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Since its  initial  launch
in  2014,  The  Elder
Scrolls Online (ESO)
h a s  u n d e r g o n e  a
r e m a r k a b l e
transformation.  When
the  first  wave  of
r e v i e w s  h i t  t h e
internet,  including  the
i n i t i a l  Ign  E lder
S c r o l l s  O n l i n e
Review,  the reception
was  notably  mixed.
Crit ics  praised  the
depth of  the lore  and
t h e  s h e e r  s i z e  o f

Tamriel ,  but  many
pointed  out  bugs,  a
lackluster  endgame,
and  an  identity  crisis
b e t w e e n  b e i n g  a
traditional Elder Scrolls
game  and  a  standard
MMO.  Fast  forward  to
t o d a y ,  a n d  t h e
narrative  has  shifted
dramatically. The game
is  now  celebrated  as
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
accessible and content-
rich  MMORPGs  on  the
market.  This  article
takes a comprehensive
look at ESO, analyzing
i ts  journey  f rom  a
rocky  s ta r t  t o  i t s
current  status  as  a
genre heavyweight, all
while  revisiting  the
critical  points  that
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defined  its  early
reputation.

FROM BETA TO
BESTSELLER: THE
REDEMPTION ARC

Few  games  in  the
m o d e r n  e r a  h a v e
demonstrated  such  a
clear  and  successful
turnaround. The Elder
Scrolls  Online  that
launched  near ly  a
decade  ago  is  almost
u n r e c o g n i z a b l e
c o m p a r e d  t o  t h e
polished  experience
a v a i l a b l e  t o d a y .
Understanding  this
evolution  is  key  to
appreciating the game.

The
Launch
That

Divided a
Communi
ty
The original launch was
plagued with technical
issues  and  des ign
choices that frustrated
long-time  fans  of  the
single-player  series.
T h e  r e m o v a l  o f
"Friendly Fire" and the
inability to kill essential
N P C s  f e l t  l i k e  a
betrayal  of  the  "do
anything"  ethos  of
games like Skyrim and
Oblivion.  Many  early
Elder  Scrolls  Online
reviews  highlighted
that  while  the  world
looked  like  Tamriel,  it
didn't feel like an Elder
Scro l ls  game.  The
leveling  system  was
rigid, and the endgame
was essentially a grind
for  Veteran  Ranks,
which felt  more like a
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c h o r e  t h a n  a n
adventure.

The One
Tamriel
Update: A
Turning
Point
T h e  s i n g l e  m o s t
important  update  in
the game's history was
the  "One  Tamrie l"
patch,  released  in
2016.  This  update
dismantled the game's
faction-based  level
restrictions,  allowing
players of any alliance
to explore any zone at
any level. Enemies and
loot were scaled to the
player's level, meaning
a level 10 player and a
level  50  player  could
effectively  adventure
together.  This  single

change  transformed
the open world from a
guided  path  into  a
genuine  sandbox,
finally  capturing  the
sense of freedom that
fans  craved.  Following
this update, the tone of
the Ign Elder Scrolls
O n l i n e  r e v i e w
conversations  shifted,
w i t h  o u t l e t s
recognizing the game's
newfound potential.

GAMEPLAY
MECHANICS:
CLASSIC MMO
WITH A TAMRIELIC
TWIST

ESO  success fu l l y
blends  the  familiar
combat  of  an  MMO
with  the  skill-based
progression  of  the
Elder Scrolls franchise.
It is not a "click to win"
game, nor is it a pure
act ion  RPG.  I t  s i ts
comfortably  in  the
middle,  offering  a
u n i q u e  h y b r i d
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experience.

Combat:
Action-
Oriented
and
Hybrid
Combat in ESO is built
around  a  system  of
"weapon  swapping."
P l aye r s  have  two
weapon bars that they
can  switch  between
i n s t a n t l y  d u r i n g
combat. This allows for
complex  builds  that
mix  melee,  ranged,
magic,  and  defensive
abilities.  Unlike  many
tab-target  MMOs,  ESO
requires  you  to  aim
your  attacks,  dodge
ro l l i ng  ou t  o f  r ed
circles, and break free
f r o m  s t u n s .  T h e
combat  "weaving"

techn ique,  where
players  cancel  the
animation  of  a  light
attack with a skill, is a
hallmark  of  high-level
p lay .  Th is  system
provides  a  satisfying
skill  ceiling that keeps
v e t e r a n  p l a y e r s
engaged.  A  typical
ESO  review  from  a
combat  perspective
o f t e n  p r a i s e s  i t s
responsiveness  but
notes the high learning
curve  for  animation
canceling.

