Tomb Raider – A Personal History 
Tomb Raider (1996)

So this is where it began, the original and the best. Well that’s what you’ll hear from most people, but is it really true? Next to every single one of the sequels, it is technically inferior and certainly shows its age when played today, but this game simply reeks of atmosphere in a way that none of the sequels have been able to match; it also has some of the most memorable locations and events of the whole series. Taking this game in the context of the time it was released, it is certainly a major achievement, but even judged on its own merits by today’s standards it is an enjoyable game to experience.

As I’m writing this I realise that most of what I want to say is about the sequels and how they differ from this game, but I don’t actually have much to say about the game itself. I’ll point out a couple of things that leap to mind in a moment, but the best thing I can say is, if you’re not familiar with this game, then play it. You certainly won’t be wasting your time.

One obvious difference between this and later games is that it is set, almost without exception, in tombs and long-buried catacombs and cities. In fact, the one level that isn’t (Natla’s Mines) comes as quite a jarring shock when the crates of TNT, electric fuse boxes and mechanical drills appear. Another noticeable thing about this game (at least the Playstation version) is that the game runs a little slower than later versions. However, even this is something you only really notice when playing them side-by-side.

The major difference between this and the later games, and in my opinion a difference which benefits it immensely, is that this is the only Tomb Raider which was written as just a fun adventure game, rather than as the latest instalment in the adventures of the media’s favourite cyberbabe. It doesn’t carry around with it the baggage of being a Tomb Raider game and knowing it has to deliver, it just gets on with being fun.
Tomb Raider II (1997)

One of the criticisms levelled at this game in the press when it was released was that it was more like an expansion pack than a true sequel (this accusation would rear its head for most of the later sequels too), but it is a criticism I strongly disagree with. Although it is true that the game is built around the same basic engine, and that there is little graphical improvement, the engine is used to create a very different game and some significant additions are made.

For starters, the game moves out of the tombs and into modern day, real world(ish) settings for a large proportion of the time. This tactic was repeated a little too often over the later games, leading to accusations of the series forgetting what it is supposed to be about, but at the time of the second game this was something new and daring and was pulled off very well.

This game also allowed the player to use vehicles for the first time, with the motorboat in the Venice levels and the snowmobiles in the later Tibetan levels. It also featured, all for the first time - outdoor locations, costume changes, explosive and underwater weaponry, shallow water to wade through, ladders and climbable surfaces, mid-air and underwater rolls, zip-wires (although these were slightly overused it must be said) and even an animated ponytail for Lara.

So the game plays faster than the original, the controls for the main character are tightened up and improved, cosmetic additions are made to the character, significant new gameplay features are added and the game world as a whole is radically different to the original. What more could you want from a sequel? As I write this in 2005, the gaming world is awash with mass-produced carbon-copy sequels and such a sequel as Tomb Raider II wouldn’t raise an eyebrow in this day and age, but even in the context of the time this was a “proper” sequel which took the original and gave it a different twist.

Another big improvement over the original was the expansion of the training level. In the original game, this training level was a linear trip through certain rooms in Lara’s mansion to familiarise the player with the controls. This training level is greatly expanded for Tomb Raider II into a fully-realised mansion with indoor and outdoor locations, a secret basement, an assault course, an interactive hi-fi unit, a maze, pointless but charming bathrooms and kitchens and even an annoying butler who follows you around with a tray of tea. But loading up the training level for the first time introduces you to the game’s biggest disappointment… the VOICE.

Yes, Lara’s voice has completely changed since the first game and she sound as though she has aged about 30 years and smoked a great deal during that time. The script is also performed with the skill and subtlety of a five year-old reading out loud. The acting itself would be bad enough for newcomers to the series, but to players of the original game the completely different voice is very jarring and shatters the reality of the game. Maybe I’m over-egging the pudding a little bit here, and you do quickly get used to it, but I’ll never forget the shock/horror/disgust I felt the first time I heard it.

This game also features the Best Level Ever in my humble opinion: Home Sweet Home. My appreciation for this final level in the game, set in Lara’s mansion, comes from several different directions. Firstly this is (probably) unique in being the only level in the entire series to revolve entirely around gunning down hordes of attacking enemies without involving any exploration whatsoever. Indeed, most players will be so familiar with the mansion from messing about on the training level that they can find there way around in the dark (which is handy seeing as it IS in the dark). It also plays with your mind a little as the mansion has always been somewhere nice and safe to go and mess about inbetween levels, so you feel a genuine sense of violation when thugs start breaking windows and coming into your bedroom. I knew what it felt like to be burgled after playing this level. Finally, it’s nice to have a little epilogue after the main event in the same way that a lot of TV shows will have a light-hearted final scene before the credits. I’ve always found the climaxes to the other Tomb Raider games to be a little abrupt in comparison – kill the big monster, watch the credits.

