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Bigger, better, even more brutal
Can ‘Gears of War 2’ make good on its spectacular hype? Tom Hoggins found out
Gears of War 2

interesting events strung together with a
weak thread. The mythology of the Gears
universe is a fascinating slice of science
ﬁction, but a cogent plot is elusive.

Format: Xbox 360 only
Developer: Epic Publisher: Microsoft Game Studios
Released: Out now Age rating: BBFC 18
Price: From £34.98 Buy: tinyurl.com/6g2o4f
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ears of War 2 carries an incredible
weight of hype and expectation on
its vast shoulders. Gamers and
critics will pore over every inch of Epic
Studios’ well-oiled war machine, looking
for the faults, seeing where it will crack
when given a hard enough prod.
Developers often respond to such large
expectations by laying on more features,
more characters, more, more, more. This
can lead to a game collapsing under its
own weight.
How Gears 2 avoids this problem is as
subtle as a sledgehammer. It is a sequel
that remains true to its origins while
being, in the words of Clifford Bleszinski,
the lead designer, “bigger, better and
more badass”.
There is little surprising when it comes
to gameplay. For all the pressure of being
a standard-bearer for the third-person
shooter genre and, indeed, the Xbox 360,
Gears remains one of the purest video
game experiences. It’s you, a whole load
of guns and waves of bad guys to shoot
at. What makes Gears’ combat such a
success is its vicious, intimate intensity.
You can almost smell the Locust horde as
they bear down on your position.
The opening stage is something of a
microcosm of the whole game. Beginning
in your army’s makeshift hospital base,
you must stave off the oncoming Locust
as they storm the building. Fighting your
way through crumbling, claustrophobic
corridors you must slip from cover to
cover, overturning medical gurneys,
digging in while chipping away at the
assaulting enemies. Move forward; take
out the snipers in the overlooking ﬂoor
above with a well-placed grenade and
dash up to high ground, taking the
advantage. It’s a frenetic blur of blood
and bullets, an intense lesson in tactical
nous.
Eventually, you clear the hospital and
reach the front door. Kicking it open, you
are greeted with a city at war, buildings
fall and helicopters buzz overhead. It’s
the ﬁrst of many heart-stopping
moments.
The ﬁrst Gears game still has few peers
in terms of visual wizardry. The sequel
takes it even further. While the “destroyed
beauty” of the original is still the
foundation for the artwork, the locations
are far more varied, splashed with lush
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The battered car bounces over
the rutted dust road, jarring
you as you cling on in the
back seat. The driver hasn’t
stopped talking since you left
the airport. He believes that
his country is self-destructing.
Your gaze drifts right and you
peer through the ﬁlth on the
window at the stunning
landscape – neck-high grass

blues, greens and a little more life. At one
point you are battling through a warravaged town that you could imagine
bustling with residents. It’s the kind of
character that, arguably, the original
lacked.
The outstanding locations are a large
part of what makes Gears 2’s campaign so
gripping, not just visually but in its range
of gameplay. One minute you’ll be
clashing chainsaws up close with Locust
grunts and the next you’ll be manning
the machine gun on a gigantic tank. Epic
seems to know exactly when to have you
holding your breath and when to have
your heart thudding through your chest.
The campaign does get a little ﬂabby
around the three-quarter mark, with your
mind starting to wander after you’ve
spent just a little too long underground.
However, any malaise is swiftly shaken in

gently sways in front of the
acacia trees – in the next
valley, the desert runs into the
distance, barred only by a
huge rocky escarpment.
Welcome to Far Cry 2.
This astonishing drive
through the game world
elegantly introduces every
element of the game – from
bush ﬁres to weapons convoys
to guard posts to the malaria
coursing through your body.
As you arrive at your hotel,
you start shaking, your vision
becomes blurred and you
slump forward into an
ominous white light as your
malaria takes hold. You will
spend much of the game
hunting for medical supplies.