Character
Progressi
on:
Freedom
to
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Customiz
e
One  of  the  greatest
strengths of ESO is its
class  system.  While
you  choose  a  class
(e.g.,  Dragonknight,
Sorcerer,  Templar,
Nightblade,  Warden,
N e c r o m a n c e r ,
Arcanist),  you  are  not
locked  into  a  single
role.  A  Dragonknight
c a n  b e  a  t a n k ,  a
damage  dealer,  or  a
healer.  You  can  wear
any  armor  type  and
use  any  weapon.  This
flexibility  allows  for
incredible  creativity.
The  lack  of  a  str ict
"holy trinity" restriction
means you can build a
stamina-based  mage
or  a  magicka-wielding
warrior  with  equal
effectiveness.  This
freedom is a direct line
b a c k  t o  t h e  c o r e

principles of the single-
player games.

Endgame
Content:
Trials,
Dungeon
s, and
Arenas
For  players  seeking  a
challenge, ESO offers a
vast array of endgame
content.

Trials: These are
12-player raids
that require
coordination,
communication,
and optimized
builds. Veteran
Hard Mode trials
are considered
the pinnacle of
PvE difficulty.
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Dungeons: 4-
player dungeons
are a staple of
the endgame,
with unique
mechanics,
skyshards, and
monster masks
to collect.
Arenas: Solo
and group arenas
like Maelstrom
Arena and
Blackrose Prison
offer difficult
combat
challenges that
test your build
and skill.
Overland
Content: World
bosses, dolmens,
and public
dungeons
provide casual
group content for
players of all
levels.

The  sheer  volume  of
content  is  staggering.
A single Elder Scrolls
Online  review  could

spend  weeks  j us t
cover ing  the  base
game dungeons alone.

STORY AND LORE:
TAMRIEL'S
DEEPEST
NARRATIVE

Where ESO truly shines
is  in  its  storytelling.
Unlike  many  MMOs
that  treat  quests  as
window  dressing,  ESO
treats every quest as a
narrative  experience.
The  game  i s  f u l l y
v o i c e - a c t e d  b y  a
talented cast,  and the
writing is often on par
wi th  the  main l ine
single-player entries.

Voice
Acting
and



Ign Elder Scrolls Online Review 7

7

Cinemati
c Quests
Every  single  quest  in
ESO  is  fu l ly  voice-
a c t e d .  T h i s  i s  a
m o n u m e n t a l
achievement given the
size of the game. Key
characters are brought
to  life  by  professional
voice actors,  including
familiar  voices  from
the  main  series.  The
quests themselves are
of ten  mul t i -s tage
stories  with  branching
dialogue,  meaningful
choices,  and  genuine
consequences.  The
writing  staff  has  done
an  exceptional  job  of
weaving  new  stories
i n t o  t h e  g a p s  o f
existing  Elder  Scrolls
lore,  respecting  the
canon  while  creating
original  narratives.

The
Three
Alliances
and the
Main
Quest
The  or ig inal  game
features three alliance
storylines: the Aldmeri
D o m i n i o n ,  t h e
Daggerfall  Covenant,
and  the  Ebonheart
Pact. Each alliance has
its  own  unique  story
a r c ,  e n g a g i n g
c h a r a c t e r s ,  a n d
pol i t ica l  intr igue.
Beyond  the  alliances,
t h e  m a i n  q u e s t
involving  the  Daedric
P r i n c e  M o l a g  B a l
prov ides  a  grand,
world-ending  threat.
T h e  " H a r b o r a g e "
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questline is a personal
story  of  becoming  a
sou l less  hero  and
fighting against a plane
o f  O b l i v i o n .  T h e
narrative  depth  is  so
rich that many players
consider  the  story  to
be the game's primary
selling point. An honest
Ign  Elder  Scrolls
Online  review  would
have  to  acknowledge
that  the  writing  is  a
major strength.

Chapter
Expansio
ns: A New
Era of
Storytelli
ng
S t a r t i n g  w i t h
Morrowind  in  2017,

ESO  began  releasing
"Chap te r s "— la rge -
scale  expansions  that
r iva l  the  s i ze  o f  a
single-player  DLC.
These  chapters  have
taken players to iconic
locations like:

Morrowind1.
(Vvardenfell): A
beautiful
recreation of the
volcanic island
with a story
involving Vivec
and the
Clockwork City.
Summerset:2.
The home of the
High Elves,
dealing with the
threat of the
Daedric Prince
Nocturnal.
Elsweyr: The3.
desert homeland
of the Khajiit,
featuring
dragons and a
return of the
Necromancer
class.
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Greymoor4.
(Western
Skyrim): A
gothic vampire-
themed story in
the snow-capped
mountains of
Skyrim.
Blackwood: A5.
return to the
swamps of
Cyrodiil, dealing
with the Daedric
Prince Mehrunes
Dagon.
High Isle: A6.
Breton-centric
story of politics,
chivalry, and
courtly intrigue.
Necrom:7.
Exploring the
Telvanni
Peninsula and
the realm of
Apocrypha, tying
into the Elden
Scrolls lore of
Hermaeus Mora.

