Golden Axe; Playstation 2
A review by Paul=Johnson

After many, many years, and a long eternity of patient waiting by the fans, the shining beauty that is Golden Axe returns to home consoles! 

Finally, gamers who remember and love the old classics, and hold fond memories of going off down to the smoky, dark depths of the local arcade for an exciting round or two on that lovely new Golden Axe cabinet can rejoice! Yes indeed, surely, it's time to break out those steaks and bottles of potion for a gaming feast of epic proportions, because Golden Axe is finally back. And on the PS2, no less! You must by now be thinking that surely, such an incredible classic, now converted onto such a state of the art home system, will look better than ever before! Can you imagine it? Beautiful, huge sprites, finely detailed and incredibly animated. All of the levels, re-drawn in astounding, texture mapped glory, and, of course, faithful recreations of fan favourites such as the between-level map, the character select screen/ skeleton sequence, and the final showdown with Death equals Adder, culminating in a multi-camera-angle slow motion CG death to rival any Final Fantasy cut scene! 

Yes, friends, you may be expecting all of these things. And you'd be quite right to expect them, too. After all, it's been over ten years since the flawless arcade classic, and with modern graphics and gameplay, the possibilities seem endless!


Unfortunately, and I can't actually begin to stress this following point enough, this Playstation 2 remake is a huge pile of steaming faeces in every imaginable sense of the word. With the single exception of the music (which is actually quite impressive, and features some very nice, faithful remixes of the original tunes), every aspect of this game is quite simply incomprehensibly bad. Not just bad, but downright unforgivable to the point where it beggars belief that Sega allowed this sad, shambling mockery of a half-finished crap pile to slip past their so-called "quality testers". Graphics, gameplay and everything else are sub-standard to the level where you'll possibly projectile-spew your lunch onto the screen. And when I say "bad", I mean this not only in comparison to current games, but also to old, 80s games and, to be perfectly honest, even early 1970s games which, though lacking graphics, were forced to have addictive gameplay as a result. And gameplay, even in the crudest, most basic sense of the word, is something this terrible remake doesn't have.


Golden Axe is a savage bastardisation of everything fans liked about the original arcade release. If you have even an inkling of respect for the original, from the moment you switch this game on everything you see will leave you sickened and enraged. The opening sequence, such as it is, introduces the player to a low-resolution, poor-looking Death=Adder model, hoisting what I assume to be the Golden Axe into the air (though, in early polygon model stylee, it appears that the Axe is stuck to his hand with Pritt-Stick rather than being held by it ). This is followed by the "Golden Axe" title screen, and here things start looking up! The logo slams onto the screen in all it's original glory, and the game begins!

I'm not sure why, but the imposing skeleton of the original character select screen has been removed. Instead, you're now prompted to pick one of three unimpressive character models from a bog-standard screen with no real decoration on it at all. Still, not to worry. If the rest of the game is good then we can forgive this small, if not pointless omission.


Sadly, as soon as the game begins, it's nothing but disappointment for you! And me too. Character models appear to be from the early days of the Playstation 1, with non-moving faces during "speaking" sections (no voices either, for that matter) , visible, blocky joints where arms and legs bend, and fairly poor animation. The walking animations for the Chicken Leg beasts and Dragons are so unconvincing ( though I just counted myself lucky that they were even in the game, after some of the stuff I saw later...) that the poor creatures glide across the battlefield in an unconvincing, artificial-looking manner. Enemy characters, though at least looking faithful to the original, slide along in a similar way, with their leg movements not even slightly matching their strange gliding ways. 

Backgrounds are unimpressive attempts at recreating the original's fantasy splendour, with boring, repeating textures on the ground, pathetically unconvincing water effects, and terrible shadows. Yes, the levels from the original arcade release are all represented, but the changing lighting and sunsets ( quite revolutionary at the time ) as you move through the level are gone. The camp fire sequence is gone, with only a small, five second sequence appearing to taunt players into knowing that Sega could have included it if they'd felt like it. The between-level map? Gone. Yes, Turtle village remains, but you wouldn't know you were riding on a giant turtle if you didn’t already. The Eagle, too, is intact, but the skeletons which attack you on this level have lost all of their menace, with the scary, jerky movement of the arcade skeletons thrown out in favour of the same floaty walk as the rest of the enemies in the game. The Eagle's eye doesn't even move any more... and it's a 3D model! How hard could it have been? How hard could it have been, Sega? For shame. 

So yes, graphically, Golden Axe is a mockery. How a game with graphics this poor could be allowed amongst today’s hi-powered contenders is beyond my understanding. The magic-use sequences are so laughuably uninspiring ( Ax=Battler's huge boulders which rained from the sky in the arcade are now small pebbles, and his previously massive, magma-spewing volcano is now just four polygons sticking out of the floor for no discernable reason) that, after witnessing Tyris=Flare's sad looking low polygon dragon attack ( so amazing at the time of the arcade release ) , I just couldn't be bothered any more. What's more, enemies don't appear on the screen during the magic "sequence", meaning you don't even see the attacks hurting them. There's certainly no "soldier getting his face burned off" from Golden Axe: Revenge of Death=Adder here... Like the rest of the game, there’s just no sense of “impact.”

Additionally, the graphics are so riddled with bugs that I wonder if anyone actually bothered to check this game prior to release. Walk up to a wall and you'll find yourself in it. Walk near to the edge of some stairs and you'll find your own flat, black circle shadow sticking through your character's waist like a weird hula-hoop thing... the list goes on. Enemies frequently get stuck behind scenery and stand there, walking on the spot until you kill them or do the decent thing and turn the game off. 

