BASIC INFORMATION





	I have done a thorough evaluation of the Sony PlayStation game entitled “WWF War Zone”, by Acclaim Sports.  This is a pro wrestling simulation, featuring World Wrestling Federation (WWF) wrestlers and personalities.  When this game was first released in June of 1998, the retail price was approximately $50, however, many retailers have lowered the price since then.  Essentially, a Sony PlayStation video game console is the only hardware necessary.  However, War Zone has the capabilities to support four player simultaneous play, and thus a multi-tap to allow for four controllers is recommended.





GAME SUMMARY





Overview: story line, player’s role, & installation





	The basic premise of War Zone is to simulate the pro wrestling action of the WWF.  The player selects a wrestler, and can either compete against other human opponents, or an opponent controlled by the computer A.I.  There are several different modes of play, including steel cage matches, weapons matches, tag team matches, “war” matches, which is essentially where each player fends for himself in a free-for-all.  There is not much of a story line to speak of, as is the case with many games in the sports genre.  However, a one-player mode is available called “career” mode, in which the player assumes the role of any wrestler, and works his way up the hierarchy, working towards winning the championship.





	The role of the player is to control a wrestler, and fight against opposing wrestlers controlled either by the computer or other human players.  The way to win matches parallels that of pro wrestling.  The players has an arsenal of moves such as power moves, submission holds, and aerial tactics.  Likewise, the set of moves differs for each WWF wrestler features in the game.  This is to add to the authenticity, by having each wrestler have unique strengths and weaknesses.  Matches are won when the player manages to either pin an opponents for a 3-count, or forces him to submit.





	Installation for War Zone is hardly applicable, since the platform is that of the Sony PlayStation console.  The game cannot be installed onto the system, rather it is loaded into memory at run time and remains until the system’s power is shut off.





User Interface





	To inform the user of various statuses during the match, several screen displays have been setup.  First of all, each wrestler has a life meter, which displays the stamina and remaining health that remains at any given point in the match.  The meter starts out a dark shade of green.  This represents that the wrestler is in great shape.  As the wrestler gets roughed up, the meter gradually changes from green to a yellow color.  Yellow represents that the wrestler is somewhat tired, and lets the player know that his wrestler’s health is getting low.  As the wrestler gets beat up drastically, the life meter turns red.  A red meter tells the user that his wrestler is dangerously low on stamina, and can be pinned.


	In addition to displaying the remaining life of the wrestlers, the interface also shows the remaining match time in the upper central portion of the screen.  For example, if the match’s time limit is 15 minutes, this timer begins at 15:00, and counts downwards as time passes.





Game Play





	The arsenal of wrestling moves available range from simple to complex.  The PlayStation’s main 4 buttons are designated to punch, kick, tie-up, and block.  These basic moves are the same for each wrestler in the game.  The punch and kick attacks are weak but quick moves, used primarily to wear down an opponent and set him up for a larger move.  The tie-up is a move where your wrestler can grab another wrestler, and follow up with a move.  Finally, the block is used for defense.





	In addition to these basic maneuvers, the user can perform more exciting wrestling moves.  These moves are generally performed by entering a sequence of direction presses, followed by a button.  For example, an arm drag is performed by tapping Up, Up, and then the punch button.  From a tie-up, pressing Left, Right, and the kick button will cause certain wrestlers to perform a double underhook suplex.  Moves such as these are involved enough where a user has incentive to learn these moves and thus make the game more interesting.  At the same time, they are not so difficult that the player gets frustrated and gives up.





	To finish the match, each wrestler has a finishing move.  These moves are based on the real-life finishing moves of the WWF wrestlers.  For example, Stone Cold Steve Austin performs the “Stone Cold Stunner”,  The Rock performs the “Rock Bottom” slam, and so on.  However, the finishers are more complicated to execute than normal moves.  The command for the Stone Cold Stunner is to tap Right, Right, Up, and the Block and Tie-Up buttons simultaneously.  These are the most difficult to learn and perform, but they are often the most damaging and exciting.





