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FOREWORD

There®an old clichZ in role-playing games where a ragtag set
of adventur ers each walk into a bar alone and then leave
together as a party ready to embark on an epic quest. For Analog
Game 3udies it was the hotel bar at the Wardman Park M arriot
in Washington, DC on M arch 29th, 2013 during the 43r d annual
Popular Cultur e Association conference. At this bar, our heroes
shared stories about how the analog had been exiled from the
King dom of Games by the curr ently reigning digital aristocracy .
Ther e was hope, havever, as our heroes also brought with them
tales of how grassroots communities thr oughout the land
practiced the lost and forbidden arts of the analog in secr et.
Determined to r estore balance to the kingdom, our her oes
purchased a web domain, installed W ordPress, and started
publishingE

Anachronism aside, the above is a succinct telling of how Analog
Game $udiescame to be. It was over a series of corversations at
the 43rd Popular Cultur e Association conference between
Christop her Amherst, Emil y Care Boss, Sarah lynne Bowman,
Nick Mizer , Evan Torner, Aaron Trammell, W illiam J. White,

M atthew W ysocki, and Ibrahim Y ucel we decided there needed
to be an immediate forum to host all of the gr eat work that had
been, until this point, mostl y considered ephemeral by the
greater game studies community (Greg Costikyan & Dr ew
Davidson @ Tabletop: Analog Game Desidrad only been released
two years prior). There were of course, other conversations
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happening in separate spaces and sheres as vell. For example,
Trammell, Waldron and Lizzie Stark w ere running N ordic larp
in N ew Jersey under the monik er of OThe Highland Park
PlayersO Mearnwhile, Torner had been involved in the active
indie tabletop RPG and larp design scene in western

M assachusetts since 2006, including notable figures such as
Boss, Mincent and M eguey Balker, llia Ellingboe, and Epidiah
Ravachol, among many others. It fr om this amazing sense of
community , support, and inter est that the journal w as
developed. We havenOt looled back since.

Volume | of Analog Game fidiesreflects the energy and
enthusiasm around analog games that had, until 2014, been
corked in various academic and industry subcultur es actoss the
world. Stylisticall y, the journal is at it& most intimate,
vulnerable, and rawNstill organized b y what seemed @t the
time) to be important distinctions betw een communities
QunalysisO (6r the academics) @ocumentation, O (6r the players)
and @xperimentation and design O (6r designers). Although in
hindsight these divisions w ere largely arbitrary , they help to
frame the growing pains the journal w eathered as we
endeavored to bring disparate communities of practice into
conversation with one another ar ound analog games. The
discourse that resulted from this initial energy is heartf elt,
radical, and lively. We are proud to claim that it accuratel y
represents one beginning of what is now the burgeoning sub-
field of analog game studies.

This collection includes a special essay by Lizzie Stark entitled
OThe Curse of Aitobiograp hical Game Design,0 a meditation on
designing a game about her mastectomy and experience with
the BRCA1 gene. WeOe included it her e as a special bonus ér
those who have purchased this volume in print, to r eflect our
belief that some of the most inter esting writing exists onl y in
analog spaces.

N The Editors



REINVENTIN G ANALOG GAME STUDIES:
INTR ODUCTORY MANIFEST O

BY EVAN TORNER, AARON TRAMMELL, EMMA LEIGH
WALD RON (ALPHABETICALLY)

Game studiesbonce considered a marginal fieldbis now over a
decadeold, and its share of the academic and cultural spotlight
grows daily. But all spotlights cast shadows. In 2001, computer
games hovered at the margins of what were then emerging
studies in digital media. Lev M anovich® The Languageof New
Mediapublished that year, for example, focused on the privileged
spacesof installation art, hypertext literatur e, and cinema over
any discussion of gamesas a medium.* As digital media studies
blossomed, however, computer games suddenly became that
whichbabove all elsebexemplified radical new directions in
scholarship. In his intr oduction to the first issue of GameStudies
Espen Aarseth noted that the field should be prepared to
encounter both the ONntendo-H ollywoodOindustrial complex,
as well as open-source revolutions in design and distribution

cropping up everywhere on the Internet.2 Computer games
would become essential to understanding the intersection of

1. Lev M anovich. The LanguagefaN ew Media Cambridge, MA: The MIT Pr ess, 2001.
2. Espen Aarseth."Computer Game Studies, Year One!" Game $udies1.1 (2001).
http:// gamestudies.org/0101/editorial.html.
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digital media with popular cultur e; similarl y, nothing could have
been mor e in-v ogue than Game Studies an open-access online
publication, dedicated to these gamesO angisis and critique.

