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OUR REVIEWtSID MEIER’S CIVILIZATION

A mighty box, a plethora of counters, cards, 
plastic miniatures, boards, charts ... replen-
ishments from the house of Fantasy Flight 
and Heidelberger Spieleverlag respectively 
bring us a new version of Civilization. Easily 
more than 20 years have passed since I did 
burn the midnight oil with the old Civiliza-
tion by Francis Tresham from Avalon Hill at 
the de Cassan’s place in Leopoldsdorf dur-
ing Games marathons – too long for really 
being able to compare the games – sorry 
for that!

The rules book has only 28 pages – but I rec-
ommend to each one ready to confront the 
game to first study the rules intensively to 
be then able to teach the other players. The 
rules are nearly complete, nicely structures 
and clear and explained with images and 
examples, but the devil is in the details. As in 
all other FF games one is continuously look-
ing for small details and leaf through the 
rules a lot, which slowed down game play 
considerably in the first few games. Fortu-
nately there is an index and a glossary of-
fering help, but fluency came to game only 
after some games played. But still, it is worth 
every effort. What really is hindering the 
search for details is the fact that „flavor text“ 
is not marked, e.g. how do I use „great peo-
ple“; I need to read through some pompous 
sentences like „Certain people rise to promi-
nence within their civilization. These great 
people steer the course of nations and can 
change history …” to at long last arrive at 
the core of the matter in the middle of the 
paragraph: „Great people markers are used 
like buildings“.

Civilization can be played by 2-4 people 
(we did not yet try it with 2) and offers long 
lasting fun. An expansion for a 5th player is 
available, Civilization: Fame and Fortune.

At the start each player chooses or ran-
domly draws one of 6 cultures and receives 
the corresponding card (Civilization sheet), 
which shows a famous person, describes a 
special ability, gives you a start technology 
and names the type of government. The 
sheet also holds a spinner wheel with two 
hands. Then each player receives figurines 
for armies and scouts, one set each of tech-
nology and type-of-government cards as 
well as markers for cities, culture level and 
military technology, a home landscape tile 
and, finally, a good synopsis chart which 

shows the progression of rounds, the costs 
for production and improvement for units 
and buildings as well as capabilities of 
scouts . With this chart you can enter the 
game rather easily without haven read the 
complete rules, as long as at least one player 
is familiar with the game and can instruct 
you (as already recommended). 

The impatient wish for a quick start will have 
to wait for a little longer, though, because 
this game – as do most others from FFG – 
demands a somewhat long set-up phase. 
The main board is made up from face-down 
landscape parts; each player adds his home 
tile to the corners of this main board und 
places the capital marker on it. There are five 
types of landscapes – Forest, Mountains, 
Grassland, Desert and Water; water can only 
be crossed with the help of special technol-
ogies. A lot of buildings can only be set up in 
a certain type of landscape.

A smaller game board, the Market Board, is 
added to one side of the main board. It is the 
place for: 1. The building markers; of these 
there is a limited number, if you buy one 
you place it into the suburb of one of your 
cities and thereby rise the trade income, the 
production, resources and cultural potential 
of the city. 2. The face-down cards for mili-
tary units; they are needed for conflicts, at 
the start each player receives one infantry, 
artillery and cavalry card, airplanes are only 
available later in the game with special tech-
nology. 3. Level markers for military technol-
ogy in player’s colors 4. Cards for so called 
wonders including markers, these can also 
be bought; the cards are given to the player 
and yield powerful bonuses, the corre-
sponding markers are placed on the board 
as buildings. At the bottom of the Market 
Board runs the so called culture track, mark-
ers on it show the cultural progress of each 
civilization.

Between this bottom border and the main 
board cultural event cards are placed in 
three face-down stacks, these cards are giv-
en out for each cultural progress (when the 
marker advances one step on the K-track), 
they also yield nice bonuses and sometimes 
help you de fend off your fellow players.

Lots of other cardboard tiles are stacked in 
loose order around the market board: So 
called Market Resources (wheat, silk, in-

cense and iron) and Chance markers (three 
kinds; huts, villages and great people) and, 
finally, Coin, Wound and Culture tiles. This 
leaves a few Combat Bonus Cards and one 
technology of Level 5, Space Flight. 

Whew, nearly there, but wait, each player 
has his own display – civilization needs a 
big table to play it: Directly in front of each 
player lies his Civi sheet, noting the starting 
bonus for his culture, its type of govern-
ment (only Russia and Rome do not start 
with Despotism) and this sheet is also the 
starting place for the plastic miniatures, 

one army and one scout start in any square 
of your choice on your home tile. The Civi 
sheet also lists the start technology of each 
people, which is displayed openly; the re-
maining tech cards (each player holds an 
identical set) are stacked by levels I-IV next 
to it. On the space marked on the sheet 
for this you place the card for the type of 
government. Each player holds a 2nd city 
marker; the 3rd one comes into play with 
the corresponding ability (irrigation).

