Blizzlike, Game Plus, and
Funservers: An Analysis of World
of Warcraft Private Servers

Geoffrey Hill
University of Melbourne
Grattan Street, Parkville,
Victoria, 3010, Australia

gwhill@student.unimelb.edu.au

Martin Gibbs, Melissa J. Rogerson
University of Melbourne
Grattan Street, Parkville,
Victoria, 3010, Australia
martin.gibbs@unimelb.edu.au, melissa.rogerson@unimelb.edu.au

KEYWORDS

World of Warcraft, private servers, MMO, game design, co-creation

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

As one of the largest and longest running Massively Multiplayer Online (MMO) games,
World of Warcraft (Blizzard 2004) has attracted an audience in excess of 100 million
(Sarkar 2014) over its lifetime. In the 17 years since the game was released, there have
been numerous changes and expansions to the design of the game. For example, the
removal of talent trees in the Mists of Pandaria expansion (“Talent Tree” n.d.). Such
changes have not always been well-received, leading some players to seek an
alternative World of Warcraft experience. This audience pursues a variety of play
experiences driven by differing motivation. Some players reject the design changes and
direction of Blizzard’s official expansions, instead seeking retain a design ethos of the
game at a specific patch or point in time. Others look for a differing direction of game
design using the World of Warcraft game as a starting point. To support these and other
experiences a significant private server community exists, developed and operated by
often anonymous third parties. Similar to authors in fanfiction (Lipton 2014) and ROM
hacking (Newman 2018) communities, these developers appropriate these intellectual
properties for community co-creation. This facilitates a community of spaces that
provides access to an alternative World of Warcraft service outside the software end
user license agreement. Recently in response to the increasing pressure of the private
server community (Daemon 2016), Blizzard has changed its approach to players
seeking a ‘vanilla' World of Warcraft experience and released World of Warcraft
Classic (Blizzard 2019).

PC based video games with multiplayer gameplay have traditionally had both server
and client capability included on the disc, often called Local Area Network (LAN)
support. However this functionality is becoming less popular to include, likely due to
a combination of ubiquitous internet connectivity and development priorities. The
recent remaster of another Blizzard game provides an example of changes in
multiplayer gaming in the last 20 years. The original game Diablo II includes LAN
play via TCP/IP support. In the remaster Diablo II: Resurrected no LAN support was
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provided, instead only Internet connected multiplayer play (Blizzard Entertainment
2021), much to the concern of many players (Knoop 2021). Though the original Diablo
IT is still available to play online via the Battle.net servers, if the original game had
lacked LAN support and Activision Blizzard had decided to shut down the servers there
would be no way to play this aspect of the game. This scenario has happened for many
games, for example first person shooter Eve Dust 514, social experience Playstation
Home, MMO Star Wars Galaxies, as well as the hybrid digital boardgame
Golem:Arcana (Rogerson, Sparrow, and Gibbs 2021). As we move towards an
increasing landscape of internet connection required video games, often as part of
Games as a Service (GaaS) model, this research seeks to explore the practises of World
of Warcraft private servers so they might inform us of the future of video game
emulation.

The scale of the private server space is by design difficult to determine. The legal grey
(and not so grey) areas they exist in, means the servers are sometimes temporary and
often hidden to a casual observer. Prior work by Crenshaw, La Morte, and Nardi (2017)
has examined World of Warcraft private servers from the perspective of player
experience and motivations. The private servers themselves vary significantly among
their version of the game, intention, design, and alterations. These variations cater to
and drive motivation of players and the community preferences.

In this research, we examine the scale of the World of Warcraft private server space,
identify the components of the private server environment, and seek to examine private
server practises. This includes identification of private server elements including server
cores, hosting, administration, and marketing. We classify the private server space
broadly into 3 main types of server through examination of current popular World of
Warcraft private servers, and inspect some specific case study examples. Though there
are many hundreds of servers, the reddit community r/wowservers maintains a list of
popular servers. The servers examined in this research come from this list over the
previous two years.

The first and most numerous type of World of Warcraft private servers are broadly
classified as ‘Blizzlike’ servers. Blizzlike is a phrase established by the private server
community that specifies a server that follows the ‘Blizzard like’ experience, operation,
and behaviour (MakoRuu 2019). These servers aim to replicate exactly the specific
version of the game as it was during its lifetime. They sometimes follow a progressive
timeline, that is they may release content and even patch modification of the version of
the game following a timeline similar to the Blizzard experience. For example the
Kronos private servers (“KRONOS ¢ Private Vanilla Project” n.d.) release World of
Warcraft servers with a progressive release of content as Blizzard did with minimal
changes.

The second server type that we identify are ‘Game Plus’ servers. This server type takes
a version of the game and continues to develop content such as story, content, or classes
in the style of the base game (data0x0 2019). For example the Turtle WoW private
server extends the original launch version of World of Warcraft with a continuing story
based on Warcraft 11l lore (“Turtle WoW — RP/PVE Vanilla Server” n.d.). Turtle
WoW adds features such as races, gameplay features, and dungeon or raid content. This
type of server sometimes uses differing versions of the game following a progressive
content release, or may use some non-gameplay systems improvements from later
versions such as new character models, graphical rendering, or interface scripting
functionality.

