
he Metal Gear Solid series has 
taken a lot of �ack for the length 
of its cutscenes, and when 
playing Yakuza 2, the same 

criticisms spring to mind, but has SEGA 
managed �nd the perfect balance 
between narrative and ultra-violence? 
  
Arriving in the PlayStation 2’s twilight years 
(and almost two years after its original 
release in Japan), Yakuza 2 picks up from 
where the original left o�, throwing you 
head-�rst into the violent world of Japanese 
gangsters. Staunchly Japanese in its themes, 
presentation and narrative, it will no doubt 
be instantly appealing to the Otaku among 
us but may struggle to reach a larger 
audience, and this is a real shame as it has a 
lot to o�er. 

At its core, Yakuza 2 is a beat 'em up, and in 
many ways a fairly traditional one at that. 
Wander the streets of various Japanese cities, 
beat seven shades of shinola out of street 
thugs and clash with big bosses. Though a 
successful template going back to the �rst 
time Irem's Kung Fu Master high-kicked its 
way into the arcades in 1984, the beat 'em up 
as a genre has been out of favour for some 
time now. How then, does Yakuza 2 manage 
to be more than just a beat 'em up, despite 
the fact that the majority of the gameplay 
revolves around grinding thugs into the dirt?

 The answer comes in its narrative, reasonably 
deep �ghting and leveling-up system and 
living and breathing streets that can often 
match the likes of GTAIV for their atmosphere 
of immersion. 

Broken into chapters, Yakuza 2 follows the 
trials and tribulations of Kiryu Kazuma as he 
attempts to resurrect the fortunes of the 
struggling Tojo Clan and prevent all-out war 
between the Yakuza factions. In truth, this 
very brief summary could never encapsulate 
the complexity of the plot and sub-plots that 
are weaved around the many characters 
featured in the game. Rife with double 
crossings, power struggles, love interests and 
bravado, the game's plot is both a huge 
strength and, unfortunately, also likely to be 
point of contention for some. On the plus 
side, it is fantastically well told. Cutscenes 
(which, for the most part, are rendered in the 
in-game engine) feature sharp, snappy and 
realistic dialogue spoken by characters 
with real personality. Most importantly, 
characterisation is hugely convinc-
ing, and in many ways Yakuza 2 
seems to deliver on much of 
what was promised from 
gaming when we entered this 
current generation of consoles 
- i.e. games that match �lms 
in their delivery of plots, 
action and drama. 
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On the downside, cutscenes can be a 
touch on the long side, leaving your 
thumb hovering anxiously over the 
square button, itching for a bit of 
ultra-violence. Luckily, when all the 
talking has ended and you �nally get 
to take control of the ice-cold killer, 
Kazuma, the combat proves to be 
both visceral and satisfying. Delicately 
treading the �ne-line between 
button-mashing and more measured 
approaches, taking on a gang of irate 
Yakuza requires both skill and a 
strong stomach. The usual punches, 
kicks, throws and combos are there, 
but it is the wince-inducing special 
moves that make the most impact. 
Smashing heads against the corner of tables, 
faces into glass and hurling enemies over 
balconies, these jarringly violent moves avoid 
the more �owery executions of the Manhunt 
series, but are no less shocking, in part due to 
the  believability of their delivery. 

When not banging heads together, you are 
given the freedom to explore various 
locations, and this is where the game really 
impresses. Though by no-means as large as 
Liberty City (or even No More Heroes’ Santa 
Destroy, a game with which Yakuza 2 has 

much in common ), the small free-roaming areas 
really are perfectly formed. The streets of Osaka are 
a particular highlight; bustling with life swarming 
under the neon glare of advertising hoardings and 
clubs; crowds of people gather, mingle, chat and 
just go about their business. Although interactivity 
in these sections is minimal (only certain characters 
- highlighted with a green arrow - can be 
conversed with), the illusion of a living and 
breathing city is hugely convincing. Add to this a 
range of gloriously detailed internal locations 
(shops, bars, arcades - with playable machines!), 
and you have a game that is punching above its 
weight. On the PS3 or 360 this would have 
impressed. On the PS2, it is at times a revelation.  

Yakuza 2 will without question have a love/hate 
relationship with gamers. Many will be put o� by 
the lengthy cutscenes, or bored by the lack of 
variety in the gameplay; but for those for which the 
game clicks, it is a title that will be hard to forget. 
Though not perfect and certainly not for everyone, 
the boldness of its narrative, con�dence of its 
mechanics and ambition evident in its delivery 
make it a slice of Japanese gaming that is well 
worth experiencing. If the upcoming Yakuza 3 can 
broaden the series' scope and capitalise on the 
power of the PS3 in the same way that this does 
the PS2, it will certainly be one to watch. 
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