Basically, graphics-wise, this lacklustre shambles not only pales when compared to the slick, colourful 2D art of the decade-old original, but quite honestly looks like a fan-made game put together by a teenage kid in his bedroom. Though I'd like to think that not even a 13 year old child with no prior programming experience would end up with a putrid, pus infested disgrace like this. In all probability that child would, quite rightly, be beaten savagely upon showing it to his friends, and mocked for having made something so incredibly poor-looking.

And so to gameplay. As with the original, you simply walk from left to right and chop away at enemies until they're dead. However, quite a few things have changed...


Your sword (or axe if you're playing as Gilius equals the dwarf) now goes through multiple enemies at once. What this means is that you can take out three enemies (including ones stood behind you) simultaneously. Often, this is due to bad collision detection, and you can now hit enemies from all angles even when you'd expect them to be well out of range. What this means is all semblance of strategy and positioning has been urinated on, robbed, kicked, then left bleeding out on the street. In short, there is none. 

Obviously, there's no blood to be seen either, and ridiculous, over-the-top explosions appear as you strike the enemies, giving the game a much more "cartoony" tempo than the "I can almost feel it" hacking action of the original. The meaty sound effects, the blood curdling screams… all gone. As with the original, there are combos ( such as the time-honoured slice, smash to the head, then kick ) . However, you won't be using them, because if you do, you'll be killed sooner than you can say "this game is crap." And why’s that? 

Well, you remember the running attacks which you could perform in the arcade, and that the enemies also had them? Of course, you could dodge said attacks. Well not any more, you can't. In an insane and infuriating move, Sega’s underpaid games monkey has programmed this one so that enemies now perform the running shoulder barge the very second they appear on the screen, and at about twice the speed they used to. If you happen to be doing anything at all (attacking another enemy, for instance), you're hit every single time. Accidentally pulling off one of the said combos results in instant death, as you're immediately charged from behind and killed. That’ll show you for being on the screen.

Also, gone are the recovery times when you get back up off the floor, meaning multiple enemies can stand over your fallen body and immediately lay into you the instant you rise.


The magic system has also been "tweaked" ( read previous comment about urination and kicking ). You can now gain magic not only from the thieves who run around during levels, but also for killing enemies. However, this is made utterly pointless by the fact that your magic bar is fully charged in just two or three pots' time, and the tactical magic conservation and usage from the original is now totally gone.

Sound effects, too, are noticeably poorer than the arcade original. The harsh screams and multiple death cries of vanquished foes have been thrown out in favour of a single, generic grunt which sounds more like slight irritation than the agony of death.

Players of the original may also remember the bold (and incredibly rare) move of dead enemies' bodies staying on the screen until you moved on. At the time, this was a pioneering feature, as practically all video game enemies of the 1980s (and this has stayed the same right up to today) would, when killed, flash and disappear. Golden Axe, with it's battlefields littered with permanent corpses, really made you feel like you were making progress. If battlefields littered with corpses are your idea of progress ( they are mine ) . Of course, in this PS2 remake, vanquished enemies promptly flash... and disappear. Why is anyone's guess, and just another example of a cool feature of the original thrown out completely for seemingly no reason other than laziness and total lack of programming ability.

The levels are now incredibly long, and feel ridiculously strained and boring. The nice touches during levels, such as peasants being terrorized by giants, are gone. I mean, even the initial meeting with the wounded soldier at the start of level 1 has been thrown out, meaning your character doesn’t get told that Death=Adder has kidnapped the King and Queen, and doesn’t even have any motivation for enduring these countless levels of sickening, samey boredom.

And finally, the showdown with Death equals Adder. Firstly, I was happy to see that the now legendary typo of Death=Adder had been kept in. So overjoyed was I, that I danced. However, I was less than impressed with the final fight. The fight which everything had been leading up to. And by “less than impressed,” I do, in fact, mean “disgusted.” 


If you’ve ever completed the arcade version, you may recall that both the entrance and exit of the Adder were quite impressive. As you entered the throne room, snakes slithered their way up to some weird human remains and armor, fused together, and formed the giant Death=Adder. Once defeated, the famous “Golden Axe” flew from Adder’s hand, spinning through the air and finally impaling him. Of course, in this unfortunate remake, Death=Adder is just standing there in the room as you enter, and falls over when you beat him. That’s all. He falls over. It’s not like he even falls over in slow motion or anything. 

And so, all in all, I have come to a conclusion. That conclusion, in all seriousness, is this; Golden Axe for the Playstation 2 is quite possibly the worst game I have ever had the misfortune to play. A foul, wretched and misshapen cripple of a game, in every respect an unashamed and blatant middle finger to the poor fool willing to spend any amount of money whatsoever for the dubious privilege of playing this disgusting, sick piece of filth. From start to finish a declaration of shame on the part of Sega, and an exercise in sadomasochism for the player. For those contemplating suicide ( and fans may well be after three seconds ) , this game will seal your fate the very day you turn it on. For everyone else, suicidal or no, a health warning should really be on the CD in my opinion.

As I sit here, trying to think if any game I have ever played has even come close to the level of crapness displayed on this waste of time, I’m left with the answer “No. Though Streetfighter 2 on the Commodore 64 comes close.”
Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must go and throw up.