More bang for your bucks:
the combat in Gears of
War is all the more brutal
for being intimate

It’s a blur of
blood and
bullets, and
a lesson in
tactical nous

The Africa of Far Cry 2 is a
dangerous, unpredictable
place saturated with militia. At
the centre of the conﬂict is The
Jackal, an arms dealer who
has been providing weapons
to all the factions. And at the
periphery mercenaries rake in
as many of the spoils of war
as possible. You play one of
these mercenaries – on a
mission to kill the Jackal.
The Jackal turns out to be a
slippery customer, and in
order to ﬁnd him, you’ll have
to start doing jobs for one of
the local militia. However,
after gaining their trust, you’re
within your rights (as a moral
vacuum) to switch allegiances.
Or perhaps you’d prefer to

the suitably explosive denouement.
Needless to say, Gears 2 is relentlessly
brutal. While the gore and swearing can
be switched off, the entire game is full of
violent machismo, and it does begin to
grate. Your hero, Marcus Fenix, with his
neck as wide as a tree-trunk, is a gruffvoiced killing machine who says things
such as, “Ooh, that’s gotta hurt”, or “Look
Ma, no face”, as he takes the head off a
distant Locust with a well-placed sniper
bullet.
An attempt at softening the tone does
come with the much-publicised search
for Maria, the wife of your partner,
Dominic Santiago. Unfortunately, while
the plotline itself holds some strong
moments, the execution is too heavyhanded. The game’s storytelling in
general is a great improvement on the
original, but tends to be a series of

start a war in the town centre.
The game allows you to
approach each mission in any
way you like. For example, in
an early mission to collect
documents from a train yard,
some may favour the full-out
frontal assault; those of the
sneakier persuasion might
prefer to hide out on a hill
with a sniper’s riﬂe, or wait
until dark and creep in past
the guards. Where Far Cry 2
stands out is that its dense
and varied landscape
becomes as much a weapon
in your arsenal as your
machine guns, whether you’re
sniping from a rocky outcrop,
or bombarding a convoy from
a grove of trees.

pic has no such problems in
building its multiplayer mode. The
campaign can be played in twoplayer co-op, both online and off, with
the option for each player to choose their
own difﬁculty level. The new online
mode, Horde, allows up to ﬁve players to
team up against ever-increasing waves
of Locust. As you’d expect it starts off
light, but just a few waves in the amount
of enemies becomes suffocating and the
short break between waves becomes a
mad scramble for weapons and ammo,
which always seem to be just out of
reach.
The original Gears multiplayer still has
its hooks into million of players and, with
Horde, Gears 2 is looking to reel back in
those who have defected to Halo 3 or Call
of Duty 4. Maps are tightly designed, with
plenty of cover and holdpoints. Teamwork
is essential. Playing the lone ranger is
likely to get you killed. Favourite modes
such as Annex are even better in Gears 2,
but the real star of the show for me was a
new mode, Submission.
Submission is Capture the Flag, with a
twist: the ﬂag is alive and ﬁghts back.
Represented by one of the Stranded from
the storyline, the “meatﬂag” is armed
with a shotgun and you must take him
down in a hail of bullets before you can
grab him by the neck and drag him back
to the scoring zone. As one player is
dragging the Stranded, his team-mates
must protect him, otherwise the “ﬂag”
can get loose and take out members of
your team.
The intimate nature of the battles
leads to ferocious competition in all
gametypes and, for me, Gears 2 is one of
the ﬁnest examples of online multiplayer
warfare yet. It matches, if not beats, the
frantic running-and-gunning of Halo and
Call of Duty with tense, tactical
encounters.
Gears of War 2 doesn’t claim to be any
kind of paradigm shift for the medium.
But it stands tall as an example of just
how heart-poundingly exciting games
can be. It is a game of gargantuan
spectacle that grabs you by the throat and
throws you headlong into a frantic,
adventure, with huge guns and one hell
of an attitude. Bigger, better and more
badass? You’d better believe it.
T rating

The graphics are stunning,
with rich textures on the
corrugated iron shacks and
jungle foliage. Standing on a
cliff top as the last of the sun’s
rays ﬁlter over the desert is a
wonderful moment.
And the game is
spectacularly immersive.
Every action from opening a
door to moving seats in a
vehicle is animated so you
never leave the ﬁrst person
view, even when you’re
digging a bullet out of your
thigh in the middle of a
ﬁreﬁght or taking your
malaria medicine. The
artiﬁcial intelligence is
terrifying. Enemies will ﬂank
you, provide cover ﬁre for

each other, hunt in groups, or
drop back and bombard you
with grenades or mortars
from a safe distance.
There are ﬂaws. The stealthy
elements work inconsistently.
There is a certain lack of
depth to the characters’ back
stories or motivations, aside
from the desire for power or
money.
But overall Far Cry 2 is an
astonishing achievement,
surpassing the high
expectations set by its
predecessor. This is an
essential purchase.
T rating
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