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The dean, professors, assistant professors, dissertators and teaching assistants serve as player options in ‘Ivory Tower Defenders’ against student invaders in campus game setting.

Courtesy of Slow Life Games

Video game satirizes academia

Fantasy world 
of ‘Ni no Kuni’

Tower defense games 
make me anxious. The 
combination of Tetris-like 
time limits and impending 
doom brings out feelings of 
childhood inadequacy, and 
the multitasking becomes 
overwhelming. As soon 
as I opened “Ivory Tower 
Defenders,” however, I laughed 
at the start menu’s satirization 
of academia. The levity of 
the game’s premise – college 
staff blockading the entrances 
of campus buildings against 
hordes of students – eased my 
fears. Seven hours later, I was 
one point from beating the 
game.

The design and setup of 
“Ivory Tower Defenders” 
is saturated with insider 
knowledge only a graduate 
student would know. Indeed, 
this is the case because 
game co-designer Dorothy 
Finnigan was enrolled in a 
graduate program before she 
left the academy. Finnigan 
and her partner Django 
Zeaman went on to found an 
independent game company, 
Slow Life Games. “Ivory Tower 
Defenders” is their fi rst release 
and available for download on 
iPhones and iPads, as well as 
Android devices.

Gameplay is 
straightforward. Five 

caricatures of students enter 
a campus building and walk 
through corridors in which 
players place defender 
characters: teaching assistants, 
dissertators, assistant 
professors, tenured professors 
and deans. Each university 
staff member uses a unique 
weapon to knock out students 
before they sit down in chairs 
scattered throughout the 
room.

Cleverly, the designers 
provide a rationale for the cost 
and weapon choice of staff. 
Because TAs are “fast, cheap 
and plentiful,” they are the 
beginner’s weapon and easiest 
to upgrade. In contrast, the 
full professor is expensive to 
purchase because tenure does 
not come easily. Thankfully, 
his crankiness – a result of 
excessive research – translates 
into his throwing massive 
books at students, causing 
great damage. Likewise, the 
dissertator’s tome is heavy, but 
he takes considerably longer 
than the professor to throw it.

While university staff are 
appropriately fitted with 
weapons, the enemy students’ 
abilities (namely speed and 
stamina) are not as rationally 
chosen. For example, art 
students inexplicably “travel in 
groups.”

The designers also claim 
players must vary their 
strategies to knock out the 

different kinds of students. 
While this sounds good in 
theory, it does not translate 
into gameplay. Given the small 
lengths of corridors, strategy 
often boils down to placing 
the most powerful staff in a 
long row near the entrance: 
basically blast the students 
with the biggest guns you can 
afford as soon as possible. 
Nearly all of them succumb in 
the same length of time once 
the most powerful staff are 
deployed. Given the relative 
straightforwardness of this 
strategy, gameplay loses 
its novelty quickly. Players 
may tire of the repetition, 
magnified by the game’s 
inclusion of only four levels. 
However, for real-life graduate 
students, this tedium may be 
abated by the opportunity 
to digitally live out their 
discussion section fantasies 
of throwing blue books at 
frustrating students.

On the other hand, as chairs 
fill, students alter their paths. 
The unpredictability of this 
feature adds suspense, often 
pleasantly helping players win. 
Another source of variety are 
the shapes of the corridors 
themselves. Students enter 
from multiple doorways. 
Paths split. As such, staff must 
be placed in multiple rows, 
sometimes semi-circles.

The graphics of “Ivory 
Tower Defenders” are basic, 

sometimes pixelated, as 
characters move. Nonetheless, 
the game maintains its visual 
appeal for two reasons. While 
some objects are not drawn in 
fine detail, the arrangement 
of objects is intricate and 
thoughtful. In the seminar 
classroom, students scoot their 
chairs to face one another as 
they sit. In the library (which 
has an uncanny resemblance 
to the Wisconsin Historical 
Society’s reading room), 
students push lamp switches, 
casting a glow underneath the 
emerald glass lampshades. The 
colors are vivid and engaging.

Ultimately, the game’s 
leniency in scoring was the 
biggest factor in curbing my 
trepidation. As long as all but 
one of the incoming students 
are stopped, players advance 
to the next level. Given two 
levels contain 40 seats, it is 
safe to say players of all skill 
levels will manage to succeed. 
However, try as I might, a 
brainiac student always fills 
that fi nal seat on the last level. 
Damn, another excuse to 
keep playing and risk actual 
academic failure.

Further information about 
“Ivory Tower Defenders” is 
located at slowlifegames.com. 
The game is available for 
download in the iTunes Store 
and Google Play for $0.99.

