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1: Introduction


Super Mario Galaxy is a video game developed and published by Nintendo.  It was released in November of 2007 for Nintendo's Wii home video game console.  Review scores for the game overall were very high.  As with any good game though, there are always a few people that are not going to like said game, because either the game isn't their favorite genre of game, or a gameplay element makes it difficult or awkward to progress.  This detailed critique offers a look into the game and what made it good and what could be improved.  It will also explore how the game is appealing to both the gamer and non-gamer crowds, which is important in Nintendo's Blue Ocean marketing strategy.

2: Sound

2.1: Music


Music in any game is important.  It is meant be be memorable and not a simple loop or made just to block out silence.  The player hears this music all the time, and the music sets the mood for any action that is about to happen onscreen.  Where and when music is played can help evoke emotions in players.


Music throughout Super Mario Galaxy is mostly orchestrated, which has not happened in a Nintendo title in quite awhile, and I believe it is a first for any game in the Mario franchise.  The game could have done very well with MIDI soundtracks instead, as video game music has been just as memorable in other formats over the years.  Having the background music presented this way instead of MIDI-generated sound really brings the game onto a whole other level.  In this game, Mario is traversing the vastness of space, and having an orchestra playing really brings out the feeling that space is something huge and waiting to be explored.  The spirit of exploration is put into the minds of both gamers and non-gamers with this music.


Since this is a Mario game, there will be a few tunes that are recognizable to longtime Mario fans.  Songs from Super Mario Bros., Super Mario Bros. 3, and Super Mario World were present, as well as the familiar Underground, Star, and Game Over tunes.  Nintendo chose to please fans of the Mario franchise and they assumed gamers who stopped playing (as well as those who kept playing) for 10-15 years would recognize these tunes for a bit of a trip down memory lane.


Another thing to note is the way the music playing in the Observatory transitions from MIDI-based (it sounds like MIDI to me) to fully orchestrated the farther the player gets in the game.  The music is MIDI-based very early on, but quickly switches to the orchestrated version, and more and more instruments are added later on.  Since the Observatory is basically your World Map, (gateway to other levels) it is interesting to hear it change throughout the game as the player gets closer and closer to finishing the Main Goal.  The same effect was used in Super Mario World 2: Yoshi's Island for the SNES, although the music was MIDI based at the time due to the SNES limited capabilities.  I believe this a great way to keep rewarding the player for his or her effort and keeping the music fresh and enjoyable at the same time.  It is literally a win-win situation.

2.2: Sound Effects


Just as with music, sound effects are important so they evoke the right emotions or gameplay hints and cues at the right time.  The sound effects in Super Mario Galaxy are typical, and have that slight fantasy twist to them.  Certain sound effects will be recognizable to Mario fans, such as those when collecting coins, getting a 1-UP mushroom, or going down warp pipes.  Explosions, stomping, pounding, water splashes, fire effects and shooting stars among many other effects fit nicely with the area or planetoid that Mario is currently exploring.  They help the areas, enemies, and items become more believable.

2.3: Sound Effects based on Music


I believe this aspect of the game keeps the sound effects fresh.  Rare did something similar to this in games such as Banjo-Kazooie, only they did it with music.  As Banjo would travel from area to area in Grunty's Lair, the melody would stay the same, but the instruments would change.  This example is more closely related to music, but Super Mario Galaxy does something similar with the sound effects.  It is a bit hard to describe via text, but it is as if the game checks where it is in playing the background music, and tries to match the pitch and tone of the music that is playing, and uses that same pitch and tone while playing a sound effect.  This allows for many, many variations on the same sound effect.  Of course, this is only done for a few key sound effects, and not every one.

2.4: Voice Acting


Nintendo has never been big on games with voice in them, (the Zelda and Metroid franchises are prime examples) except in the Starfox franchise.  Super Mario Galaxy is no exception to this rule.  I know most people frown upon horrible voice acting when games are localized for American audiences, as the same can be said for anime on TV.


Voice clips can be heard in cutscenes throughout the game, but it is rarely more than one or two words.  I believe it would have been interesting to put more voice acting in the cutscenes where text was present detracted a bit – in my opinion – from the presentation of the cutscene.  On the other hand, the simple one or two words may have been a cue to tell the player to look elsewhere onscreen or to notice the text at the bottom.  It is difficult to say.


