an indifferent bunch whom at this moment I could care less about, and who obviously do not care about me either. Diplomacy mini-game or not. no matter what NPC you encounter, a Thornguard from Leth Nurae, or Disciple from Bordinars Cleft or Royal Dwarf Guard, or Halfling, or Human, or Merchant or Citizen or Farmer, or Townperson, or Thief Trainer or Gwarthak kobold: there is NO way of telling how they feel about you(exept for basic mob-kos). 
There is hope though:  there *are* factions like in EQ in VG. When I kill Gwarthak Kobolds, it sais my faction with them goes down. With exact numbers by the way, like this: -1(-34). Meaning my faction went down with 1 to a total of minus 34. And 2 other factions go up. However, at this point there seems to be no effect to be seen of this on these different NPC groups. Mind you, Diplomacy probably ties into  this somehow but so far Diplomacy seems to be more of a Quest-based feature, opening up pathways and other content, rather then a mechanism to affect general factions, the way NPC’s look upon you and possibly changing KoS/no-KoS. 
Tied into this is the lack of KoS between races that I have seen so far. However, the Goblins and Orcs could be KoS for all I know(not been there), so I am probably jumping to conclusions.  I bolded this part because I find a faction-con a must in an RPG.
- Aggro-indicators. Instead of the ‘scowling” and “glaring” /con message that would indicate a KoS mob or NPC in EQ, Vanguard uses a more “in your face”  indicator  at this point, to tell you something will attack you on sight. The target ring. When it is red, the mob will agro you from quit a distance. When it is yellow (I think) it will aggro from more nearby. Yellow may be an in-between state, giving you a little time to bugger off (I like this feature).  Green means safe. The same goes for the color of the name of the mob, it follows the same rule.  So the color does not say anything about it’s level, like in EQ. I found the EQ /con system a bit more to my liking, since this new target ring/name-color system hands  you the KoS  info from quit far away, without having to actually do anything to get a mobs threat-message.  I do like the “yellow” threat state though. So instead of having to sneak through the world, /conning everything, you immediately see what is dangerous and what not from far away. 
5) Crafting.
I am thinking, pretty deep. One  thing I like is that it seems to involve a LOT of ingredients, tools and other paraphernalia, and I like that. Work-orders are kick ass, because this way, resources can actually *mean* something in the world. It makes it so that when you harvest(or loot),  you know it will be for those true recipes that you will be making, for those TRUE products that you are trying to give the highest quality. In the meanwhile you can skill up, learn the different processes and earn some money through the work orders. So far, I like it, though I am not a crafter. Crafting stations are like EQ2, but not instanced which is much better.  There are crafting animations and sounds (sawing) like EQ2. 
6) Diplomacy. 

This is a fun addition, a mini cardgame a la Magic the gathering. Right now, the implementation is still pretty barren though the system itself is in place. But still too few Quests and “paths” to take, other then grinding “Civic” diplomacy in BC which is something that can yield you buffs. Also, so far dealing with the dwarves pretty much seems to require being a one-trick pony at this point, since the only way of winning from them consistently is using a single tactic(Gossip). At least until you get some major upgrades in your cards. Hopefully this gets fleshed out a lot more.  Hopefully Diplomacy will be tied in more with the general factions: at the moment you can make things go up and down, but only a single Elite faction shows at this time(Dwarves of BC). 
7) Graphics.
Oi.  Tough subject. I am a fan of realistic graphics and VG is going that way so that’s good. Unfortunately, the uncanny valley is a constant threat in Vanguard. There is  disconnected feel to the overall graphics: architecture, avatars and, landscapes do not always seem to “match” eachother, as if they deviate in style and/or techlevel. For instance the interiors of a house can sometimes reach almost photo-realism; outside the buildings it comes  close,  yet the landscape feels artificial and suffers from “trees and boulders sticking out of a texture” syndrome. The avatars are truly the worst, since they look like puppets. It does not match.