Now, thirteen years later, it has become incr easingly clear that
the field of game studies needs a hack: not so much a 2.0, but
rather a 0.5. None will contest the fact that computer gamesare
becoming incr easingly pervasive in our society. As game studies
has come into its own as a field of scholarship, now lying at
the margins are the analoggamesthose very gamesat the center
of foundational texts such as Roger CailloisO Man, Play and
Gamedor Richard D. Duke® Gaming: The Future® Languagé.
Analog gameshave had their own terminology and prominence
for centuries. They are those products that are not always
mediated through computer technologies, but which
nevertheless exemplify contemporary cultural forms. As
Jonathan Sterne points out, the term @nalogQOonly exists by way
of negative comparison to the digital, such that our presentday
digital forms of expression produce their analog heritage asaby-
product.® Today, so-called analog gamesoften take ahybrid form,
composed of those elements of the digital they might exploit
and use: high-quality image editing, social media distribution,

and tablet interfaces, for example. In other words, game studies
can no longer afford to primaril y focus on computer gamesin
an era where the world has become so digitall y mediated that
the nomenclatur e ceasesto carry the same weight that it once
did. Furthermor e, analog gamesare notably detached from many
cultural attitudes prevalent in the computer game industry , and
can offer an insight into the ways that gameswork to produce
social change. They make clear the rules that govern behavior

3. Roger Caillois. Man, Play and GamedJrbana, IL: Univ ersity of lllinois Pr ess, 2001

4. Richard Duke. Gaming: The Futue's LanguageN ew York: SAGE Publications Inc., 1974.

5. Jonathan Sterne. "Analog/Analogue: A Speculativ e History of the N ot-Digital [D RAFT]."
Culture Digitally. May 15, 2014. http:// cultur edigitall y.org/2014/05/analog -
draftdigitalk eywords/.



within gamesand, in doing so, reveal the biological and cultural
rules which have forever governed our society.

In business, gamification is the new trend: badges, points,
achievements, and leaderboards are incr easingly tied to all social
media product rollouts. And, like Katniss Everdeen from the
immensely popular Hunger Games consumers must learn the
affordances of these systems to ensure what is understood to
be emotionall y healthy, fulfilling and cost-efficient living in the
21st Century . Applications like Foursquae transform everyday
activities lik e barhopping, dining, and shopping into games,and
dating websiteslik e OkCupid offer incentiv esand points to users
who fill in mor e profile data. Jane M cGonigal has spoken from
the pulpits of TED on the strategies she has taken to gamify
her life in the pursuit of excellent productivity , physique, and
balance.

The positiv e attitude toward gamification in meatspace should
be somewhat baffled, however, by the homop hobic, racist, and
misogynist horr ors that continue to ravagethe cultur e of digital
gaming. As testified by the Penny ArcadeExpo® ODiersity Hub
and LoungeQ an effort at inclusion that was effectively a geek
apartheid for women, queer folk, and gamers of color, not all is
right in the world of computer game cultur e. Video gameshave
met with critiques mounted by, for example, Anita Sarkeesian®
web series OFopes vs. Women in Video GamesOThe series was
met with death thr eatsand a stream of mindless argumentation
relentlessly advocating the merits of a rape-cultur e that relies
on the construction of women as sex objects. What remains is
a sad truth: while games are now a clear part of our social
infrastructur e, they often act asa counter -pr ogressive apparatus
in the world todayy.

On the point of social justice, it is inter esting to note that some
of the most innovative and progressive movements in gaming
recently have been analog. Independent role-playing gameshave
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evolved into a niche publishing industry , and games lik e Jason
M orningstarG Fiasco(2009) or Emily Care BossQJnder My Skin
(2008) have greatly expanded what narrativ e possibilities role-

playing games have to offer. Meanwhile, people around the

world aretaking notice of avibrant Nordic tradition of discourse
and documentation about larp (thr ough conferences such as
Knutpunkt and Fastavaland publications such as the

International Journal of RolePlaying), while similar practices are
becoming more and more common in other play cultur es as
well (in the States we have the Wyrd Con Companion Books

and the recently inaugurated Living Games Conference). Finall y,
thanks to the popularity of eurogamesb epitomized by Settlers
of Catan (1995), Carcasson€2000), and Ticket to Ride(2004) b fan

inter est in board games riv als that of computer games at this

time, and Internet crowdfunding platforms such as Kickstarter

have helped usher in a renaissanceof board game development.