As far as voice during normal gameplay, Mario, Luigi, Peach, Bowser, the Toads, penguins, bees, and any other character has some sort of “voice,” whether it be a spoken word or two, a grumble, quack, or beeps when you talk to or come near them.  These voices (you could even say they are sound effects) help the player identify the character more, as they link said voice with a character onscreen, as well as with the tone or mood the character might imply via text.

2.5: Use of Wii Remote's Speaker


The Wii Remote's speaker is used to play some sounds as well.  The most common use is when spinning into a Launch Star or collecting or firing Star Bits.  These actions are common throughout the course of the game, and I believe they add a sense of depth to both the sound of the game and the game itself.  Star Bits normally travel when pointed at with the Wii Remote from their original point in the level to Mario and then the sound is heard on the Wii Remote, making the player feel more in touch with Mario, as Mario has collected the Star Bit onscreen, and the player hears the Star Bit being collected in their hand.  The same can be said when firing a Star Bit.  The firing sound travels from the Wii Remote and a Star Bit fires off where the player pointed the Pointer onscreen.


Sound effects are also used to cue the player to shake the Wii Remote, point the Wii Remote at the screen, or do other actions when tutorials are present or in early levels of the game to evoke curiosity and simply nudge the player into looking for a visual cue on how to continue.

3: Graphics

3.1: Environments & Characters


The environments in Super Mario Galaxy are thought out to make them more believable to the player whether that player be a gamer or non-gamer.  Depending on the level and the task at hand, weather or environmental effects are easily recognized and respond how they would in the real world, e.g., slipping and sliding in ice, slow movement in snow, getting burned in fire or lava, etc.  The characters are polished and move and respond realistically.


As far as graphics go, the only thing that I would change would be Peach's low-resolution eye which is shown in one of the opening cutscenes of the game.  It sticks out like a sore thumb, but luckily it is not onscreen for long.  Other than this, the graphics are colorful, and should appeal to a wide demographic.

3.2: User Interface (UI)


The User Interface for Super Mario Galaxy is very simple.  It is very rarely in the game that you are given more than two options to choose from on a menu.  Buttons are big to allow easy pointing and clicking for non-gamers.  Star, Star Bit, Life, and Coin counters as well as the Life Meter are all only shown while present, so both gamer and non-gamers are focused on the task at hand without being distracted by the UI.


One thing that makes it a bit easier for the non-gamers to learn the controls throughout the game is that the Wii Remote and Nunchuk are represented by icons instead of words.  Using the images eases translation, and it also allows people who don't even know the correct names of the controllers to jump in and start playing.


Lastly, Stars with question marks (?) help tell the curious non-gamer (as well as gamers) that there is something more to one Star than meets the eye.  This means that in that path that normally leads to the regular Star, there is a secondary Star somewhere.  The difficulty level is such that you do not even need to get any hidden or secondary Stars to complete the game.

4: Gameplay

4.1: Difficulty – Non-Gamer VS Gamer


The difficulty in Super Mario Galaxy is something all game designers should take a look at and try to mimic and even surpass if they are making a platform or adventure game.  Difficulty can be broken down into two main things: level design and the player's goal.  Nintendo weighted the needed amount of Stars to beat the game by reaching Bowser and defeating him low.  It allowed non-gamers to feel a sense of accomplishment when they were getting closer to Bowser by only getting so few Stars, as well as allowing non-gamers to skip getting Stars they deemed too hard to get.  It allowed them to travel freely to other levels without being pressured into getting every last Star.


Those non-gamers who were curious enough and persistent enough to continue their game after they defeated Bowser were rewarded with more levels and the goal to collect all the Stars.  They were given the message (literally) that you didn't need to complete this, but even attempting it was a good thing.  The gamer crowd will enjoy the challenge of getting every Star not once, but twice.  Things like Prankster Comets shake things up and truly challenge the gamer crowd.

