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Gameplay:

The player is presented with a magnified view of a stream wherein there are many kinds of microbes swimming around. They are presented with a target organism that they are to try to make, and an evil organism to try to avoid. The evil organisms will swim around and kill the others, and the good ones can stop them. The players must breed for color, length, and number of organelles to produce their target organism!

What Works:

1. As much as the Experimental Gameplay Project says that graphics don’t matter, I’m really happy with the physical look of this game. Much like with Influx, the graphics and gameplay evolved at the same time with this project (as opposed to developing gameplay first and graphics second, as I did with Updraft and Buggy Puff), and that gave me time to put some decent polish on both, rather than rushing either. There’s something to be said for coincident development. 
2. The breeding is unpredictable enough that it’s not just a simple plug and chug game. I was afraid of making a strict puzzler and wanted something that felt a little more chaotic. 

What Doesn’t Work:

1. In reference to #2 above, the randomness is almost too much. I didn’t realize that the game needed the “evil microbe” mechanic until very late in development, and thus didn’t have sufficient time to tweak the breeding variables as much as I would have liked. It’s not clear why they don’t always breed, and players become frustrated with their apparent inability to control the world. 

2. The game was much more of a toy without the evil microbe adding a sense of urgency… nonetheless, I feel like it’s sort of a half-baked mechanic. It shows up occasionally (not as often as it should, due to too much randomness in the spawning), but doesn’t act any differently from the other microbes and thus doesn’t give the sense of urgency that it should. 
3. I played around with making the microbes self-propelling (as they should be), but again, due to lack of tweaking time, never got a chance to make it feel right. As a result, I have them not moving at all. This is very problematic and would be one of the first things to fix in a revisit. 

4. Also, one-celled organisms don’t breed sexually as I portray them. . 

What I Learned:

This round, both TJ and I wrestled with problems of randomness: how much is the right amount? Our advisor Chris pointed out that this is a perpetual problem in game design, particularly in evolution and simulation games. We’re essentially using randomness as a heuristic for what are, in the real world, deterministic events, and simplifying the model that much takes a good deal of care. I would like to come back to such a game in the future, but think a more physically based simulation is substantially easier to balance. 