Avatars: not good. In fact, EQ 1’s new Drakkin race that came out with their 12th expansion looks better, imo. In  style, skin, soul, even hair, it looks better.  There is a lot of  customization on the millimeter in the VG char-creation, but I think this usually gets lost in the game itself, also because we mostly use other things for recognition, Race, Armor and typical Class features being some of them. Another problem is that most people tend to make a somewhat “beautifull” character too, so a nice regular face, and a sturdy body, ending up with somewhat the same avatars.

 To see where the Character Creation could make me end up, I decided to make Jiminy Billybob. And I must admit, I do not think anyone would ever want to group with him. Deliverance all over again.  Was kinda fun though running around Brennans Stead, asking around if anyone had seen my banjo….so if you go into the extremes with the sliders you can make something that’s actually different, face-wise that is. But you have to seek the ugly end of the stick then off course. Even then the avatar looks pretty bad (see further). 
Hair on avatars: alas, the old Play Doh look again, I am not sure why this can not be better in VG. The hair of the EQ drakkins looks better,  since they are using a hair texture on certain spots that lets the environment shine half through. This makes the hair more realistic, even though it’s nowhere near the flowing hair that Nvidia and ATI make us believe we should see in games right now. Yet tricks like this work better then a harshly defined polygonal blob put on a skull, which is what the VG hair looks like. 
The faces themselves look very  inanimate, with the skin too shiny and the eyes too bright. They look like dress dolls, though my Jiminy Billybob actually looked alive some, so maybe a butt-ugly avatar is the way to go. ( Maybe new shaders will  change this. They look worse then old school EQ avatars, to be honest, mostly because of the shiny doll-eyes and shiny skin.
You also can not make really fat avatars, a true pot-belly was not possible, at least not with a Human. No Butterburs in Vanguard. (  The Bodymass is only slightly configurable, and will hardly be noticable under all the armor. You really have to go into extremes to make avatars look different.  All in all, I am not too happy with the character creation, I wish devs would step away from the “Cheek width” and the “Nose-inclination” sliders (there’s like a billion of them) and just give some dev the task of designing 50 truly different faces for each race(I’ll admit, a humongous task) and then let the player fiddle a bit with hair-color, eye color and hair-ornaments  or some. 

 But off course the biggest gripe here is the single bodyframe,  and  it shows. There is simply no flavor among the races. I have seen Dwarves, Elves, Gnomes, Halflings and Humans and they totally look alike. In the end   I was pleasantly surprised to see a sturdy cat in Bordinars Cleft one time. Because all the humanoid races look so alike, the “manimals” are now somewhat of a treat, but they are still humanoids in the end.  A sorely lacking feature that Sigil will have to make right  in future expansions, and of which I am 100% sure they will. It will get a LOT of bad press though. I am not a WoW fan, but I only have to look at a WoW dwarf to feel sorry for VG.
Landscape-graphics:

At very high settings with all sliders maxed, your immediate surroundings look pretty good, as long as there is low groundcover around, like grass. It’s not the best grass I have seen though. The grass I saw in Wish (pulled game) was much more lush and real. They also used Speedtree, I think. Grass in Oblivion looks better too. 
Now here’s a big problem with modern MMO’s: in the distanc, the surface stops rendering the grass and this always looks bad, imo, no matter how far you put that gras-LOD slider. It looked bad in SWG, it looked bad in Oblivion, even on ultra-high settings and with lots of tweaking, and it looks bad in VG too. As soon as the groundcover is cut-off, surfaces become too smooth, too “bald”, it’s the only description I have. The problem is that nowadays it is impossible to truly litter the area with rocks, treestumps, branches and other objects that liven up the ground. At close range you can do something with textures and bumpmapping, and the actual ground textures are quit detailed close-by, but further away textures will just become a blur. So you have to use polygonal objects which is a major hit on your system. Devs can only put so much of these objects in the world before it bogs your system down. I feel that we are currently in a transient phase, where the people and industry demand 3D polygonal art/objects, as opposed to the old textured objects(colorful row of bottles in an old EQ Inn) but the current tech-level simply can not render enough objects to make it *really* look good. At least for outdoors areas, indoors Vanguard is actually coming somewhat close. ( 
The overall coloring is bland, and the patches of flowers here and there do not seem to help much. If anything, they look a bit out of place. 
So to sum up, once again, in the distance we see flat, somewhat colourless surfaces, with trees and boulders sticking out of them(EQ 2 revisited).  I think the only way to avoid this is either make a world without true vista’s and a relatively close clippingplane (WoW) or use an entirely different tech that somehow uses dynamic textures or some that manage to trick the eye.  