4.2: Character Development / Story / NPCs (Non-Playable Characters)


Story is the thing that sets the main goal for the player of any game.  Is it true that even some puzzle games try and have a story.  Story puts the player at Point A and tells them to reach Point B.  Point B in Super Mario Galaxy is to save the princess.  It's the same goal that has been present in virtually every Mario (and not to mention Zelda) game to date.  The thing that makes each game unique is the story that goes along with that goal, and the characters the player can interact with to make the story even richer and more believable to the player.


Wired.com's Chris Kohler brought up an important point about the story in Super Mario Galaxy that I never realized when playing the game.  I will bring that point up here:

“Wired News: And staying on that subject, one of the things that struck me the most out of Super Mario Galaxy were the storybook sequences. That was the closest a Mario game ever got to getting an emotional reaction out of me. Was that your influence? 

Yoshiaki Koizumi: For a long time, it really felt like telling a story in a Mario game was something that wasn't allowed. But I felt in this case that the Lumas and Rosalina really needed a story to explain what they were doing out there and to give the players a deeper understanding of their presence. So telling her story as a fairytale by reading the book to all the Lumas as if they were young children at storytime just seemed like the mood-appropriate way to accomplish this. 

Dropping it into the game in the middle of the hub right there as something you could choose if you wanted to, I felt worked very well. If the book was standing all alone on its own, or if the game story was standing on its own, neither of them work very well as separate elements. But together, they reinforce each other quite nicely. And people have the option of hearing that story if they want to, or never going into that room if they don't want to hear it. Even so, just making the children's book was quite a feat. It was a bit of a struggle for us to get it done. And a couple things that we cut from the book ended up going into the main story as well. So it was a pretty good process.”


This quote is from an article located here: http://blog.wired.com/games/2007/12/interview-super.html


As the quote above reveals, Super Mario Galaxy has one of the deepest stories in a Mario game to date.  This brings the main characters to life a bit more than the flat characters in past Mario games.  Besides main characters, Super Mario Galaxy boasts a number of NPCs, such as Luigi and the Toad Brigade.  One of the things that I enjoy in Zelda and Mario games is how these NPCs change their actions based on the story or events happening ingame, while keeping their own unique personalities or quirks.  That way, gamers who keep up with these NPCs will appreciate inside jokes or references to past events in the game or past games in a franchise.  This also allows people who follow these characters throughout the game to feel a sense of closure with each one of them by the end of the game.

4.3: Gameplay Elements

4.3.1: Collecting Stars


The mainstay of the Mario universe that appeared 12 years ago in 1996 in Super Mario 64 is still here today: collecting Stars.  What's different this time is that players are shown between 1 and 3 Stars per Galaxy when they select it.  This allows the non-gamers to not be overwhelmed when first seeing a level.  They only have to focus on getting those 3 Stars.  Later, non-gamers will be surprised when they realize that the level they thought they completed has up to 3 more hidden Stars.  This keeps them gaming, if they so wish.


Gamers that have been following the Mario franchise since 1996 know that there are always hidden Stars.  Those that did not like collecting Shines in Super Mario Sunshine due to the gross unbalance in terms of difficulty from one Shine to the next will be pleased to know that  things are balanced this time around. 

4.3.2: Motivation


Both gamers and non-gamers need a goal to help motivate them to keep playing.  Non-gamers will be motivated by just collecting Stars or feeding Lumas to ultimately complete the game with the minimum required amount of Stars.  The gamer crowd will be happy with challenges like Prankster Comets (hidden Stars received when certain challenges are met) and finding Green Stars.


Gamers will enjoy the Purple Coin challenges the most.  Purple Coin challenges challenge you to collect 100 Purple Coins and grab the Star that appears after collecting them without dying.  One person on the GameFAQs forums brought up a good point in saying that he liked these challenges because there were no Coins that were really hidden.  Having them hidden would have made gamers felt like they were hunting for coins, instead of just collecting them.  Since they were all visible, gamers would find the challenge in reaching hard-to-get Coins or collecting them all before their time limit is up.  Gamers will even have another game (a Second Quest ala Zelda) to play after completing the first game.

4.3.3: Items


Besides the levels in Super Mario Galaxy being straightforward, there are a minimal amount of items or powerups for Mario to use.  This doesn't seem to hinder gameplay at all, as they are only present when needed.  This is great for the non-gamer crowd, as they like to be told where to go next.  Since I am in the gamer crowd, I personally feel that having less powerups or items restricts the levels even more, as there aren't alternative ways to explore the level using them.  Then again, due to the straightforward level design more items really aren't needed.