The third server type, which the community often describe as ‘funservers’ (Yvanung
2020), represents the largest change to the World of Warcraft servers. These include
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servers that take a specific version of the game and create completely differing sets of
classes, systems, environments, and game design experiences. They use existing
system components that players are familiar with, and combine them to create new
gameplay experiences. For example the private server Ascension starts from a base
World of Warcraft Wrath of the Lich King 3.3.5 client and adds features and assets
using a custom launcher client (“Ascension Classless | Classless Game” n.d.). This
server creates new and player customised classes, gameplay systems, and seasonal
events. A small subset of these servers use the World of Warcraft game client and
private server infrastructure in order to apply a total modification of the game. This
follows the similar practises of total modifications in other standalone games (Kiicklich
2005), creating an entirely new game using a mix of other I[P and Warcraft IP assets.
For example the private server Shinobi Story takes the World of Warcraft Wrath of the
Lich King 3.3.5 client and creates a ninja MMO inspried by the anime Naruto (“Shinobi
Story - a Ninja RPG” n.d.). Using base functionality from a private server core and
Blizzard client, they add customisation to create a different game.

Through these classifications and examinations of case studies we reveal the
significant scope, variety, and labour associated with the World of Warcraft private
server space. We demonstrate that these practices are far larger than simply providing
free to play World of Warcraft like experiences, and that the private server space has
diversity that has yet to be explored by researchers.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

“Ascension Classless | Classless Game.” n.d. Accessed October 25, 2021.
https://ascension.gg.

Blizzard Entertainment. 2000. Diablo II. Video Game. Blizzard Entertainment.

Blizzard Entertainment. 2004. World of Warcraft. Online Game. Blizzard
Entertainment.

Blizzard Entertainment. 2019. World of Warcraft Classic. Online Game. Blizzard
Entertainment.

Blizzard Entertainment. 2021. Diablo II: Resurrected. Video Game. Blizzard
Entertainment.

Blizzard Entertainment. 2021. “Play Diablo® II: Resurrected™ During the Early
Access & Open Beta.”. Accessed April 25, 2022.
https://mews.blizzard.com/en-us/diablo2/23688836/play-diablo-ii-resurrected-
during-the-early-access-and-open-beta.

Crenshaw, Nicole, Jaclyn LaMorte, and Bonnie Nardi. 2017. “*Something We Loved
That Was Taken Away’: Community and Neoliberalism in World of
Warcraft.” Proceedings of the 50th Hawaii International Conference on System
Sciences, pp. 2036-2045. https://doi.org/10.24251/HICSS.2017.247.

data0x0. 2019. “Classic plus Implies....” Reddit Comment. R/Wowservers. Accessed
October 25, 2021.
www.reddit.com/r/wowservers/comments/dhy6iy/battlegroup one burning c
rusade level 60 classic/f3tgr99/.

Daemon. 2016. “Nostalrius Begins - Quality Wow Vanilla Realm (1.12) « View Topic
- 240.000 People Asking for Wow Legacy Servers!” April 28, 2016.

-3 -



https://forum.nostalrius.org/viewtopic.php?f=2&t=43976.

Knoop, Joseph. 2021. “Diablo 2 Resurrected Quietly Drops TCP/IP Support.” IGN.
August 11, 2021. https://www.ign.com/articles/diablo-2-resurrected-tcp-ip-
support.

“KRONOS < Private Vanilla Project.” n.d. Accessed October 25, 2021.
https://www.kronos-wow.com/.

Kiicklich, Julian. 2005. “FCJ-025 Precarious Playbour: Modders and the Digital Games
Industry.” The Fibreculture Journal : 05 (blog). The Fibreculture Journal.
2005. https://five.fibreculturejournal.org/fcj-025-precarious-playbour-
modders-and-the-digital-games-industry/.

Lipton, Jacqueline D. 2014. “Copyright and the Commercialization of Fanfiction.”
Houston Law Review 52 (2): 425-66.

MakoRuu. 2019. “What Is the Most ‘Blizzlike’ Server out There? I’m Having Trouble
Understanding All This.” Reddit Post. R/Wowservers. Accessed October 2,
2021.www.reddit.com/r/wowservers/comments/dy lhn8/what _is _the most bl
izzlike server out_there im/.

Newman, James. 2018. “Kaizo Mario Maker: ROM Hacking, Abusive Game Design
and Nintendo’s Super Mario Maker.” Convergence: The International Journal
of Research into New Media Technologies 24 (4): 339-56.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354856516677540.

Rogerson, Melissa J., Lucy A. Sparrow, and Martin R. Gibbs. 2021. “More Than a
Gimmick - Digital Tools for Boardgame Play.” Proceedings of the ACM on
Human-Computer  Interaction 5 (CHI ~ PLAY): 261:1-261:23.
https://doi.org/10.1145/3474688.

Sarkar, Samit. 2014. “Blizzard Reaches 100M Lifetime World of Warcraft Accounts.”
Polygon. January 28, 2014.
https://www.polygon.com/2014/1/28/5354856/world-of-warcraft-100m-
accounts-lifetime.

“Shinobi Story - a Ninja RPG.” n.d. Accessed October 25, 2021.
https://shinobistory.com/.

Sony Interactive Entertainment. 2008. PlayStation Home. Online Game. Sony
Interactive Entertainment.

“Talent  Tree.”  n.d. Wowpedia. Accessed  October 25,  2021.
https://wowpedia.fandom.com/wiki/Talent_tree.

“Turtle WoW — RP/PVE Vanilla Server.” n.d. Accessed October 25, 2021.
https://turtle-wow.org/.

Yvanung. 2020. “So What Are the Main Differences between High-Rate and
Funservers?” Reddit Post. R/Wowservers.
www.reddit.com/r/wowservers/comments/k9wqla/so_what are the main_di
fferences between highrate/.

—d -