There is one slider in VG that does something to this extent: it “blurs” far away objects like Houses and Towers, so that they will blend in better in the “distance-fog” and I think it works well. Else you would see these balding landscapes, the foggy atmosphere and then razorsharp buildings, and that would look silly. You can turn it all the way off though with the slider. 
Atmosphere;

So is there enough difference between the Elven area and the Human town of Brennans Stead? Well,  for the untrained and over-stimulated WoW-eye, it will look pretty much the same. And to a large extent it is. I have been to the mountainous area of the dwarves (including the obligatory tunnel-roads that we know from WoW), the seaside area of Brennans Stead, the Elven Forest of Leth Nurae and the medieval city of New Targonor: but only New Targonor gave me a special feeling. I was expecting more “magic” from Leth Nurae(no wisps or other magical effects), more ‘rurality” from Brennans Stead, and a more “stoney” feel from the Dwarf- area. They are different, but the differences are not really exploited enough, imo. The entrance to Bordinars Cleft is a humongous stone gateway of around 100 yards high. But the trees, groundtextures, buildings and overall feel is the same as in Brennans Stead, Leth Nurae and NT, I am afraid. It’s amazing how much a bit of purple in the trees and tiny wisps in the air can do to “magic up” an area, but there it is. WoW: too much. VG: way too little. 
Rindol Field(Halflings, hobbitholes) is no different: it’s a bit more “cutesie” then Brennan’s Stead, but it’s still the same lands. They are entirely too close to other Racial areas too, they should tuck them in a remote valley or cul de sac, imo. And when Halflings then look the same as Humans, only  smaller, the Sense of Wonder is pretty much gone. ( I am hoping that the more exotic races will give more differences in flavor(Vulmane, Orcs, goblins and such). 
Nighttime: the night is almost as bright as the day in Vanguard and more importantly nighttime does not draw your plane of vision any closer either. That means that you will still see a house that is 2 miles away on the horizon with all it’s detail, instead of the dark silhouette that it should be. This makes for boring and unrealistic nights, where they should have been spooky and immersive. Vision should be impaired at night, at least your field of view should draw in closer. If you want to give people the opportunity to “xp” in the outdoors during nighttime, then give them good lightsources. Maybe a campfire or large torch that they can put in the ground and  creates a large circle of light. If you want to make horse-travel a little safer at night, then give players a high level ability where they can see mobs at a distance like Ultravision. This is a roleplaying game, not a “how to get asap  to your next xp-spot” game. 

Trees:

I was expecting more from Speedtree. They look good close by, but I have not yet gotten the feeling of a true forest. But then again, I only have seen the evergreen-type mountain forests yet, which are not always that dense (but they can be!).  The “falling tree” animation when someone harvests a tree is great though. :D Cracking noise and this big tree going down. Really fun. I think a lot can still be done with trees, like letting them blossom in the Spring and stuff like that. This should all be possible with Speedtree and I hope they manage to get that in. Right now there are some weird things like the biggest trees (oaks and such) swaying heavily in a non-existing wind, their huge stems including(looks absolutely silly), while a slender birch nearby hardly sways at all. Ok, beta it is. ( Still, if they do not fix stuff like this, the Uncanny Valley will be all over us. 
Buildings, exterior: 

Some standard stuff and some very cool stuff. The keep in New Targonor for instance is totally cool. An absolute masterpiece of epic proportions. The buildings in Leth Nurae do not really touch me, but they are definitely different. The way they stand in the environment does nothing for me though. They feel out of place. The Khal harbor is pretty cool but suffers from Gigantiasis: unless they add at least 300 NPc’s and 40 boats, this place will look totally desolate and silly. If you make something this big, you *must* add the realism that lets it make sense. I can not see player-boats ever fill up this area, but I could be wrong. When boats stay in the world as long as you are online and can not be “pocketed” it could work very well.  