The Spielmessein Essen, the world® largest board game
convention, regularly hosts over 150,000 devoted board game
enthusiasts each October, more than double the attendees of
PAX Prime, the premier video game festival. This is not to say
that analog gamesare mor e important than computer games,but

it does imply that published research in game studies has been
disproportionatel y focused on computer games. Analog Game
Studiesaims to close this gap.

The argument for game studies began with the point that
computer games are important due to their already-extant
centrality in today® media industries. And while this isbif
anything bmor e true now in 2014 than it wasin 2001, perhaps
the opposite point could be advanced for analog games.Because
the barriers of entry to design do not require the technical
expertise demanded by the lines of codeswhich bring computer
gamesto lif e,analog gameshold the potential to allow anew and
diff erent set of voicesinto design processesyoices which might
resist the pathological displays of racism, sexism, homop hobia,



and violence native to the video game industry . In addition,
analog games are B except for a rare few blockbusters such as
Monopoly(1935) or CardsAgainstHumanity (2011)Pmarginal, and
estranged from demands made by the conventional publishing
industry (although the indie publishing industry indeed makes
its own demands). M any larpscripts are cir culated by PDF, and
other gamesstill are passeddown through oral tradition alone.
Becausethe impetus is on inventionasopposed to industry, analog
games epitomize the potentials of a design ethic that does not
pander to over-generalized mark et demographics.

The marginality of analog games, however, is not without its
own problems. Because these games are often traffick ed in
underground circles, there has been far less documentation
about the practices, and cultures of analog game players.
Although certainly work of many of the authors contributing to
this blog hasgone along way to better document these practices,
Analog Game Studies is committed to providing a periodicall y
published platform for the critical analysis, discussion of design,
and documentation of analog games. By offering sharp
narratives that highlight the most interesting features of
individual games, we hope to incr easethe visibility of analog
games within the sphere of game studies.

So, that®@ it! That@ why we@e here. Not to eclipse game studies
scholarship, but rather to show how the field® marginalia have
beenimportant and central to the dialogue of gamesin the 21st
century all along. We hope you enjoy the articles we offer each
week, and help contribute to a communal conversation by
joining usin the comments with your own ideasand perceptions.

ANALOG GAME STUDIES 5






ANALYSIS







OFUNIN A DIFFERENT WAYO:RHYTHMS OF
ENGAGEMENT AND NON-IMMERSIVE PLAY
AGEND AS

BY NICK MIZER

Olplayed a boffer larp, which is, you have padded swords and stuff
lik e that, you know, and you hit peopleE.So | lik e that, you know, a
troll shows up and you fight it, lik e you actually fight it, you know?
It@ just lik e, another level of immersionEThe actual, sitting at a
table and playing D&D is a lot of fun in a diff erent way.OP Eric
Coumbe

| met Eric towards the beginning of about five months of
intensiv e fieldw ork, traveling around the country watching how
people actually play role-playing games and talking to them
about their thoughts on gaming. Aswe satin adimly lit German
pub in Brooklyn, Eric talked about his past experiences with
larping and contrasted them with the enjoyment he found in
playing in the New York Red Box community , which focuses
on old-school role-playing games,especially Dungeons& Dragons
(1974). The Q@liff erent wayOof fun Eric described is one that |
have found repeated again and again in my research. It speaks
to an aspect of tabletop games often either overlooked or
considered a Obug®y many players and designers rather than a
design feature: non-immersiv e play. In this essa | consider how
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sustained immersion in any one aspectof play is anecessarygoal
in gaming and to propose the idea that we carefully examine
how shifting, and sometimes even fleeting, changesin attention
can comprise positive aspects of the gamer experience. After
considering the idea of non-immersiv e play as a possible goal
that people pursue, | will present an example of the idea of
rhythm in frame-switching as an example of the type of
productiv e analysis that this line of thinking opens up.