Each  chapter  adds  a
new zone, a new trial,
new gear  sets,  and  a

unique  storyline  that
c a n  b e  p l a y e d
independently  or  as
part  of  a  larger  arc.
The  quality  of  these
e x p a n s i o n s  i s
consistently  high,
e n s u r i n g  t h a t  a
subscription  to  ESO
Plus or purchasing the
latest  chapter  is  a
worthwhile  investment
for  fans  of  lore-rich
content.

GRAPHICS AND
SOUND DESIGN:
AN IMMERSIVE
WORLD

While  not  the  most
technically  advanced
MMO  on  the  market,
ESO  has  a  dist inct
artistic style that ages
gracefully. The world is
incredibly  detailed,
with a strong emphasis
on  env i ronmenta l
storytell ing.



10

10 Ign Elder Scrolls Online Review 2024-04-03

Artistic
Direction
vs. Raw

Power
The  visual  design  of
E S O  p r i o r i t i z e s
a tmosphere  ove r
photoreal ism.  The
architecture,  flora,  and
lighting are crafted to
evoke  a  specific
fan tasy  fee l .  The
diverse  biomes—from
the alien landscape of
Vvardenfel l  to  the
go lden  fo res t s  o f
S u m m e r s e t — a r e
visually  stunning.  The
character  models  are
well-designed, and the
armor  sets  are  highly
customizable.  The
game runs smoothly on
a  w i d e  r a n g e  o f
hardware, though high-
end  PCs  can  unlock

higher  resolutions  and
f rame  ra tes  f o r  a
c r i s p e r  i m a g e .
Performance  in  large-
scale PvP (Cyrodiil) can
be  a  bottleneck,  but
overall,  the  game  is
well-optimized.

The
Power of
Music
and
Ambience
Jeremy  Soule ,  the
legendary  composer
behind  Morrowind,
Oblivion,  and  Skyrim,
contr ibuted  to  the
original  soundtrack.
The  musical  score  is
evocative, melancholic,
and  heroic,  perfectly
matching  the  tone  of
the game. The ambient
sounds—the chirping of
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birds  in  the  Rift,  the
howling  wind  in  the
deserts  of  Alik'r,  the
dripping  of  water  in
caves—create a deeply
immersive soundscape.
The sound design is a
crucial part of why the
world feels so alive. A
comprehensive  Elder
Scrolls Online review
must give credit to the
audio  team  for  their
excellent work.

PVP: THE WAR IN
CYRODIIL AND
BEYOND

Player  versus  Player
combat  is  a  significant
part  of  ESO,  offering  a
different  kind  of
adrenaline  rush  from
the  PvE  content.

Cyrodiil:
The

Eternal
War
Cyrodiil  is  the  central
PvP  zone,  a  massive
open-world  warzone
w h e r e  t h e  t h r e e
alliances  fight  for
con t ro l  o f  keeps ,
resources,  and  the
Imperial  City.  This  is
la rge-sca le  s iege
warfare,  involving
dozens of players at a
t ime.  You  can  use
siege  weapons,  repair
walls,  and  coordinate
with your alliance using
voice chat. The battles
can  be  ep i c ,  w i th
hours-long  campaigns
to capture or defend a
key  fort.  Cyrodiil  also
has a PvE component,
offering  delves  and
quests  for  those  who
prefer a more peaceful
exploration.
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Battlegro
unds:
Structure
d Team
Fights
For players who prefer
s m a l l e r ,  m o r e
structured  combat,
Batt legrounds  are
4v4v4  matches  on
smaller  maps.  These
a r e  f a s t - p a c e d ,
objective-based modes
like  Capture  the  Flag,
D o m i n a t i o n ,  a n d
D e a t h m a t c h .
Battlegrounds  are  a
great  way  to  earn
rewards and test your
ski l l  against  other
players  without  the
chaos  of  Cyrodiil.  The
ESO PvP community is
p a s s i o n a t e  a n d
ded ica ted ,  and  i t

remains a core pillar of
the game.

THE BUSINESS
MODEL: BUY TO
PLAY AND THE ESO
PLUS
SUBSCRIPTION

ESO  uses  a  "Buy  to
Play"  model,  meaning
you purchase the base
game  and  can  play
indefinitely  without  a
subscription.  However,
t h e  E S O  P l u s
subscription  offers
significant benefits that
many players consider
essential.

Craft Bag:
Infinite storage
for crafting
materials.
Without this,
inventory
management
becomes a
tedious chore.
Access to All
DLC: Subscribers
gain access to all
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previous DLC
packs (not the
latest chapter,
typically).
Double Bank
Space: A useful

quality-of-life
upgrade.
Monthly
Crowns: A
stipend of
premium