I was a bit disappointed to see certain structures as total copies of eachother crop up in different parts of the world: an Inn near the New Targonor Keep was the exact same as one in Tursh, 200 miles away. Lots of houses are copies of eachother too. The interior decorating can differ though in these copies, but not the layout of the rooms. Having said this, there is a large amounts of different houses and also styles, so it’s not the sort of repetitiveness that jumps out to the eye immediately. Even then, it takes away from the handcrafted feel. People often ask, is it as handcrafted as EQ? And then the devs say Yes. However if you go into Qeynos, you will not find one building the same as another….try it. Not one street is a copy of the other.  Now this may be an unfair comparison since Qeynos is so much smaller then New Targonor (it is),  but there it is. There is handcrafted and then there is handcrafted.
- There are quit a few landmarks (buildings, towers) along the roads, I think their density is good (I have to say something about their “intrigue-factor” later on though). If the entire world has this density of content (if you want to  call it content) as the area between  Brennans Stead, Tursh, Bordinars Cleft and in-beteen Mountainrange has,  then this is good. However, do not expect WoW density. Telon is different and I like the fact that you have desolate areas and can actually backpack in the mountains and be surprised by  a lone Griffon flying above you. So for me the world seems to have enough POI’s as they call them, however, I am not sure if they are Interesting enough in themselves…..see below. 
I have not seen the more exotic structures yet as we can see in some of the concept art but I sometimes wonder how well the Vanguard (Unreal) engine lends itself to creating a magic feel about both area’s and structures. It seems well suited to depict a medieval scene and once again, the Keep of New Targonor looks awesome. But not so sure on the magic forests or hobbit-homes, where the crookedness of WoW’s engine works wonders. Maybe once environmental shadows and the 3.0 shaders come into  play, but I think the problem lies at a more basic level. It’s a design choice, and in other areas, this choice works for the benefit of the graphics, see below.

Buildings, interiors. 

Overall, yummy. ( First off, rooms are overall much more lavishly furnished then any MMO I have seen. The rooms and spaces that were still empty, I tend to think were unfinished still, because the ones that *were* ready looked great. Think Oblivion Light. Quit a bit of variation in items and this will only get better I think. Seriously, I have seen some nice plate-wear that I would want in my own home. ( On very high settings, you can see that VG is using a modern engine. I think people will be able to create homes that are *packed* with stuff and will be very personal and customized. No gripes here at all.
Windows:

No, not the OS. ( Vanguard actually uses at least 4 implementations for windows. And for doors too. They have the “blind textures” which suck but ala. No looking through these. I saw these in Brennans Stead but also lots in New Targonor. However, it can be done  differently. I also saw half-translucent textures (New Targonor Keep, which let you look outside through bits of texture: this worked very nicely. Then we have the simple openings in the wall. This seems like it should be obvious, but there are actually MMO’s out there that do not even have this. Keeps and towers often use this. And then I stumbled upon real glass….yup, these are actually see through windows with a glassy texture, that makes the outside look a bit blurry, but very real nevertheless. I was in this farmhouse that had this and I saw an NPC stand in the field outside through this blurry window. I also saw a large spider skittering about the field and it felt totally real. GOOD stuff. There are actual glass bottles in the game too (retorts and stuff) so it is obvious that the VG engine can do a LOT. Doors are done well: the ones that you can not open pretty much always have an actual lock on them, which makes total sense. I am pretty sure that they are not fake either, or that at least the building behind them is just as much 3D as all the rest. So maybe Rogues can have a ball here, dunno. Every other door you see that has no lock, can be opened, is my experience. Be them the HUMONGOUS doors in the New targonor Keep or a barndoor, or a small door in a tower. There are also sliding doors, like barn doors. I am pretty sure there will be iron gates and such that go up too, like in EQ. Hence flavor and variation, which is  very important to me. They creak too. 
Floorplans, architecture, 3D-ness of the world:

A serious  pet peeve of mine.  
So far, I have not come across a basement or cellar yet. I am missing intricate “level-above-level” design in the architecture (and minidungeons) so far.  Houses do have several floors though so there is  3D architecture when you go upwards. Floorplans vary in complexity, and for instance the New Targonor Keep is a wonderfull maze where you can get lost easily. So is the city of New Targonor itself that consists of around  9 hamlets, each about as big for instance North Qeynos, and all a little different. It is by far the biggest and most real city I have ever seen in a MMO.  New Targonor is also the only place where I got a so-called “architectural surprise”: there is a HUGE industrial elevator that goes down from the Keep above towards an underground  dock-area beneath New Targonor itself. This underground area (with an Inn, a few warehouses and a dock) connects through an underground river and road to the port that lies outside at the bottom of the immense cliff that NT is built upon. This is wonderful architecture that makes sense to boot: ships deliver their goods in the harbor where they are shipped on barges that go inside the cave and unload the goods at the dock there. From there the goods are transported to the huge lift and brought up to the Keep and city. I can’t help but think Keith Parkinson had his hands on this particular part of the game: it oozes Fantasy and Sense of Wonder.  Many houses in the city can be entered (those that can not have locks) and have several floors. Still no basements though…… and here is something that I am missing so far.
Major peeve:

Where are the secret areas, the hideouts of the Thievesguild, that damp cave full of bats  that can be reached from the basement of an age-old  Inn, or  sewers that can be entered through a grate in some backward alley? I have not yet come across a single fake wall, or trapfloor or ingeniously hidden area  yet. ( Now I know content like this will be spoiled the moment the NDA is lifted: but that is truly not the point. I know EQ in and out and yet it is the old zones that I still wander about, because of their intriguing lay-out and secrets. It does not matter if these things are spoiled since most people will still accidentally stumble upon them anyway. Not everyone Googles “vanguard scecret fake wall” , you know. (  Now I have not been to the large dungeons yet so I can not say anything about those, but tricky things like this should also be found in cities, just as you had the Thieves Guild in Qeynos that you could reach through a secret wall in Crow’s Inn, or all the hidden sewer-entrances that linked to the Qeynos sewers. And many more of such examples throughout the old cities of EQ.  So far, even a great city like New Targonor seems to be wysiwyg: what you see is what you get. I find that a great pity, and together with the lacking faction-con, is my biggest gripe with the design of the Vanguard World. 

Take Bordinars Cleft. Its halls and hallways are huge and spacious, however, the floorplan itself is simple and rather small for what is supposed to be the Dwarven Main city. In no way does this feel like a true Dwarven city, teeming with Dwarves and their industry. Everything is too huge: the crafters room is huge, the Inn is huge, the Stables are huge, the merchant area is huge. And in all this hugenesss you see like 50 dwarves total walk and stand around…..There are no funny twists to it’s design, and because everything is huge, entering the Throne room is an anti-climax: I think it’s actually smaller then the Inn! In the throne room are like 8 dwarves standing around with the king on the throne. It just does not inspire or awe you.  The guy who designed this really has no idea how to create the Sense of Wonder that a racial Main city should bring. The living areas are a bit better, since they are nicely decorated inside, but again the two corridors that make up the residential area feel out of place. Too hard trying to port the “vastness” of Moria’s hallways into this dwarven city and falling way, way short.