4.4: Level Design/Layout


Super Mario Galaxy's levels are always planets.  They can be divided up into big planets and small planets. (planetoids) This is a welcome change, as most levels in games have boundaries, be they invisible walls you run into, or visible.  Even though the planet design allows the player the freedom to explore the current planet they are on, the boundary is still in effect as there is a set path you must travel to get the Star you are aiming for on the current level.  This keeps the boundary effect but makes it invisible, much like the camerawork. (see 4.5.2) Unfortunately, this is the only down side of Super Mario Galaxy: the level design is a bit too straightforward.  This is not to say that there are not other Stars hidden in levels for the gamer crows to search for.


One feature that I think helps the non-gamer crowd is the layout of the Observatory.  The Observatory is considered your World Map in Super Mario Galaxy.  The Observatory is broken down into Domes.  When a player goes into these Domes, they can see multiple Galaxies (or levels).  Each Galaxy has one or more Stars in it.  Having the Observatory split up into these main Domes helps group many levels together in one area, making navigation in the Observatory easier and actually makes it feel smaller, as there are only a few key places to think about.  This is a welcome change from Peach's Castle in Super Mario 64.  Also, having them named Domes goes along well with the space/galaxy theme that Super Mario Galaxy strives for, as observatories in the real world are often dome-shaped.  Each Dome has its own name and theme.  The name and theme of the Dome are related (e.g., the Kitchen Dome is made of brick) so they are easier to remember.


Upon reflecting further, the Observatory is similar to Peach's Castle in Super Mario 64 as a World Map, but instead of hunting around for paintings to jump into on each floor of the castle, the Domes provide access to many levels at once.  This is a good thing to do for the non-gamers, but gamers may think that the Observatory is too small, or that there is not much to explore.  The Domes focus the player's energy on exploring the levels they offer, thus keeping the player entertained more.  This is a good move as non-gamers normally has less time to play games than gamers.


Lastly, the most unique type of level I can think of are the “Matter Splatter” levels.  To best explain these levels, think of the world as a blank canvas.  If you fall into this nothingness, you die.  Globs of the world are splattered onto this canvas, and it is up to you to maneuver through them to reach the Star.  It might be hard to visualize, so a video of it is here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I4Ho2LtIu3g  Personally, I wish there were more of these kinds of levels, as I believe there are only two of them.

4.5: Controls


The only thing I can think of that is not taught to the player is how to move with the Control Stick on the Nunchuk.  Everything else in terms of controls is taught to the player once they need it e.g., you only learn to swim when you come to a water level.  This style of play is interesting, as it doesn't overwhelm the player with the control scheme at the start of the game.  The only thing that really concerned me about this style of learning system was the non-gamers.  Some control mechanics would only be found out while exploring or noticing other NPCs doing maneuvers, and I know from experience that some non-gamers are more curious than others.  I guess this is a tradeoff: those that are not curious will pay for it by not having the benefit of the knowledge to continue.  Of course, this argument can be used for any game.

4.5.1: Pointer


Super Mario Galaxy utilizes the sensor in the Wii Remote to help collect and shoot Star Bits.  I feel the shooting mechanic really wasn't used except to feed hungry Lumas, although this could just be my personal taste, as some people may have taken enemies head on as I have while others may have opted to use the power of Star Bits to stun or defeat enemies.

4.5.2: Camera


Wired.com brought to my attention the detail that went into the camerawork in Super Mario Galaxy.  I knew I liked the camera angles in some areas as they “just worked” as I was playing the game.  I really didn't have to adjust the camera ingame that much.  Of course, for gamers who want a bit more freedom of movement in terms of the camera, they might not be able to adjust the camera to their liking.  The position of the camera even makes the game 2D at times, which makes some tough parts easier to navigate.  This is interesting, as it brings back some nostalgia, while breaking up the level from 3D, to 2D, and back to 3D.  This helps keep things fresh.  The camera controls seem to be pushed under the rug, even though you can easily adjust the camera by pushing a direction on the Wii Remote's Control Pad.  What I mean is that Super Mario Galaxy really doesn't try and force you to be aware that the camera even exists and can be adjusted.  I would assume this is what most game programmers strive for when designing a camera system.  The website I got the article from is here: http://www.wired.com/gaming/gamingreviews/commentary/games/2007/12/gamesfrontiers_1203