In trying to understand and describe the types of experiences
that come up in various games, IOe turned to phenomenology,
a school of philosophy that focuses on experience. Erving
Goffman, a  phenomenologicall y-influenced sociologist
inter estedin the roles we play in everyday lif e, used the concept
of frames in his work.* Frames are the way that people create
an understanding of social interactions that defines what is
admitted or disallowed from participantsO attention and
understanding of the relevant reality at hand. Gary Fine took up
this work in his 1983 ethnography of role-playing games,Shared
Fantasy, where he described thr eeimportant frames common to
most or all gaming sessions? First is the social frame, which
participants inhabit as friends and fellow hobbyists. Laminated
over this is the game frame, where players use rules to
manipulate the fiction of the game. This fiction forms the thir d
frame, which participants inhabit as characters. This is a useful
framework that helps us understand the management of in-
character vs. out-of -character kno wledge, for example.

Immersiv e experiences (which may be diff erent from aflow state,
but seemsclosely related) are those where both the social and
game frames are largely excluded from the participantsO
attention. Thus, games designed to produce immersiv e states

Erving Goffman. The Pesentation bSelf in Bveryday Life. New York: Anchor , 1959.
Gary Fine. Shared Fantasy: RlePlaying Games as Social ®lds Chicago: Univ ersity of
Chicago Press, 2002.



have largely invisible rules. In these games, pulling out a rule-
book or speaking out of character is likely to break the
experience. However, in my fieldw ork | observed that many
players are not looking for that sort of immersiv e experience.
Though not a groundbr eaking revelation, gamers and game
reseaichers nevertheless create a hierarchy of experiences that
privileges mor e immersiv e games. Daniel M ackay, for example,
claims that OGood performances [E] manage to keep all
participants within the sphere of the role-playing game theater 3
M ackay placesacentral value not just on the fictiv e frame, which
he calls Othetheater sphereObut on keeping playersCattention
within that sphere asmuch aspossible. In fact, he goessofar asto
say that gameswith Onogreatamount of emotional identification

with the character® struggles and passionsCare best understood
as @allow rituals that disguise an unconscious process of
disciplining all participants according to the princip les
motiv ating society® structur es of power® Despite M ackay®
concerns, a prejudice against non-immersiv e gamesignor eshow
certain gamers, gaming communities, and traditions of gaming
have established evaluativ e princip les basedon goals other than
the immersivity of a single frame of p lay.

There is a wide variety of potential experiences of frames in
gaming that | term non-immersiv e experiential goals, but they
tend to share common features. Non-immersiv e game
experiences involve lots of frame shifting, moving between in-
game realities, game rules, and out-of-character social
interactions. Instead of tr eating the frames asnecessaryartifacts
of the gaming experience, gamers involved with non-immersiv e
play turn the frames into one of the @bjectsOthey are playing
with. Often players draw attention to the frames themselves.
Zak Smith, (in)famous old-school gaming blogger, describes this
attention towards the frames as @istanceO and invokes the

3. Daniel M ackay. The Fantasy PlePlaying Game: A New Ferforming Art. Efferson, NC:
M cFarland, 2001, p. 101.
4. M ackay, p. 130.
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Oracingback and forth betweenthe story-identity and the human
identity , plus the drama of simply trying to get shit done against
some rules® asboth unique to tabletop role-playing gamesand a
central part of his enjo yment of tabletop gaming.

This aspectof non-immersiv e play, the laying bare of the frames
that help produce the experience, is remarkably similar to the
epic theatre tradition popularized by Bertolt Brecht. Brecht
argued that Oitis most important that one of the main features
of the ordinary theatre should be excluded from [epic theatre]:
the engendering of illusion. ® Rather than creating an immersiv e
experience where people forgot that what they were watching
wasOjusta play OBrecht would do things lik e flood the house with

bright lights to remind them that this is exactly what they were
doing. Like Brechtian theatre, part of the experience of non-
immersiv e gaming is maintaining an awarenessof the means of
enchantment. This complicates M ackay® assertion that alack of
immersion makes players slavesto panoptic discipline. Instead,
viewing non-immersiv e play as something comparable to
Brechtian theater suggeststhat by laying bare the frames of the
experience this type of game can actually provide what Michael

Saler calls @isenchanted enchantmentO or @elight without

delusion.O

By looking carefully at the types of experiences that gamers
actually seek and experience rather than assuming in advance
that we already know the purpose of play, we can obtain aricher
understanding of the variety of experiences that are out there.
For example, in my fieldw ork at Gary Con, a gaming convention
in Lake Geneva, WI, a session, run by Ernie Gygax in the
ODungeon Hobby Shop Dungeon,Owas far from immersiv e.