First release from Slow Life Games features professors armed with books as weapons
Bennet Goldstein
ArtsEtc. Staff Writer

Earlier this year, 
the highly anticipated 
“Ni no Kuni: Wrath 
of the White Witch” 
was released in North 
America exclusively 
for the PlayStation 3. 
Created by  Level-5, 
the developers of the 
popular “Professor 
Layton” games, “Ni no 
Kuni” employs many 
familiar elements 
from other popular 
franchises. It employs 
a battle system with a 
similar construction to 
the successful “Tales” 
series and a monster-
catching system 
reminiscent of any 
“Pokémon” game.

“Ni no Kuni” draws 
its popularity in part 
from Studio Ghibli, the 
Japanese fi lm company 
that created “Spirited 
Away” and “Howl’s 
Moving Castle.” The 
story was crafted to 
feel like the player 
is watching a movie 
while playing the 
game. Like in many of 
Studio Ghibli’s films, 
Joe Hisaishi composed 
an amazing score 
to further bring the 
worlds of “Ni no Kuni” 
to life.

“Ni no Kuni” 
begins in Motorville, 
a town resembling 
an average American 
neighborhood, with the 
young Oliver. He is an 
average boy who hangs 
out with his friends and 
listens to his mom. The 
story picks up when 
Oliver’s mother dies 
of heart complications 
after saving him from 
drowning. Oliver goes 
back to his home and 
mourns his mother 
while clutching a doll 
she had given him. 
When Oliver cries on 
the doll, it comes to 
life and it introduces 
itself as the King of the 
Fairies, Mr. Drippy.

Mr. Drippy tells 
Oliver there is a way 
to save his mother. 
The only way to save 
her is to travel to Ni 
no Kuni and save it. 
After Oliver agrees, Mr. 
Drippy teaches him 
the spell to go to Ni 
no Kuni, and the real 
adventure begins. Right 
away, Oliver learns he 
has the ability to heal 
those with a broken 
heart, anyone with 
anything from a lack of 
enthusiasm to a lack of 
kindness. Most of the 
story revolves around 
mending the hearts of 
people in both worlds.

The real challenge 
is the innovative battle 
system. The first 
battles of the game are 
very basic: the player 
controls Oliver and can 
cast magic or strike the 
enemy with his wand. 
The battles take place 
in a circle battlefield 
with free movement of 
Oliver allowed. Level-5 
makes the battle 
interesting by making 
each action take a set 
amount of time. This 
creates the need for 
strategic timing during 
the battle. After some 
progression in the 
story, Oliver will get 
a familiar, a monster 
companion to aid him 
in battle that gains 
levels as Oliver does.

The familiar system 
adds another level 
of strategy to battle. 
When Oliver calls on 
a familiar to fight, the 
player loses control 
of Oliver and gains 
control of the familiar. 
Each familiar has a 
time limit for how long 
it can remain on the 
battlefield at one time. 

Being able to switch 
between Oliver and his 
familiars is essential 
to surviving battle. 
Unfortunately, the 
learning curve is a little 
steep.

Eventually, Oliver 
can begin to recruit 
more familiars, but 
each human character 
can only have three 
familiars at a time. 
Each of these familiars 
can be fed in the menu 
to increase various 
stats. It works a lot 
like a pet game where 
the more a pet is 
fed the stronger and 
healthier it becomes. 
The familiars, much 
like in Pokémon, can 
evolve to new forms. 
Unlike Pokémon, once 
a familiar evolves, it 
reverts back to level 
one.

To throw one final 
wrench into the battle 
system, Level-5 added 
other playable human 
characters that battle 
with Oliver: Esther 
and Swaine. One big 
challenge is that only 
one player controls 
all three of these 
characters, and their 
subsequent familiars, 
at the same time. The 
player must learn to 
effectively switch 
between them and 
their familiars in 
order for the battle to 
go smoothly. This is 
where the addition of 
multiplayer would be 
incredibly convenient. 
Level-5, however, did 
not provide any form of 
multiplayer gameplay, 
so the player must 
quickly adapt to the 
triple control.

To make the game 
more player-friendly, 
Level-5 included two 
different types of 
gameplay: easy and 
normal. Although 
this may be a game 
more directed toward 
a younger audience, 
normal mode should 
not be taken lightly. It 
has a level of difficulty 
that can make average 
gamers have a difficult 
time with boss battles.

“Ni no Kuni” is not 
without its problems. 
The story itself is 
rather simplistic and 
is almost too much 
like a children’s movie 
for average gamers to 
take part in. The battle 
system, while unique, 
has a steep learning 
curve that can halt 
story advancement 
until the player has 
a decent grasp for 
switching between 
humans and familiars. 
The explanations in-
game are very basic 
and don’t really give 
the user a sense of what 
battle is like.

Although the game 
is childlike in many 
senses, fans of Studio 
Ghibli’s movies and 
fans of complex 
battles will not be 
disappointed with “Ni 
no Kuni: Wrath of the 
White Witch.” It holds 
all the magic of a Ghibli 
film while maintaining 
the strategy expected 
of games today.