4.6: Multiplayer Mode (aka Co-Star Mode)


The Multiplayer Mode in Super Mario Galaxy is known as Co-Star Mode.  This allows a gamer to help a non-gamer (or vice versa) through the game.  The beauty of this mode is that a second player can just sit down with a controller and start helping.  This can only help the gameplay experience.  As far as helping goes, two player aren't actually onscreen as two characters.  Player One controls Mario and their Pointer.  The second player is simply represented by another Pointer onscreen.  The Pointers onscreen are labeled P1 and P2 when Co-Star Mode is in effect.  All Player Two can do is stun or stop enemies and help Mario perform a Triple Jump.


The only thing I would change is to advertise the Co-Star Mode option more.  It is only advertised in-game before you start playing your game from the File Select screen.  One thing to take into consideration though is that this game is a single player game, and I would assume Nintendo only included this mode to help non-gamers ease into the game. (e.g., no harm can come to them, as they are only a Pointer) This is yet another example of Nintendo Blue Ocean marketing strategy.

5: Other

5.1: Use of Wii Message Board


Super Mario Galaxy uses the Wii Message Board sparingly, such as a note being posted from Mailtoad if you need to find Luigi.  This may help non-gamers remember what they need to do if they stop their quest for Stars and continue later.  Mailtoad also leaves a note when you find Luigi to thank the player for accomplishing this task.  This is one way the characters are brought to life, and it gives the player (whether it be a gamer or non-gamer) a sense of satisfaction.

5.2: Non-Gamers and Super Mario Galaxy: Case Study


I was fortunate enough to go to Best Buy over the Winter 2007 break and observe a mother and her young teen watching her play Super Mario Galaxy.  I gave her advice, and taught her some of the controls.  I was watching the way she played the game.  She was very cautious in her movements onscreen.  She acted as if the game would bite back at her, but she persisted in the level she was in and was able to succeed in her goal to get the Star she was after after some coaching from myself and a friend of mine.  Luckily for her, this was the first level in the game so it was relatively easy for her, but unfortunately it was not the tutorial level.


When starting a new game on Super Mario Galaxy, it forces you to do a tutorial level.  The benefit of tutorial level is that there are no enemies to attack you in the beginning, and it gives the player a chance to jump around and experiment with controls and the effects of gravity so they feel comfortable going forward in the game.  This is the place gamers and non-gamers hone their movement skills.  Secondly, this level allows the player to learn about a mechanic that is used throughout the game: collecting Star Chips.  Normally, 5 Star Chips are scattered around the planetoid Mario is currently on.  Once all 5 of them are collected, a Launch Star will appear allowing Mario to continue on to the next planetoid or part of the level.  I believe the only thing that is not taught to the player at one point in the game or another is that movement is handled by the Control Stick on the Nunchuk.

5.3: Comments about the first Galaxy (Good Egg Galaxy)


Here, I would like to put a few level design choices I thought were smart when designing the first real Galaxy the player must explore.  In fact, I will only talk about the first planettoid you will land on.  What I find interesting about this planetoid in particular is that the top half of the planetoid is day, while the other half is night.  There are bridges on either side of the planetoid that lead to the other side of it, depending on which side you are on.  There are also pipes that do the same thing.  The bridges and pipes allow the player to explore the same planetoid in many ways, as well as show the player that is is OK to explore and go upside down.  The planetoid also gives the player the chance to get Star Bits, the opportunity to kill some enemies, as well as nab a 1UP Mushroom or two and learn about another game mechanic: Music Notes.  Collecting Music Notes normally plays parts of a nostalgic song from the Mario franchise, gives them a new goal by telling them to collect them if they wish, and rewards the player a second way by giving them 1UP mushrooms – or in later levels – Stars.

5.4: Wii Documentary Study


If you are interested in how the Wii has affected the gaming landscape, please visit wiidocstudy.com