. Zak Smith. "Lik e Playing M onopol y with Squatters." Playing D&D with Porn Sars. March 5,

2010. http:// dndwithpornstars.blogspot.com/2010/03/p  laying-monopol y-with-
squatters.html.

Bertolt B recht. Brecht on Theater: The Developmeffitam AestheticNew York: Hill and W ang,
1964, p. 122.



During the session the players switched freely between in-
character joking, reminiscing about their past experiences in
gaming combat, exploration, and asking Ernie about the history
of the hobby. Yet by analyzing those shifts in attention | wasable
to identify a sort of rhythm to the evening, roughly portra yed
here as a map of the relationship between in-game and out-of -
game time:

A diagram d what players do during a game session. Game timepgsented

horizontally, while behavior is plotted verticallimbage used with permission by the
author.

Although we switched attention mor e frequently than this chart
would suggest,this grand overlay revealsthe night& momentum.
The two dominant time relationships we experienced in play
were exploration, in which ten minutes of diegetic time elapsed
in approximately one minute of ludic time; and combat, where
the reverse relationship holds. The alternation between these
two modes created a rhythm to our play, and as the night
progressed the rhythm increased in tempo. The increasing
tempo of this alternation createda senseof forw ard momentum,
compelling us forward through the session with increased

ANALOG GAME STUDIES 13



tension, lik e a musical acceleandobuilding towards the climax of
the evening.

This rhythmic alternation betweendiegetic and ludic time seems
to accomplish in a different medium the altered state of
consciousnessidentified by McDowell as produced by acoustic
rhythms found in the commemorativ e discourse of ballads’

Ernie@® sessionrevealshow rhythmic arrangement is not limited
to the verbal, material, and kinetic (asM cDowell would sugges),
but can extend to the shifting of attention between the frames
of play. This incr easing tempo is only one possible rhythm that
frame switching might exhibit, and frame switching itself is only
one possible angle by which we might look at non-immersiv e
play. We might also consider a static maintenance of divided
attentions. The central point is to consider play as it actually
occurs and to attempt, as much as possible to take a session of
play on its own terms and not on terms that we might externally
impose upon it.

7. ohn H M cDowell. OBlklor e as Commemorative Discourse O durnal of American Folklore

14

105.418 (1992), pp. 403-423.



STRATEGIES FOR PUBLISHIN G
TRAN SFORMATIVE BOARD GAMES

BY WILL EMI GH

Rise of the VideogameZinestersis a manifesto that attempts to
broach some important problems of representation in the video
game industry .! On her site, Anna Anthr opy explains that her
book Ghift[s] the balance of our dialogues about videogames
a little. when our cultur e discusses videogames, it mentions
corporations, blockbusters, and a hyper-masculinized @amingO
cultur e. Rarely does the idea of the small, authored, self-
published game get much air in our discussion of art.3 Because
our cultur e tr eats @ameQCas a synonym for Ovideogame)we can
understand why Anthr opy frames her argument in these terms.
Ignoring the broader world of games is folly, as a
zinester? attitude prevails in board game cultur esaswell. Board

. Anna Anthr opy. Rise 6the Videogame Zinestersod/ Freaks, Mrmals, Amateurs, Artists,
Dreamers, Dopouts, Queers, dlisewives, andd®ple Like Wu Are Taking Back an Art Brm. N ew
York: Seven Stories Press, 2012.

. Anna Anthr opy. "Rise of the Video Game Zinesters." Auntie Pixelante March 30, 2012.
http:// auntiepix elante.com/?p=1583.