Now on to the spinner wheel on the Civi 
sheet. The small coin hand starts at 0 on a 
scale of 0-15, the bigger hand is marked 
with the “Trade” symbol (looks like an eye 
formed by a red and a blue arrow), which is 
also visible on many squares on the board. 
At the start of the game you count the 
number of those symbols pictured on the 
8 squares around your capital (the so called 
suburbs), the total is the starting level of the 
trade hand. The maximum is 26 and shows 
the Roman numbers I to V next to the scale 
values of 6, 11, 16, 21 and 26, marking the 
technology levels you can acquire when 
the hand reaches or passes this number. 
Regardless of what ability you acquire, the 
hand goes back to 0 afterwards (this chang-
es later), so normally you can only acquire 
one ability in each round.

Now the set-up is finished and the game 
can start: It is played in rounds, so called 
turns, each turn comprises 5 phases, in 
which each player in turn implement his ac-
tions, then the next round begins. The start-
ing player changes at the start of a round in 
clockwise direction, sometimes it is impor-
tant when it will be your turn.

Phase 1, Start of the Round:
The starting player marker goes to the next 
player. This player chooses actions from cul-
tural event or wonder cards, can build cities, 
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up to a total of 3 all in all, and can change 
the type of government. Where you can 
build a city is governed by strict rules, in any 
case you must have a scout on the desired 
spot; the scout is returned to the other buy-
able pieces. The type of government can 
be changed, if the technology card placed 
at the end of the previous round does al-
low this. Each type of government with the 
exception of despotism yields certain bo-
nuses; if you are in need of those you need 
to choose this action and to lay out a special 
tech-card beforehand, respectively. A direct 
change of government based on cards that 
were laid out in earlier rounds than the last 
one are not possible – in this case you need 
to choose anarchy, which means that your 
capital cannot implement an action for one 
round; only in the following round you can 
revert to a new, already acquired type of 
government.

Phase 2, Trade: 
The trade value symbols of all cities are 
counted and the big hand is set to the cor-
responding value. In this phase players can 

trade with each other, using trade values, 
culture tokens, resources markers, culture 
event cards and also promises (which are 
not binding). We have never traded so far in 
our games; we all are rather on a confronta-
tional course.

Phase 3, City management: 
Each city has one (!!) action from a wide 
selection of possibilities: Production of a 
figure (army or scout) or of a unit (these are 
the conflict cards, three of those are given 
to each player at the start of the game) or of 
a building (must be bought from the mar-
ket) or of a wonder – all this is paid for with 
“production”, represented by hammer sym-
bols on the hex squares of the board or on 
the building markers. Each city counts the 
number of these symbols in the suburbs, 
the total is the production value of the city 
– for instance 6 symbols allow me to buy a 
building up to a maximum value of 6 or a 
scout (6) or a unit (e.g. artillery level 1 for 5). 
Suburb squares occupied by opposing fig-
ures cannot be included in the count. You 
cannot save up on production values, but 

you can change trade points 3:1 into pro-
duction.

Instead of producing each city can „har-
vest“ one resource that is pictured on one 
of the suburban squares, e.g. transfer 1 iron 
marker from general stock onto the Civi 
sheet or the city devotes itself to culture; 
the owner receives one culture marker for 
each culture symbol in the suburbs plus 
one for the city itself. These markers can 
be collected and spent any time in the city 
management phase to advance the marker 
by one or more steps on the culture track. 
Each of those advancement yields one 
culture event card or sometimes a Great 
Person marker. The movement on the track 
gets more expensive in three stages; in the 
last stage you must also pay “trade value”: 
Should a player reach the last spot of the 
track, he has won Civilization with a “cul-
tural” victory. 

To summarize: You have one action for each 
of your cities, either 1) Production of build-
ings and wonders (raises the number of city 
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symbols for trade, production, resources or 
culture), of figures (army, scouts, especially 
important at the start of the game) or of 
units (used in conflict) or 2) collecting of a 
resource or 3) busy the city with culture (col-
lecting of culture markers).

Phase 4, Movement:
In turn each player can move each of his 
figures, at the start 2 steps = travel speed 
and only 2 figures are allowed on the same 
square (stacking limit); acquisition of certain 
abilities enhances both values as well as the 
Size of the Culture Hand (you can hold only 
2 culture event cards) or the City limit (from 
2 to 3). With movement you can explore ad-
ditional landscape tiles – they are turned 
over at the cost of 2 movement) or initiate 
conflicts. 