Christian Moberg is a 
junior studying computer 
science and Japanese.

New game from Level-5 brought to 
life by studio behind ‘Spirited Away’

Christian Moberg
Herald Arcade Columnist
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Many college students 
pirate TV shows. They do so 
for various reasons, including 
not wanting to pay for 
premium cable subscriptions 
or their favorite shows are 
not online the day after 
they air. While anyone could 
argue that students should 
budget their finances or 
watch shows as they air, in 
this day and age, with college 
expenses and not having 
time to watch shows at their 
scheduled times, there’s no 
practical way anyone can 
manage paying for more 
than Netflix. It comes down 
to the fact that viewers want 
to enjoy popular shows 
and sometimes cannot do 
so through mainstream 
channels. 

The Sydney Morning 
Herald reports “Game of 
Thrones” director David 
Petrarca as saying “illegal 
downloads did not matter 
because such shows thrived 
on ‘cultural buzz’” in an 
article online Tuesday. It’s 
this buzz surrounding “Game 
of Thrones”  that drives 
student fans to pirate the 
show: there’s no easy, cheap 
access to it. 

Another Morning Herald 
article published online two 
days later reports Petrarca 
backtracking on his previous 
statement. 

I encourage TV lovers 
to watch shows on Hulu, 

Netflix and individual, 
official TV streaming sites, 
but some shows (“Girls,” 
“American Horror Story” 
and “Californication”) are 
generally out of reach for a 
student. Those privileged 
enough to have parents with 
an HBO Go subscription 
are able to enjoy “Game of 
Thrones’” latest episode; 
the hype they create among 
their friend groups leads to a 
need to watch the show.    

While the University 
issues a message to freshmen 
about not pirating, those 
warnings are generally 
geared toward using torrent 
software and downloading 
content. These warnings 
are geared toward peer-to-
peer services, where the 
active downloader is also the 
uploader of content. Most of 
my pirate friends just watch 
shows on streaming sites: a 
nice window pops up on our 
screens and the files that 
play disappear as soon as 
they close out of the window. 
There’s very little guilt 
involved, and there shouldn’t 
be. 

Piracy should always 
be a last resort to viewing 
content, but it should 
be tolerated when 
circumstances push viewers 
to watch shows illegally. 
If only they didn’t have to 
resort to watching shows on 
sketchy sites.

Even though you may 
not be paying for pirated 
content, someone else is. 
I’ve often heard people 
rationalize the use of 
pirated content by saying, 
“Well, it’s not like the 
highly-paid stars will miss 
the cash,” but celebrities 
are not the only ones 
whose work goes into 
TV shows and full-length 
films. A television episode 
or movie is the work of so 
many other people: writers, 
producers, cinematography 
staff, the sound and effects 
teams, as well as hair and 
makeup artists. And then 
there are the engineers 
and tech people who make 
sure we are able to enjoy 
the content we love in the 
variety of digital formats we 
crave it. As someone who 
hopes to be involved in the 
media industry someday, I 
don’t watch pirated content 
out of respect for the hard 
work and creativity that 
goes into making the magic 
of TV and fi lm.

Sites like Netflix and 
Hulu Plus are relatively 
inexpensive when you 
consider the multitude of 
documentaries, TV episodes 
and movies literally at your 
fingertips. In a time where 
movie tickets often average 
$10, spending that same 
amount per month to enjoy 
hours and hours of recent 

releases in the convenience 
of my apartment isn’t bad 
at all. With Hulu Plus, I 
am able to watch FOX 
shows like “New Girl” only 
a day after they air. This 
allows me to be caught up 
on the shows I love, not a 
week behind. If the shows 
you love are really that 
important, forking over a 
few extra dollars a month 
shouldn’t be a problem. 
Though I personally 
struggle with my limited 
access to HBO shows (I’m 
obsessed with “Game of 
Thrones” but have only 
been able to buy season 
one), the ability to own 
DVDs of some of the most 
well-written, beautifully 
filmed shows on television 
(without spending time 
to search through sketchy 
sites on my computer) is 
well worth the wait. 

Pirated content comes 
with risks - and even the 
slightest risk of contracting 
malware on my computer 
makes me balk. My entire 
life is on my computer, and 
potentially exposing very 
personal information to 
the eyes of hackers - not 
to mention dealing with 
my computer being out of 
commission while malware 
is removed -  is not worth 
satisfying my privileged, 
first-world desire to watch 
any show or movie I want.

Access to TV, fi lm  via paid streaming sites limited, unfriendly to college budget Paying for content shows respect for creativity, worth avoiding malware

To pirate or not 
to pirate? Colin Kellogg

ArtsEtc. Editor
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“The story was 
crafted to feel  
like the player 
is watching a 
movie while 
playing the 
game.”