. The OzinesterO ethos as Anttupy uses the term is descended fiom print fan magazines
(zines) with small print runs, often 100 or f ewer, that addressed cultural issues, particularly
from feminist and punk perspectiv es in the 1980s and 1990s. As apfied to games, zinesters
are game creators who deal with cultural topics and perspectiv es that are marginalized by
mainstr eam video games.
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gamesshare many of the virtues held by the micr o-videogames
to which Anthr opy refers, lik e strong authorship, small scope,
and often self-publishing aswell. This essg considers the ways
in which micr o-publishing models have allowed board games
the leeway to tackle critical themes that the major publishing
industries pr eclude.

Board game designers have less visibility than video game
designers becauseit is much harder to distribute a board game
than a video game. Since a video game® distribution costs can
be close to zero, designers can afford to post their games on
the Internet where anyone can play. Because these avenues of
funding are not available to board game designers, it can be
difficult for authors to expresstheir messagewithout incurring

significant costs. Some niche board game designers have
proposed a \variety of strategies to ameliorate this pr oblem.

UK company Hide & Seekhaspublished seweral iOS apps,books,
and cards that provide new rule setsfor old board games. The
Board GameRemix Kit* is abook that tells players how to mix and
match piecesfrom Clue (1949), Sciabble(1948), Monopoly(1935),
and Trivial Pursuit (1982) in order to create both variants and
entir ely new games.Hide & Seekfollowed their book with Tiny
Games(2013), an app that gives players rules for hundr eds of
miniatur e games that help to critique everyday situations. For
example, while watching TV, you might play | Told You So(n.d.),
where one person guesseswhat the next ad will be about, the
television is muted, and then that player has to argue that the
ad shown matches their description, regardless of the actual
content. By turning playersinto active participants, the gamesets
up asituation that makesit easierto seethe similarities between
ads and the absudity of the situations they depict.

Kevan Davis, Holli Gramazio, and James Wallis. The Boad Game Rmix Kit. Hide and Seek
Productions: London, 2010.



Another way of combating initial costs is to include the game
with another purchase.Often, board game rules are included as
part of conference programs or magazines. Brian Train @ Battle
of Seattle (2000) is a small game with a traditional, although
simplified, wargaming structur e that engagesthe 1999 Seattle
anti-World Trade Organization protests.In this game,one player
takesthe part of the protestors and attempts to contr ol locations
while minimizing looting while the other player acts as a
collection of civil authorities and tries to shut down protests
without being exposed by the media. Since Battle of Seattlewas
included freely in Srategistmagazine, it reacheda much broader
audience than Train could have reached on his own and
encouraged readers to consider the anti-WT O protests as a
wargame with tw o asymmetrical f orces.

A Night in Ferguson.inage used with permission by the author

More recently, morac released A Night in Ferguson(2014), a
solitair e game played with a normal deck of cards that is based
on the protests staged after the killing of Michael Brown in
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Ferguson, M O. The game is available as a pay-w hat-you-w ant
PDF download and is played by creating stacks of cards where
black cards represent protestors and red cards represent police.
The police automaticall y arrest the black cards in their location.
The game®&goal is to finish the deck, thus ending the night and
helping the protesters to avoid arrest. It is unlik ely that a
mainstr eam publisher would support such an overtly political
message,and so becauseof this and the gamessimple and easily
shared components, the game fundamentall y resists commer cial
appropriation.

Another strategy of accessibility that board game designers have
experimented with is running their games at events. Here,
players can play for freewhile the designers pay only to produce
the copy of the game used for play. This model helps designers
test new ideasthat may be too radical for the massmarket, while
admittedl y forfeiting the mass distribution networks that
Anthr opy exalts in her book. Naomi Clark& Consentaclg2014)
offers a strong example of this radical design practice. In this
tw o-player card game,a human and atentacled alien try to have
sex without being able to communicate. Each player secretly
selects a card and when revealed, the cards take effect: trust is
swapped, stolen, and/ or converted into satisfaction. Consentacle
deals with issues of trust in relationships by abstracting the
concept into a r esource to be exchanged from player to player.

Brenda Romero hasadvanced this concept by framing her games
as installation pieces that can be played with without the
designer® influence in her The Mechanicis the Messageseries
(2008-pr esent). The series is best known for her board game
Train (2009) where players are tasked with packing people into
miniatur e train cars and running them across tracks balanced
on broken windo ws laid flat. As the game progresses,Romero
asks,OWIl people blindl y follow rules?Cand OWII people stand by
and watch?QAt some point during the game, players realize that
they have unwittingl y taken on the role of Nazi soldiers sending



prisoners to Auschwitz. Romero allows people to draw their own
conclusions, with some continuing to play the game and others
refusing to be a party to it. In any case,players now have a more
visceral understanding of how context affects the interpr etation
of games.