By the time this game was released, of course, Lara Croft had become a famous media icon, adorning magazine covers and tabloid features on an almost weekly basis, and as such this was the first of the series to make an issue over her as a person. The manual for the first game featured a few in-game screenshots and nothing more; by contrast the manual for Tomb Raider 2 features a gamut of special renders of her, in dynamic and semi-sexual poses, with a final picture at the end adorned with “her” lipstick mark and signature, although thankfully this kind of thing didn’t crop up much in the game itself. It was around the release of this game that I bought a Playstation myself, but it was my over-familiarity with, and contempt for, this 10-polygon cartoonesque “sex symbol” which put me off having anything to do with the Tomb Raider games. It wasn’t until 2 years later that a playable demo of The Last Revelation finally convinced me to give the games a try.

This is quite a different gaming experience to the first Tomb Raider, and is distinctly lacking in tombs, but it is considered by many to be the most enjoyable game in the series. Personally I find it hard to name a single favourite, but I’m not foolish enough to argue that this game doesn’t deserve its place in history.
Tomb Raider III (1998)

Bigger. Longer. Harder. More locations. More clothes. More weapons. Basically, everything you’ve seen before but IN CAPITALS. Tomb Raider III saw the franchise at the height of its power, popularity and confidence and everything about this game screams that message loud and proud. Five different sections set on five different continents (each with a unique outfit for Lara), four new vehicles to drive, a selection of new weaponry, huge levels, multiple routes through the levels… but is that the best way to make a good game? Well… no, and this was undoubtedly the weakest game of the series to date.

You certainly get your money’s worth with this game, as there’s a lot in it, but simply making the levels bigger doesn’t make the game better. In fact, the sprawling levels can often be confusing and leave the player wandering around with little idea of what he is meant to be doing and wondering when it’s going to end. The choice of routes through some levels is a nice touch, although more often than not you will probably see parts of both routes as you wander around the level looking for where to go next and not even realise it. The new vehicles are nice, but only the quad bike really adds much to the game and the canoe is almost uncontrollable.

The storyline is also very weak in this game. The choice to play the middle three sections in any order you like is a nice little change, but it inevitably means that the plot effectively stands still until these are out of the way as there can be no narrative thread running through them. Each section has its own smaller story, but of the three only one is in any way related to the main story. This is the South Pacific Island section, where Lara meets the descendants of the people who made the four meteorite artefacts and fled Antarctica. The London section rather laughably features a 90 year old gangster woman who uses the power of her artefact to hold back her ageing and drive research for her range of cosmetics (?!). And the Nevada desert section simply makes no sense at all, as the artefact that was allegedly taken there by a sailor in the 19th century inexplicably turns out to be the power source for a captured/crashed alien spacecraft in Area 51. How can it possibly be both?!

Judith Gibbins returns as the Worst Voice of Lara™ although she does at least appear to have had some practice at reading out loud since the last game. In fact, despite a change of development team, this game stylistically has more in common with TRII (with the voice of Lara and her in-game and FMV models being shared by both games) than the 4th and 5th games (made by the same team, but with a new voice actress, new FMV model (not as good), a new in-game model and an overhauled game engine). This is also the last game with music by Nathan McRee, which is a bigger thing than it might seem. His music is very distinctive and atmospheric and hasn’t been matched since.

Lara had always enjoyed slaying endangered species on her travels, but this was the game where Lara’s moral decline really began. Starting here with the killing of security guards in a London museum, she would progress over the coming games to be a regular mass-murderer of innocent people who were simply doing their jobs by trying to stop her breaking into places and stealing things that didn’t belong to her; something which leaves a nasty taste in the mouth considering that her creators always saw her as a hero and a positive role model for young women. I’ll just stress that again for the hard-of-thinking…
LARA CROFT IS NOT A HERO OR A POSITIVE ROLE MODEL; SHE IS AN UNPLEASANT, ANTI-SOCIAL MASS MURDERER AND IF YOU EVER SEE HER IN THE STREET YOU SHOULD NOT APPROACH HER.

