AN OVERVIEW OF SPACE BOARDGAMES – A SHORT GENERAL ARTICLE

NOTE: I originally drafted this article in November, 2000.  It is now February, 2006.  This means that with some minor parts of this article time elements have changed.  I have indicated this by bolding affected wording.

I like games, and I like board games – there are many good ones – Medici, El Grande, Britannia, Chariot Lords, Age of Renaissance, Serenissima, etc, etc.

A sub-category of board games that I like particularly is space wargames.  There are some good ones here, ranging from simple to complex – Amoeba Wars, etc.

There are some old ones which I haven’t played or only played rarely.

Then there are several new ones and inbetween there are some that are now over 10 (now 15) years old  [Starfire, SFB, Federation Space, Federation and Empire].

Recent ones have been Die Sternenfahrer von Catan (Starfarers of Catan) – a space board game but not really a wargame, Twilight Imperium, Throneworld, J.U.M.P. Into the Unknown.

TI, despite some flaws, is a contender for being counted amongst the best, as also is TW.

SFB and F&E are more complex than usual games, and F&E is really more a campaign style game, whilst SFB is a tactical level game with high detail.

JitU is unfortunately not as good as its creators hoped it would be.

Noble Armada I haven’t seen, and the B5 board game while having good physical components has really suck bad rules – if these were changed it could become a good game.

What about Sea Navy games?  If a Space Game doesn’t offer something different, you may as well play a “wet navy” board game instead.  [There are many good ones of these – some old ones are War at Sea and Victory in the Pacific].

ADDENDUM ADDED FEBRUARY 2006

Amongst space games, a category of particular interest is ‘space empire (strategy) board games’.

How many of these are there – if one takes a broad definition, there have probably been several dozen.  [see recent BGG geeklist by David Coutts – dacoutts).  But a narrower, more focused definition yields very few candidates – principally a few recent ones, particularly Throneworld and Twilight Imperium.

Twilight Imperium is the colossus that bestrides this category.  It has 3 editions – the first released in 1997, the second in 2002, and the third in late 2004.  TI 2 is an improvement of TI 1; TI3 is so different as to truly classifiable as a different game, despite many similarities that on the surface make it seem to be the same game.

When I wrote the original draft of this article, when only TI 1 existed (and it then was only 3 years old) I wrote elsewhere (in the introduction for my own space empire board game Galactic Domination) that Twilight Imperium was basically the only space empire board game (apart from Throneworld).

TI is the flagship and vanguard of real space empire board games.  Despite the further passage of 6 years no new rivals (or even simply contemporary games) in this category have appeared [note: no doubt many people working on designs – one sees reference to this online, plus some games have been released online].

Now there is a rival for TI – my own design Galactic Domination – I started this in 1997, and it has taken me much longer than I thought to finally publish (I have only worked on it off and on over the years).  But now it is being published – albeit only as a free downloadable game [an Alpha Playtest version no less] from my website – that potential players must create their own components to play.

But nevertheless, it is at last out there.

I believe that my game is superior to TI (though in Basic game form it lacks certain aspects of my own definition of space empire game – however these are partly corrected in the Optional Rules, and further addressed in the Advanced Rules, and other higher level supplements).

Many games I haven’t mentioned in this article – there are several reasons for this – they do not fit my strict definition for space empire game; they are relatively unknown or hard to obtain (many OOP), or I have never played them and often never seen them.

So what is my definition of  a space empire board game?

Such a game can not simply have some ships and rules.  It must also have elements of diplomacy, economics, technology development.  It must have effects that affect the universe, and ways for players to alter situations.  Races must be distinctive in their capabilities.  Most importantly, it must have a well developed military presence.

A space empire game must have comprehensive rules – if the rules are only a few pages long, then it can not be an empire game.

J.U.M.P. INTO THE UNKNOWN- an assessment [Written November 2000]

First Impressions

Box is pretty light.

Components initially seemed a bit cheap.

Second Impressions

Unlike most games now; map is not on cardstock – hence lightness of box.

Supposed to be 200 game pieces – initially seemed to be only 120, but 80 of these are 2-parters (double-sided).

160 of the counters are very simple – 80 are less than 1 cm. across and have only the letter H on them on one side and N on the other.

The other 80 are a ring with the word Controlled on one side and Allied on the other.

There are also 40 Fleet Markers [10 for each of 4 races].

This is a space combat game, but has no ship counters.

The Map is rather basic (is cardboard, seemed on first look to be paper – is in 3 parts).

Map doesn’t lie flat very well (& is in 3 separate parts).

There are only 30 hexes on each map – and they talk about using only 2 maps.

At this stage, my impressions of this game are pretty negative.

The Game Set-Up Instructions are unclear.

The Empire Turn Order is a rather small and fiddly item.

The round counters come out quite easily; in fact, tend to come out by themselves from the counter board – this implies high production values in this aspect of the cutting of these counters.

The rectangular counter sheets are more like standard counter sheets as regards separation of counters from sheet.

Two of the races have very similar colors – silver and grey.

The rules are not alpha-numerically numbered.

The components are too fiddly, and the big plastic tiles are too delicate and the board creases and edges too peaked, to be able to place the tiles anywhere but along individual map segments.

This game seems to use an akward and fiddly method to obtain the desired ends.

Fleets and Fighters have similar abbreviations (Fl and FL).

Upon reading through the rules, has some interesting aspects.

Is fairly simple, though Turn 0 is a bit complex initially.

many aspects are those that are standard in other wargames, eg bidding for turn order.

Is neither innovative enough nor good value enough to be competitive with games like Twilight Imperium, Throneworld and Galactic Domination.

The pieces are very fiddly and needed plastic ziplock bags to be provided with the game or a closeable counter tray.

The box is typically delicate, and has a picture of space battle on it, BUT as pointed out there are no ship counters, nor do you represent a particular race – you are an abstract identity and every player “ race” is the same – no racial variations such as in TI.

If you are looking for a new, innovative game I suggest you go to my website at 

http://rebelmage0.tripod.com/galacticdomination , and download and print my game of 

Galactic Domination.  

J.U.M.P. Into the Unknown – comments:

page 5 misprint in Fleet Movement – 3rd sentence – says “neither”, should be “either”.  NO, is not a misprint – simply clumsy wording.

As pointed out on page 6, Map Board Terrain serves no purpose than aesthetics, so what’s the point of the tiles?

J.U.M.P. – what does this mean? It doesn’t say anywhere in the game.  However, it means:

Justified Use of Military Force, and is meant to be the name of a series system.

There are two supplements for this game – each of which introduces 2 new races.

I do not know much about these supplements at this stage – I have never seen them, and only heard about them recently when searching for reviews of JitU on the net.

One could make a boatd game based on the premise that the players are competing to collect copies of the best board game in the world.

They could do things like go to auctions at conventions or online, visit gameshops, advertise in the paper, find an ad in a magazine, etc.  Thy could pay full price, discount price, very low (bargain price), above normal retail price, or exorbitant price.

They would have specific targets – perhaps determined by cards eg a category of games, games of a particular company, all editions of a particular game, or a number of specific games.