A new landscape hex is equipped with face-
down tokens for huts or villages; only army 
figures can enter these hexes and collect 
the markers. The backside of those mark-
ers shows resources as mentioned above; 
there are two more resources which can-
not be bought on the market: “Spy” and 
“Uranium”. A village marker is only acquired 
when you fight barbarians, which can and 
badly at the start of the game. Especially at 
the start therefore there is a race for those 
resources which ends quickly when all have 
been taken. These resources often yield nice 
bonuses when coupled with special tech-
nology cards and sometimes help in case of 
attacks due to culture event cards.

Phase 5, Research:
Now each player can learn one (!!) technol-
ogy which is paid for by putting the hand on 
the trade wheel back to 0. The correspond-
ing cards for new abilities / technologies are 
laid out and so a progress pyramid evolves, 
a higher level always demands two lower 
cards upon which it can be built. IF you want 
to win with a technology victory you must 
have a minimum of 5 cards in the bottom 
row, 4 cards in the 2nd row, 3 cards in the 
3rd row and 2 cards in the 4th row so that 
you can add Space flight, the only card of 
technology level 5 and end the game.
Technology cards have lots to offer: They 
help with setting up buildings, fast travel, 
enhanced combat abilities; they raise trade 
values and production and earn you coins 
and culture markers. Furthermore, they al-
low you a change of government type.

How do I win Civilization: There are four 
ways to win: 1. Military, 2. Economics, 3. 
Technology and 4. Cultural advancement. 
If a player meets one of those targets the 
game ends immediately and he has won. 
Therein lies one of the major snags of the 
game: The difficulty to achieve those goals 

is not the same for each one: I have ar-
ranged them in the order of how easy they 
are to achieve. I was advised by a friend to 
leave out the choice of a military victory and 
to raise the obstacles for economical suc-
cess to even out the chances. If you conquer 
an opposing capital has achieved a military 
victory. If your yellow hand on the Civi sheet 
reaches value 15, because you have collect-
ed enough coins on technology cards and 
buildings, you achieve an economic victory 
and if you climb to the top of the techno-
logical development pyramid, you win with 
technological advancement. That leaves the 
cultural success; if you reach the finish spot 
of the culture track you have won, too.

Especially at the start of the game I am of-
ten in a quandary about what path to take, 
despite some peoples being better suited 
for a certain target than others, for instance 
the Germans for a military victory. The fact 
that you need technologies to achieve a 
certain goal that are rather affiliated to an-
other path is one of the main characteristics 
that make Civilization so appealing (e.g. the 
economically oriented player needs military 
success, too, to acquire coins.) 

A short note on conflict (against villages or 
other players): Conflict is enacted with “unit 
cards”, the number of army figures in a lo-
cation of conflict determines how many of 
these cards you can take up; this number is 
raised by some technologies. Unfortunately 
you must first buy these units in the “City 
management” actions; they are available in 
four level, the higher levels are more expen-
sive and only accessible if you have acquired 
certain technology cards), the military pow-
er is different within a level, too. Starting 
with the defender each player puts down 
one card each – strength = live points and 
damage that you inflict, both adversaries 
strike simultaneously. This is accompanied 
by a “Stone-Paper-Scissor”-mechanism of 
arms (Artillery, Infantry, Cavalry), which al-
lows one adversary to achieve a hit first. 
When the damage equals the number of life 
points of the unit, the unit is destroyed and 
cannot fight back). Therefore you can lose 
unit cards in combat and new units must 
be acquired at high cost. When all deployed 
units have engaged in combat, the strength 
of surviving units is added, the winner re-
ceives a reward, e.g. resources. Conflicts are 
a bit drawn-out due to the somewhat dif-
ficult to read symbols (especially when the 
light is not ideal) and their cumbersome 
course and leave a feeling of being out of 
place in this otherwise very carefully de-
vised game.

This take me to the end of the review of this 
colossal game: It takes a long period of get-

ting acquainted with until if runs smoothly, 
but is great fun for all who have the neces-
sary patience and is always a pleasure due 
to the plethora of options. Civilization has 
a high re-play value, you want to do better 
next time and the different victory condi-
tions offer innumerable versions. Of course 
it’s a freak’s game; it takes a lot of time (at 
best, when all are familiar with it, a mini-
mum of three hours) and is not a pure dry 
economics game, because there is too 
much imponderability albeit having to 
admit that the chance factor is rather low. 
Many of the phases can be implemented si-
multaneously by all players, provided there 
are no cheats at the table to take advantage 
of this. Interaction is happening, but players 
who ponder too long can slow down the 
flow of the game considerably. Civilization is 
a brilliant game for fans of exacting games, 
definitely not a family game and not suit-
able at all for the casual gamer. Fans of the 
PC game will appreciate it, and it of course 
compares to the old Avalon Hill Civilization 
and also to Runewars, which puts more em-
phasis on conflict. 

I look forward to the Civilization: Fame and 
Fortune expansion and will definitely play-
ing a number of Civilization games in future.   


Christoph.Proksch@spielen.at
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