All in all there is very little to explore in BC. There are no secret areas as far as I can see, though there is a cave-in in some corner that undoubtedly will be part of some Quest, after which you can enter that part. I do not find this intriguing, since it’s too much in your face. It’s gamey(can not compute, insert quarter, then cave-in will open up). There is an arena downstairs, but again the way VG handles 3D in it’s cities and mini-dungeons is not very intriguing. Some alley/hallway  goes down and then ends there in a few rooms. There are no interconnections, no several paths or routes to take to the same spot, no intriguing mazeworks leaving you puzzled about where you are and how to get back to where you just were. Now go explore Neriak for a change……..or pretty much any other EQ city. They were small but they did not really feel small. 
-  There are not many “railings” in the game, but I have encountered more then  enough to be gravely annoyed. Some bridges have them, and for instance the tunnel-roads near Bordinars Cleft have them too. These roads seem to go across chasms that just beg me to explore them , but alas, I can not jump in there. You can jump up on the railing just fine but then the invisible wall hits you and you can only look at the deep, beckoning. Now think Thurgadin, and the ice-bridge that leads to the gate, and imagine you can not jump off into that icy chasm below.  They should allow this, and then make some sort of ramp to allow people to climb back up. Actually, they should allow this and then maybe connect a nice maze to these chasms that are like a second way to go through these mountains but much more dangerous and difficult to navigate. Instead we get the linear tunnel-road with the invisible barriers, with maybe one of those mini-dungeons (that all look the same, a few corridors, maybe one going a little deeper, some debris) branching off in the most “in your face” way you can imagine. My explorers-sense was quickly squashed here. (
One of my sadder conclusions must be that Vanguard is lacking Sense of Wonder in it’s floorplans of cities, buildings and dungeons. Mind you, simply spiraling down caves and halls for 8 levels does NOT necessarily make for an interesting 3D design! 

 Next  follow several small features and mechanisms that in my opinion have a rather large impact on how people experience the world. Vanguard misses the mark with all of these.
Another detail that takes away from the RPG feel is the WoW-ish way of learning new skills. When you have reached the level, click on the skills in your trainer window that you can learn and voila, it is in your book. Well, not book, but tabbed window……..  So no more spells in your  hand that you scribed to your book. So  again we have a mechanic that  makes the NPC some sort of one-armed bandit, a soulless automaton, a thing that you click to get a treat. Buying spells, have the actual scroll on your cursor (see below for another rant) and scribing them into your opened spellbook is plain and simple RPG fun. Mechanics like those in WoW and VG are lazy imo, and are the worst sort of featurecreep imo. Because they seem to deny the fact that RPG elements like this are important for a MMORPG. 
Here is another subtle mechanism that VG unfortunately copied from the wrong MMO: the way you pick up things from your Inventory and then appear on your cursor. In WoW and VG, you do not pick up the actual ITEM but instead the ICON itself: when you pick up that scimitar in your Inv and want to equip it, you are not actually holding a scimitar on your mousepointer, but a small *stamp* of a scimitar……….or a small photograph if you like, of that Firebeetle eye, that knife, that plate chestpiece.  I know many people will consider me mad for even bringing this up, but if you ever wondered why EQ still feels so hotdamn *magic* and real in many areas, well, it is things like this. When you fiddle with your WoW inventory, you are shoving around stamps and little pictures: it’s gamey and disconnected. When you fiddle with your EQ inventory, deep down inside you feel as if you are actually holding the real stuff. Some of these mechanics delve  deep inside the psychology of the wannabe escapist, trust me on this. 
Another big disappointment was the fact that merchants do not keep stock of the wares that other players sell them. I.e. no more merchant mining. Now undoubtedly there is an economic argument for this, that ties into the whole Crafting/player-economy/player-merchants thing, but it could also simply be a matter of cutting back the cost/demand of  maintaining huge databases. (
Merchant mining(browsing merchants to see if some player sold something that you may need, and buy it cheap) is another such example where the  impact goes deeper then just being  able to buy the rejects of other players. Not only did it become a favorite pastime of many players, catering to thousands of hours of extra gameplay, but it had 2 more subtle effects too: 