There, I said it. Don’t listen to a word Karima Adebibe has to say about her being such a wonderful person, it’s all nonsense.

This is also the first game in the series where I noticed bugs being an issue. As an example, try saving the game at the completion of one of the first three sections (where the globe would appear when selecting “Current Location”), go to the mansion level and see what bizarre random gross deformity the game lumbers poor Lara with this time. This kind of thing would become fairly commonplace, a notable example being Lara’s arse popping up in your inventory in one of the later games.

It’s not the best game in the series, there can be no argument about this (not one you should bother listening to anyway), but it’s enjoyable enough and offers the longest and most challenging experience of any Tomb Raider game to date.
Tomb Raider: The Last Revelation (1999)

The gaming press (if not gamers themselves) were beginning to get a little jaded with the annual Tomb Raider game when this one was released. All the previews and even reviews were laced with a healthy dose of cynicism and, to be honest, who can blame them. The games were quite clearly becoming and annual cash cow for Eidos and game engine had not evolved majorly over the first three games. And now with a 4th annual instalment on the horizon, it looked as though the good will was running a bit dry. But I’m happy to say (as was reflected in a lot of the reviews at the time) that the worries were unfounded, this game rocks to be frank.

After the excesses of Tomb Raider III, this is a real return to form. Rather than throwing everything including the kitchen sink into the game, this time the developers were more restrained and the resulting game is simpler, more structured, more focussed and is arguably the finest game of the series. Gone are the globe-trotting exploits (the game is set entirely in Egypt), the Lara Barbie doll accessories (she only wears her basic tomb raiding outfit from the first game throughout) and the crazy Bond vehicles (a simple motorbike and sidecar features in a few levels). The game also returns to the linear storyline approach and tells the most engrossing and well-structured story of the series.

This game, with its Egyptian tombs throughout, is said to be a return to the series’ roots, but ironically the 1st and 4th games contradict each other more than any other games in the series. The Last Revelation story was written with advice from a real-life Egyptologist (golly!) and is steeped in “traditional” Egyptology, with real places and real mythology featured throughout. The game only strays from accepted history by making the Egyptian Gods real rather than mythical. In contrast, the plot to the original Tomb Raider game is based around the Von Daniken-esque idea of the Egyptian civilisation stemming from survivors of the technologically advanced city of Atlantis. Real-life Egyptian Gods don’t sit well with this and it’s hard to imagine a serious Egyptologist even countenancing such an idea, even as a flight of fancy in a computer game.

This game, of course, ends on a cliffhanger, with Lara seemingly buried under tonnes of rubble at the end. It’s apparently been said that Core design were thinking of killing her off and ending the series here, but I never read anything of the sort at the time and it seems pretty unlikely that Core/Eidos would even think of doing that considering the amount of money they were making from the series and that they were in the middle of sorting out the motion picture rights at the time. The Last Revelation was intended to be the final outing of Tomb Raider on the Playstation and the cliffhanger was to lead into the Next Generation game (Playstation 2). This attempt at continuity was to cause more trouble than it was worth and would ultimately go unresolved (and in fact barely even mentioned) in the Next Generation game when it finally appeared some three and a half years later…
Tomb Raider Chronicles (2000)

In the end, Eidos decided that they loved making money too much and demanded one final Tomb Raider for the original Playstation. This was a little problematic, however, as the previous game had been left with Lara seemingly dead, the next game in the series which would pick up from that point was already in production and so it wasn’t going to be possible to just chuck out a new Tomb Raider game as usual. On top of that, Core Design were pretty busy on said Next Generation game so they would find it difficult to give this “filler” game the attention it deserved.

What eventually emerged was essentially an expansion pack to The Last Revelation, but released as a full price game in its own right. The “plot”, as far as there was one, consisted of a bunch of Lara’s friends (who we’ve never met before) sitting around after her memorial service and telling stories of her past exploits, which you then of course get to play. So what you get is four self-contained mini adventures, set in different times and places.

One of the stated aims in interviews at the time was to do something a little different with these adventures, to show Lara in a different light and doing different things to what we are used to. In the end this wasn’t really the case, with only the Ireland section living up to this (featuring a young Lara dealing with spooky goings on and without her trademark guns).

