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OUT FOR THE COUNT

FACEBREAKER

hen SEGA launched the

Dreamcast back in 1999,

there was one game that

kept our attention once the
novelty of a certain 3D hedgehog and our
favourite arcade-cum-console rally racer
eventually wore off. Featuring a certain
afro-endowed boxer and an inflated sumo
wrestler, Ready 2 Rumble Boxing was the
pinnacle of arcade boxing. Fast forward
almost an entire decade and there are
surprisingly few titles willing to fight it for
its place. But who better to step up to the
plate than EA Sports?

Well, you would think that at least. But in spite
of any pre-conceptions you may have of
FaceBreaker's comedic intentions, the actual
game is about as much fun as going three
rounds in the ring with Mike Tyson. It's fun in
the sense that it's filled with larger than life
caricaturised characters (yes, including Peter
Moore), neon-coloured arenas and action
shots of boxers flying through the air after
being on the receiving end of a particularly
powerful blow, but the game itself is the
complete antithesis of what most people
would class as entertainment.

FaceBreaker audaciously asks you to forget
everything you may already know about
boxing games. Gone are stamina bars and the
tight windows of opportunity to land a
thumping haymaker, and in their place is
button-mashing fuelled arcade gameplay that
has more in common with Street Fighter than
Fight Night.

Each fight is played out through a series of
three minute rounds, much like your typical
boxer, but the winner is the first to three
knockouts, like your typical fighter. To make
matters more confusing, knockouts have the
same effect as rounds, restoring both you and

your opponent’s health after someone
goes down. And continuing with the‘let’s
be as far away from boxing as we possibly
can’'theme, it’s not a case of the most
knockdowns wins the match either: if you
don’t manage three knockdowns in the
allotted time a sudden death will decide
the victor, where the first knockdown wins.
It's quite possible to dominate your
opponent throughout the three rounds,
only to lose in sudden death. Infuriating is
not the word. Appalling design choice is.

But to say it's possible to dominate would
perhaps be an exaggeration. FaceBreaker is
fiendishly difficult, filled with superhuman
characters that do nothing but pull off the
same incessant flurry of punches and
clairvoyant parries. In fact, it's fair to say that
the insane difficulty level will throw off
quite a few players from the start, as even
the first round on the lowest difficulty of
the game’s‘Brawl For It All'mode proves to
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be uncompromisingly hard. The
amount of frustration caused by
beating your opponent to a pulp,
only to suddenly be on the receiving
end of an unblockable, all-powerful
combo is enough to put the
controller down in disgust. On the
later levels, your controller will think
itself lucky not to end up embedded
in the wall.

Foolishly, the game forces you to
repeat the same tactics as your foes,
knocking out non-stop mashes of high and
low punches in an attempt to drain your
opponent’s health enough to deliver a special
move. To make matters worse, the block
system is more a case of luck than of any real
skill, reliant on fortuitously timed button
presses. And against a barrage of erratic
counterparts, it's next to useless. Long-term
players might find themselves picking up on
opponents'moves and learning their
sequences in time to parry, but for all intents
and purposes that shouldn't be the case. And
in a game launching EA Sports’ Freestyle
sub-brand, a brand that claims to promote
casual, pick up and play titles, it's downright
bizarre.

FaceBreaker's one saving grace is the Boxer Factory,
a brilliant supplement that gives players access to
thousands of downloadable boxers created by the
community. Ever wanted to see who would win in
a fight between George Bush and Tony Blair, or see
Borat square off against Austin Powers? We were
witness to the hilarity in just a few quick clicks. And
yes, the custom created characters are much more
visually impressive than any Miis you might have
been boxing with in Wii Sports. Hopefully we'll see
more of this feature in more established, and
ultimately better brands.

By removing any sense of strategy and skill EA has
broken the two most fundamental rules of a
fighter. Instead FaceBreaker is a mere exercise in
button-bashing: the videogame equivalent of
those plastic toy boxers where you mash the
button until your opponent’s head pops off. We
soon got bored of those and, unsurprisingly, we
soon got bored of this. FaceBreaker's not big, and it
certainly isn't clever. Come back Afro Thunder, all is
forgiven.
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