- first, it made the NPC merchant more alive and less a Vending-machine. After all, this NPC guy had had business from other players before me, and was now trying to sell their crap to me! In fact, he would often advertise his new stuff by announcing “ Treesong, looks like you could use a Stinking Pile of Refuse” ( a groundspawn in Hollowshade Moor, for the interested. :D) .  Putting the spark of life into an NPC in a MMO is an art, and this mechanic helped with that. 
- secondly, the player-sold goodies *connected* the world and the players together in a subtle way, and catered to the community-feel in a sometimes intriguing way. How so?  Well, when I browsed this lonely NPC merchant in some backward corner of  Highpass the other day, he had his regular wares, but also this one Brownie part, which was a player-sold item. I find that intriguing: “so at some point there was someone else with this same merchant and sold him a Brownie part. Mmm, could it have been a Halfling who had killed Nillipuss(a Brownie) maybe in Rivervale and now got rid of the loot here? Or could it come from further away, maybe an Elf who passed here and had been hunting in Lesser or Greater faydark, hunting the brownies there and finally cleaned out his inventory here, an ocean and half a continent away? 
The crucial thing is, here we have an NPC merchant who through a simple mechanic of stockpiling items, actually LINKS the real life players of this virtual world together, both through the tale that the sold items can tell and because he may act  as a middle man if I would buy the item. For me browsing a merchant was like reading a book, or sometimes even like Fantasy CSI; “Mmm, I see Arctic Gallops, a Bulthar Trunk, some crushed Opals and a Roots. Very likely the seller of those items had been hunting in Cobalt Scar in Velious, was a Foraging class and a nitwit to boot, since the trunks can be used for a rather lucrative quest! So much fun. And a link to an unknown player but very much in the same world as me. Subtleties….maybe a part of EQ’s Magic explained. 
- Loot: way too much. I was afraid they would go the WoW way and they did. You get BURIED in stat-loot before level 10.

Here’s the thing. There was item-scarceness in EQ.

On your road to level 50 you would maybe upgrade your weapon 6 times, and this was only if you were lucky to get the good drops. Each upgrade was a wonderfull feeling and people can easily name all the weapons they wielded in their career: newbie weapon, giant Snake Fang, Minotaur Axe, Shiny Brass Halberd, Langseaxe of the Wolf, Short Sword of Ykesha, or maybe the Mithril Zweihander at the end of the road. 

But in modern MMO's you get buried in loot before you hit level 10. You upgrade your weapon like 6 times before you are level 10, and none of these weapons have any emotional value. You just know that within 2 levels you will find the next leg up of that weapon. There are variations off course and some stuff will be more rare and better for it's level, but the fact remains that there is simply too hotdarn much of it.

Now the idea behind this new loot-abundance in MMO's is twofold, imo:

- they want to give people lots of small rewards/carrots. since this seems to be a major incentive to play these games;

- they advocate that you will have less cookie-cutter equipment, where all players are wielding the same weapon or going through the same upgrade path as in EQ. 

The sad truth is though, that you *still* see people wielding all the same stuff for obvious reasons. Everyone soon knows what weapon is the best in a given situation/class and which ones are readily available. Also the many small rewards lead to "loot-indifference", at least it does for me. Honestly, I do not care anymore when that level 10 rat drops a Brigandine Chestguard for me with 30 AC, +25 HP +3 Str +5 Dex, because first I know that I will loot something better within 3 levels and secondly before I got this piece, I already sold like 56 pieces of other "stat-loot" to some vendor. 

I think we should go back to a "Economy of Scarceness" but no way that that will ever happen.  Just not gonna happen.  As a sidenote: I realize this game relies heavily on items and having several sets of stuff. That does not mean items should be as common as they are though. 
8) Music and Sound:

Very personal, skip if you like Tod’s music.