Although the PC game came with the Level Editor package to build your own tombs, the Playstation came with precisely… nothing. Despite talk of a “special treat” in interviews in Playstation magazines (obviously referring to the PC-only bonus), nothing ever materialised. There was talk of a bonus disc featuring some classic levels from the older games, remade with the latest version of the game engine, or a disc with all the (again PC-only) “Gold” edition bonus levels, making them finally available on the Playstation. But what we got was just the bare game, which considering its nature wasn’t really enough for the price.

To be fair, this is certainly not the worst game of the series, and there are some nice touches (like the original theme music and mansion on the title screen) that celebrate the end of an era on the Playstation. The levels are well-structured and play well, a far cry from the sprawling messes of Tomb Raider III, and the little small-scale stories are also more interesting and better told than the similar-sized sections from Tomb Raider III. What is wrong with this game is that it is far too short and should never have been released as a full-priced game.
Lara Croft Tomb Raider: The Angel of Darkness (2003)

And so the snappily titled next generation Tomb Raider game finally made its debut on Playstation 2. The game that was to blow everyone’s minds and start a trilogy of games that would tell an epic tale and explain Lara’s escape after Tomb Raider: The Last Revelation. Instead we got a half-finished mess of a game, critically panned, that almost killed the series stone dead and resulted in Core losing its founders and leading members and being removed from the Tomb Raider franchise.

I remember reading interviews when Tomb Raider Chronicles was in development indicating that this was originally planned for a Christmas 2001 release. However, the first official release date was given as November 2002, which became February 2003, which (if memory serves me correctly) became April 2003. The game finally hit the shelves in June 2003, coincidentally at the very end of Eidos’s financial year (wink wink) and it has become clear since that the game was in a pretty unfinished state even then.

So whose fault was this? Many blame Eidos for pressuring Core to get the game ready for release when it was far from ready, and also for foisting Tomb Raider Chronicles on them when they thought they had written off “old” Tomb Raider for good. However, Core must have been incredibly naïve to think that Eidos would hold off until Christmas 2003 for this game and in many people’s eyes (mine included) they must take the blame for simply taking so long in making this game. My own personal opinion is that Core would have made a dog’s dinner of this game no matter how much time they’d been given; their creative heads just didn’t seem to be in the right place when planning it.

The controls!! Lara is really verging on the uncontrollable a lot of the time, she is slow and unwieldy and will often do completely the wrong thing. The use of the analogue stick to control her was a big thing at the time, although as this has since become pretty standard in most games it’s less of an issue now. Unfortunately it was a bit pointless as the control isn’t really analogue at all and the transition between walking and running is a continual bug-bear, especially in the heat of battle. Most annoyingly, Core took the strange decision to completely screw around with the button layout that had been the same for 5 games. Probably another effort to make the game seem “new”, it served no purpose at all other than to confuse long time players of the series and to make certain things (such as shooting while crouching) harder to carry out than before.

The storyline!! Well after you’ve spent a good few hours skulking around Parisian alleyways, pawning stolen articles of jewellery and antique records for money and talking to drug-dealers in semi-RPG cutscenes, you’d be forgiven for wondering if this was a Tomb Raider game at all. And when you consider that there can be few things more likely to annoy an English audience than protracted dialogue scenes with French accents then you really have to wonder if the people at Core had become insane by this point.

Eventually you will stumble into an ancient underground tomb under the Louvre and straight into some classic Tomb Raider action that is nicely done and will bring a smile to your face. But by this point the game is half over and before you know it you will be back out on the gloomy streets of another bloody European city! One of the Smith brothers stated in an interview that the game was getting a bit large and unwieldy so they ended up cutting most of the middle section out: given the location of the Hall of Seasons section in the narrative you can’t help but wonder if it was all the actual tomb raiding they decided to excise.

This game was planned as the first of three games telling one big story. Jeremy Smith excitedly talked about how the second game of the series was going to be a real belter featuring some beautiful ancient tombs to explore. But what is the point of planning a trilogy of games if only one of the games is going to deliver what the punters want?

Despite its (many) flaws, this game did start a ball rolling on what could have been an interesting storyline. It’s a shame that we never got to see the second and third parts of the trilogy, but it is perhaps more of a shame that we never really got to see the first part either. What certainly ISN’T a shame is that, as a result, a new development team got the opportunity to breath new life into the series…
Tomb Raider Legend (2006)

This is quite obviously going to be the best thing to ever happen ever ever. I am absolutely certain that these words will not come back to haunt me ;)
