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I imagine every morning Tom Clancy rolls out of bed and thanks the sweet heavens for videogames. I imagine the author reads the headlines of the local paper, ponders for a moment and then calls his secretary, delivering a ten-word summary she can pass on to UbiSoft. A month later another Tom Clancy game is on the shelves. His videogame brands, which include Splinter Cell, Rainbow Six and Ghost Recon, have all sold remarkably well. Whether this is due to the consumer’s recognition of his name or UbiSoft’s generally strong craftsmanship isn’t clear; it’s probably a mixture of both. But one thing is for sure: while this may currently be more effective for Mr. Clancy than printing his own money, the frequency of these releases is beginning to wear away the veneer of his flagship franchises. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the GameCube version of Rainbow Six: Lockdown. The granddaddy predecessor to all the spin-offs now finds itself in a bit of an identity crisis, and the sloppy transition to the GameCube does nothing to help.

The storyline for Lockdown is something like this: in the modern world we have terrorists. These terrorists happen to break into a facility and take a powerful human-engineered supervirus. In the initial attempt to resolve the conflict one of your own members is taken hostage. “Now it’s personal.” Excited? No? Come on, it’s topical! While the story provides few reasons to value the lives of any individuals in the elite Rainbow unit, the plot does fulfill the basic structure needed to justify plenty of missions involving tactical shooting action. 

In case you’re new to the series, Rainbow Six: Lockdown features group combat much like Ghost Recon, the primary difference being urban, tightly packed environments versus larger warzone assignments. You command a few squad members using a combination of the A Button and D-Pad. These teammates can provide covering fire, open doors, assemble formations and other helpful activities, although the system is often glitchy and at times completely ineffectual. I’m an individualist, so I preferred at first to set the teammates to auto-follow and just go guns blazing on my own.

Then it took me hours to beat the first level and I discovered the secret was in letting your team members become human shields for your own selfish needs. Sure a few digital families will be grieving, but that’s of little concern to me. Even with this tactic, Lockdown has a steep learning curve and an unfair difficulty level for all players not intimately familiar with the Rainbow Six setup. No tutorial and just two difficulty levels (Normal and Challenge) makes this an ideal choice for those gamers who consider themselves just too talented for all but the Contras of the world, but it will also drive off plenty of average folks. It’s worth noting at this point that the sluggish controls are anything but dependable, often leaving you in the middle of a firefight without the precise targeting and reloading options you must rely on. In short, if the style and difficulty of the gameplay didn’t drive a big enough stake into the heart of this game, its generally sloppy response does the job.

Although the team-based gameplay stays pretty close to original intentions, from a franchise perspective Rainbow Six has completely morphed from the first game, which placed strong emphasis on pre-planning and strategy elements. It wasn’t unusual to spend thirty minutes planning an attack route before even loading the level. The point of this was completely lost on me, and I dropped the game and its sequels for first-person-shooters that actually involved shooting. Needless to say, the realistic tactics and action (including being killed with just a few shots) earned enough fans for continuing sequels, whether I was onboard or not. At the same time, Rainbow Six becomes more like an ordinary FPS with every release; Lockdown has no pre-planning elements during the single player game, save the occasional choice of exactly what guns you want to take into the fray. Their use of squad tactics is one of the few things that separate Lockdown from just turning into a game like Splinter Cell. 

The original conception may not have been my cup of tea but neither is this, and in the process I feel the brand has started to alienate the dedicated fan base they have established. This identity crisis needs to be resolved, because as it stands the schism created by the opposing gameplay philosophies is ripping the game apart.


While versions of Lockdown on other platforms look downright decent, the GameCube doesn’t get all the bells and whistles. Character models are less detailed, as is the lighting, but you’ll tend not to notice because so much of the game takes place in alternate viewpoints like night vision and thermal goggles, masking the bland. One thing that can’t be masked is the jittery framerate and slowdown that occurs whenever enemies pop out to attack. This isn’t just annoying; it’s also a gameplay issue, since the bad guys take advantage of this to take aim and fire. When it only takes three shots to kill you, this is not good. There is still plenty of nice texture work and excellent explosions and dust effects, but Lockdown looks like a game that was designed to run smooth on something like the Xbox and not properly tweaked to take care of the differences when ported over to the GameCube.

The audio quality for all Tom Clancy-inspired games has remained top-notch, and Lockdown is no exception. A quality albeit stereotypically dramatic score comes in during the right moments, but the game’s true strength is acknowledging the power of silence in slow, realistic shooters like this. Silent creeping and atmospheric sound effects are preferable to thunderous orchestras. Unfortunately the extra features didn’t make quite as smooth a transition, since GameCube edition of Rainbow Six: Lockdown is the only one without online multiplayer. It does have a lame duck split-screen co-op mode that would be intriguing, but only the levels you’ve completed in single player are available, and the constant respawning at the beginning of the level after one player’s death makes this mode a chore. Although the game features a hefty amount of levels to play through, especially considering the difficulty curve, I would strongly recommend a rental at best for Lockdown. If you wait just a few months, UbiSoft will no doubt release a newer Tom Clancy game anyways, hopefully with some much needed changes and a closer eye on the specific strengths and weaknesses of the GameCube platform.