I do not like Todd’s music at all, it is a-melodious, lacks coherence and is often too bombastic. No tunes at all, it’s all pretty heavily orchestrated(synthesized?) stuff.   Very seldom do I hear the onset of a nice melody but it always fizzles into random notes or a very atonal melody. I prefer actual tunes. 
Not a fan of the Diplomacy “mumbling” but on second thought I can not think of a better way to do it. I will use the toggle to switch it off. Footstep sounds are not good, they sound “squashy” as if I am wearing large and clumsy clogs. I have not heard sounds yet that really drew my attention. No rolling thunder, no owl in the forest, no high pitched squeal of a bird of prey high in the air. Also, the music is very patchy and often  I hear nothing at all. The transitions are very rude also, I am thinking this is not optimized yet. So far, the sound and music has left me completely un-impressed.

Now  a few positives.
- The landmass layout is interesting: there is a lot of variation and the overall map looks varied and explore-worthy. There are islands, rivers, mountainranges, large bays, peninsula's, vulcano's and more. 3 Continents is a great start, considering the amount of varied areas they offer. 

- There are many roads, that are layed out in an interesting way. The roads often take a large detour around natural hurdles and this makes sense. See next point. 

- The mountainranges are climbable  to a large degree, but do offer enough of a hurdle as to make pathfinding in the montains an interesting past-time. :) The layout of the roads (talking about Thestra here) ties into this, because if you manage to find a good route through the mountains, you can reach your destination quit a bit faster then by road. However, more dangerous, because of possible fall-damage and bumping into level 39 mountain-trolls. It is obvious to me that time and effort has gone into this, and this is part of the "handcrafted" feel imo. 

- The basics of Falling, Jumping, Fall Damage, Swimming and Submerging are all in the game. You can jump off, on and over pretty much anything that is humanly possible: railings, fences, walls, a barrel. There are HUGE drops in the game (think 300 meter cliffs) that you can fall off/jump off. I took 5k damage at one point. I foresee many bungee-jumping contests being done at the huge bridge near New Targonor: a tremendous drop down into the ravine that surrounds the rock that New Targonor is built upon.

- The clipping plane is very far away: you will indeed see the silhouette of New Targonor doom up in the distance (on a good rig). 

- area-emotes (as I call them) . EQ had this to an extent, VG has it better. It’s where you enter a new location and get an emote in your chat window like: “you suddenly feel a breeze coming from the sea, as you approach Brennan’s Stead”. The best thing is, you can have several of such emotes in just a small town like Brennon’s Stead, for instance when you approach the smitty: “you hear the clanging of tools as you approach the hot fire of the smitty”. Lovely stuff. I wish they had taken this sort of RPG stuff to all levels of the game-design.
Summing up:
My  biggest gripes when it comes to World-value:
- no faction-con

- no secret areas, rooms, trapdoors, hidden cavesystems, tucked away thief-Guilds  and other Points of Intrigue. The crazy fun stuff like the Qeynos Sewers with it’s 6 hidden entrances and such. 
- tied into the second point, the lack of racial KoS and the whole vanilla setup of the world where racial areas  are too close and too friendly with eachother.

- overall lack of soul of cities and villages exept New Targonor. 
- no merchant-mining.

- bland feel of the world due to tech limitations.
The thing with VG is not that I became bored with  it: the thing is I immediately became disenchanted with it. As you have noticed I have not talked at all about Vanguard’s action-mechanics like Combat, Crafting and Diplomacy. I am betting these are it’s strongest features. However, for me those are just my RP tools that I use in order to “best” a world that I think is worth “besting”. And I just do not get the feeling that I want to better myself in Vanguard and embark on that road from “Rags to Riches”.  (
My disappointment goes beyond Vanguard not being to my liking. It has become clear to me that the MMO-genre is currently on a path that leads them away from Virtual Worlds, and towards environments that are completely geared for player-satisfaction. I find this incredibly short-sighted, then again it may the path that yields the most bucks.
I realize that the sort of world that I am looking for, does not have much ‘replay’ value for the average gamer. Yet I still think it is the sort of world that has the lost magic that so many of us are remembering. 