Score Keeping





	For score keeping purposes, the game keeps records of a player’s win-loss record, fastest win, biggest hit, longest winning streak, and titles held.  These statistics can be saved to a PlayStation memory card.  When this is done, the player can keep track of his long-term statistics.





Artwork, Sound, & Music





	The graphics of the game consist of 3D rendered wrestlers.  The wrestlers move around within a 3 dimensional ring environment, giving the game a realistic feel.  The sound consists of voice samples recorded by the actual wrestlers.  These samples range from the wrestlers grunting and screaming when they are injured, to reciting full taunts and catch phrases at the opponent.  The music is comprised of CD quality digitized versions of the wrestlers’ authentic entrance themes.





Special Features





	WWF War Zone does contain some special features added strictly to enhance the game’s depth and playability.  One special game mode is the “weapons match”.  This is a wrestling match in which there are no rules -- and several weapons scattered around the ring that can be used on opponents.  The weapons include chairs, 2 x 4’s, ring bells, and there’s sometimes a table at ringside that the wrestlers crash through.  Another game mode is the steel cage match.  In this, the ring is enclosed in a steel cage about 10 to 15 feet high.  The only way to win this match is to climb over the top, and out of the ring.  In addition to these game modes, War Zone features a “Create-a-Wrestler” feature.  This allows the player to create a customized wrestler of his own.  The player chooses his wrestler’s body size, facial features, clothing, name, moves, and many other options.  The create-a-wrestler mode can be used to create wrestlers to resemble friends, family, celebrities, and other existing pro wrestlers that didn’t make it into War Zone’s original roster.





Manual





	War Zone does come with an instruction manual.  It contains a decent amount of information -- definitely enough to get started playing the game.  It explains in detail how to configure the options of the game, as well as explains how to control the wrestlers within the ring.  It also discusses how to navigate the menu screens to set up the match, as well as other interfaces.





	While the manual provides complete coverage on how to set up, configure, and control the wrestlers, it is much more brief on how to do specific moves.  It explains how moves are generally done, but there is no complete list of every move for each wrestler.  Rather, it refers you to use the game’s training mode.  In this special mode, the player selects any wrestler, and it taken to a wrestling ring in a gym environment.  Also in the ring is a trainer, who allows you to perform moves on him without him fighting back or defending himself.  Additionally, the player can call up a menu that lists the wrestler’s moves, as well as the method for performing that move.  Basically, the training mode helps the player learn and master these moves.





Bugs





	I have been playing WWF War Zone for about one year, and I have come across some faults with the game.  On occasion, the collision among the wrestlers is awkward.  For example, during moves such as a bodyslam (one wrestler lifts the other wrestler into the air and slams him down onto the mat), the hands of the wrestler performing the slam will not be touching the victim being slammed.  Therefore, it will look as if the person being slammed is magically levitating into the air, and being slammed down.  This bug is infrequent, and sometimes hardly noticeable.  Another related problem is the collision detection.  One such example is when a wrestler climbs to the top rope, and jumps down onto a fallen opponent.  Once in a while, the attacker will land directly onto the fallen victim, although the game will register that the wrestler missed the target.  Even though this doesn’t happen often, it is frustrating when it does happen because a missed top rope jump will cause damage to the wrestler who made the bad jump.  Finally, a flaw that I have noticed is that the weapons match mode is available for one, two, and three players, but not for four players.  The user manual states that weapons match should be available for a four player game mode, and I cannot think of any reason why the weapons match wouldn’t work with four players.  Perhaps this is a honest flaw, or the mode may have been removed at the last minute after the manual was printed.





GAME REVIEW





What is good about the game?


I particularly enjoy this game, because I am a fan of wrestling.  I enjoy watching it on TV, and I found it fun to get a chance to control the action in this game.  However, this game really shines when 3 or 4 players are involved.  I had the opportunity to participate in a 4-player free for all match with 3 of my cousins, and all of us had a blast with it.  As a party game, War Zone had all of us laughing, shouting, and really getting into it.





What is bad about the game?


