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More than a decade ago, my father and I geeked out at the possibility of their being actual uniforms on the players in Midway’s NBA Hangtime. The Nintendo 64 was billed as a powerful machine, so surely anything was possible. Now, in an age when we race towards crossing the uncanny valley, adding more glare and reflections to the court surfaces, spending months perfecting the way athletes show their sweat, and trying to realistically animate the perfectly detailed jerseys, it can be easy to forget how far we’ve come in the world of sports videogames. One needs only to look at NBA 07 on the PSP, with full five-on-five action, numerous game modes, and even color commentary, all available on the go. These advances are certainly impressive, but they reveal an even more telling axiom about this next generation: graphics and presentation will only get you so far without the gameplay to back it up. And in that department, unfortunately, the NBA franchise could still use a lot of work.

NBA 07 keeps the series’ halo shooting system, wherein you hold down the button for just the right timing and then release. A colored halo surrounds the ball and lets you know near instantly whether your shot has a good chance of going in, or if it’s going to be an obvious miss. Out of all the inconveniences found in this game, this shooting system has to be the worst offender. On the PSP version, the process seems less responsive, so that making shots often seem to be a matter of chance even after you’ve spent hours with the game. The process makes offense less fun, and a basketball game with offense that isn’t fun remains almost unheard of. At the least the system for posting up and then transitioning to a lay-up or dunk comes off pretty well, so I found most of my points coming from a strong inside game. 


On the defensive side of things, guarding is made more difficult by the lack of a squatting function. Every basketball game I’ve played within the past few years gave me the ability to squat down in a concentrated position and focus on the player with the ball, making it easier to steal or at least block simple drives to the basket. But NBA 07 doesn’t seem to have such a function, which I’ll chalk up to the lack of extra buttons on the console—traditionally this ability has been mapped to one of the multiple shoulder buttons. Still, this could have been worked around with a little creativity, such as using multiple buttons held down at the same time, or, heaven forbid, using the O Button for this instead of taking a charge. In any case, the combination of poor shooting and poor defense makes NBA 07 play like a rather slapdash affair, lacking the precision required for any sort of basketball game. I’ve been spending a lot of time with the recently released NBA Street Homecourt, and while I realize comparisons between handheld consoles and their more advanced brethren must be taken with several lumps of salt, the Street franchise has consistently shown a depth in its control scheme—even with its exaggerated arcade style—that the NBA series could certainly use more of.

All of this is a shame, because as I mentioned earlier, I’m impressed with what SCEA was able to get out of the PSP hardware and onto a single UMD. The game’s graphics approach PlayStation 2 quality if you squint your eyes a little bit, and the variety of different courts, players and dunk animations are certainly very cool. Many of the other animations obviously lack frames, making all of them jerky, and this certainly contributes to the spastic quality of the gameplay. Still, only so much can be demanded, and I imagine plenty of space was required by the play-by-play and color commentary, contributed by Ian Eagle and Mark Jackson. The limited space also probably explains why the commentary is so repetitive (and frequently wrong for the situation), not to mention that it frequently drops off mysteriously mid-sentence. Also featured is a soundtrack on-point with basketball themes, skewed more towards the rap end of the spectrum, and generally entertaining. All of this presents a conflict when taken all together. Part of me wants to say, “Hey look at that! Real 3D basketball on a handheld, complete with all the trimmings!” The other part of me wishes that they’d toned down the player models, the courts and the commentary, and focused on making a smoother, more reliable game that might be a bit uglier on the edges. 


The one thing that’s absolutely positive about NBA 07, and I do feel the game deserves some praise for this, is the abundance of interesting game modes. There’s still no in-depth franchise option, but simulation junkies can tweak a few basic settings and play through a season. Beyond the obvious inclusion of exhibition, training and multiplayer modes, the game also features Conquest, an arcade basketball-meets-Risk mashup that has your smaller squad competing to take over the country’s courts in the name of your NBA team. Territory can be won and lost, switching back and forth as the other teams compete around you. That’s an interesting twist to the arcade genre… if only the gameplay were a bit better. Thankfully, gameplay has nothing to do with the Carnival, which is NBA 07’s bizarre and fascinating collection of minigames. By competing in simple shooting games or playing a surprisingly fun NBA pinball table, you can earn tickets that go towards unlocking classic jerseys. The physics on the pinball may not have the realism we’ve come to expect from modern standalone pinball videogames, but as an added bonus—and an addictive one at that—I’m willing to cut it some slack. It’s just a shame that so many of these ideas are hampered by a core that’s still not up to snuff. The presentation, with plenty of modes, detailed graphics and play-by-play commentary, certainly made me think how far handheld sports games have come thanks to improvements in technology. However, NBA 07 remains little more than a curiosity, because I still prefer to play videogames that are fun and well made, not ones that necessarily look the most advanced.