Unfortunately, I found that the A.I. in this game was easy to master.  And now that I can beat the computer almost every time, the one-player modes have lost a lot of the excitement and unpredictability they once had.  Another downfall of the game is that the standard PlayStation console only supports two attached controllers -- a separate add-on device must be purchased to allow for three or four controllers to be attached at once.  If a player owns this device, then there is no problem.  I don’t have this device, so I am restricted to a maximum of two simultaneous players.  As previously mentioned, the more players involved, the more fun the game tends to be.





How does it compare to similar games in the same genre?


In the past, wrestling games have generally either been designed as a simulation, or designed as an arcade style game.  The simulations focus on longer matches, a wide repertoire of moves, and the rules of physics are followed precisely.  Conversely, arcade-style games don’t focus on these things, but rather on producing a fast paced, simple fighting game.





WWF War Zone definitely falls into the simulation category, as the overall feel of the game is strikingly close to the wrestling action seen on TV.





What is better or worse than in similar games?


War Zone has some advantages over other wrestling simulators.  It focuses on truly capturing the essence of each wrestler.  It features actual voice samples played during gameplay, some of which are taunts and catch phrases.  Furthermore, each wrestler’s arena entrance music is played during the pre-match as the wrestler approaches the ring.  In other wrestling games I have played, the voices were generic grunts and groans, and the music is often a generic sounding MIDI tune.





One feature of the game that some people do not care for is the method for performing moves.  I took a liking to it, although a few of my friends feel that the moves are too complicated because of the memorization involved to perform some of them.  This game engine is often compared to another wrestling game “WCW vs. NWO”, in which it is considerably more simple to perform even the most devastating of moves.  Rather than relying on a long list of button combinations to learn like War Zone, WCW vs. NWO involves pressing a single button to grab the other wrestler, and then pressing any of the action buttons (punch, kick, etc.) to yield a different move.





What is the appropriate audience for this game?


The target audience for War Zone are wrestling fans, WWF fans in particular.  However, the game can be played and enjoyed by non-wrestling fans, especially if they are fans of the fighting game genre, which War Zone resembles.  Regardless, non-wrestling fans or even the very casual fans won’t pick up on most of the inside references, and thus they won’t appreciate it as much as someone who understands every minor reference and detail.





The game received an ESRB rating of “Teen”, based on animated violence, mild language, and suggestive themes.  I feel that this rating is accurate.





Are there any design mistakes present?


I did notice a few flaws, and designs that I felt should have been different.  One drawback that I noticed right away is that in a one-player game, the human player cannot select which wrestler will be controlled by the computer.  The computer always selects its character at random, and the player has no choice but to play against the random selection.  This isn’t a major design flaw, although it can be fun to call out a specific opponent to set up the a any match at any time.





SUMMARY


Overall, the strengths of this game are the true to life graphics, sound, and music that gives it a very authentic feel.  Although a novice should be able to perform a decent set of moves, experience pays off as the player is rewarded for putting forth the effort to become more familiar with the game.  The weaknesses are the occasional glitches with the collision detection, as well as the fact that the style of performing moves may not feel natural for all players.





I definitely recommend that any gamer who is a prominent fan of pro wrestling should buy this game.  Although WWF fans will appreciate the catch phrases and inside references contained within, even those who watch other wrestling organizations (such as WCW) will probably still like War Zone because of its strength as a wrestling simulation.  For the casual fans, or for anyone who is looking for a fun multiplayer game, I would recommend War Zone for a rental.





I have a few suggestions on how War Zone could be improved.


Tweak the AI for computer controlled wrestlers


Allow the user to select his computer opponent


Further debugging of the collision detection


Add a referee into the ring.  Currently, there is no referee running around the ring, which was to cut down on the on-screen movement, this keeping a superior frame rate.  Perhaps with stronger hardware, or a more efficient game engine, the game could support a referee to move around the ring and try to keep law and order.


The Create-A-Wrestler feature could be made deeper, to allow players to have more freedom to put together virtually any person they can think of.