Board game designers face many of the samedifficulties asvideo
game designers. For instance, there is a problematic lack of
diversity in both game design communities and this perhaps
offers a clue asto why so many games are themed around war
and conquest. Board gamesalso tend to exoticize and @therOthe
subjects of their games,whether they are Wall Street traders in
Edgar Cayce®Pit (1904) or merchants in RYdiger Dorn @lstanbul
(2014). Board games that approach problematic themes often
remove the questionable areas entirely as they abstract the
mechanics rather than deal with them dir ectly. For example, in
Klaus Teuber® Settlersof Catan (1995) native inhabitants are
conspicuously absent on the island, though there is a mysterious
robber pawn that can be said to represent the nativ e tribes. The
pawn however, is controlled by the players and represents
nativ es only insofar as it is instrumental to p layer goals.
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Depictions 6OnativesO in dipelago.mage

used with permission by the author

Even when mainstr eam board games do work to reveal dense
political and economic systems through their design, they can
be limited by a senseof what their audience is willing to accept.
For example, Christop he Boelinger® Archipelagq2012) featuresa
set of OnativesQvhich are press-gangedinto work by players and
then must be pacified with churches lest they rebel. However,
all of the processesinvolving the natives are abstract and it is
hard to read a deeper cultural messagethan Othee were natives
before colonists arrivedOLiam Burk e® RPG Dog Eat Dog (2012)
hasavery similar theme but wasself-published using Kickstarter
as a platform, which gave the designer much mor e leeway. This
game casts most players as Nativeswho must contend with the
arbitrary rules set by the player acting asan outside Occupation
force. The game ends with all Native players assimilating to the
Occupation to some extent or running amok and entirely
rejecting the Occupation. New tools and strategies lik e these



allow game designers to bypass mainstr eam publishing and
address social issues moe honestly and openly.

Unfortunatel y, many amazing games never reach a wide
audience becauseof hard limits in production and distribution
costs. This paper outlined some of the inno vativ e strategies being
used to challenge this seemingly impossible obstacle. As
crowdfunding reduces costs for designers and niche publishers
alik e, print -on-demand ° publishing hasalso become areasonable
option for many gamesthat usecommon pieces.These print -on-
demand services have also begun setting up digital storefronts,
making it easier for designers to distribute quickly and
efficientl y as well.

M any full gamesand re-themes have become available as print -
and-play® versions. The fan-moderated website, Boad Game
Geek,has a vibrant print -and-p lay cultur e, which offers many
cheap gamesfor both designers and players to download. There
is a catch, however, as players must endeavor to craft these
games,assembling them themselves. Some gamesthough, like A
Night in Ferguson use common components so that the print -
and-play version consists of just the rules. This method of
distribution offers the best of all worlds as the player® work is
minimized.

Board gameshave long provided an avenue to tackle important

. Print -on-demand technology allo ws designers to sell or buy individual copies of their
games rather than having to pur chase large lots (1,500 or more) at once. These companies
also allow players to purchase a game diectly from the printer so that designers don Ot hae
to handle fulfillment. H owever, a print-on-demand[ footnote JPrint -on-demand technology
allows designers to sell or buy individual copies of their games rather than ha ving to
purchase large lots (1,500 or more) at once. These companies also allev players to purchase
a game directly from the printer so that designers don Ot hee to handle fulfillment. H owever,
a print -on-demand cop y will be mor e expensive, of lower quality, or both, as compared to a
large run version.

. Print -and-p lay refers to games where the rules, pieces, and boad are provided as common
downloadable files, usually PDFs. Players download the files, often f or fr ee or for a small
donation, and print them out and combine them with pieces they alr eady own in or der to
play the game.
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social issuesin an engaging and striking way. However, the costs

to print and distribute thesegameshave madeit difficult to reach

a significant audience without a publisher. These publishers

outright reject or elide messageshat donOalign with their goals,

primaril y a mass-market appeal they can sell at a minimum cost

to themselves. Clever designers have found ways to bypass this

system, by piggybacking on other distribution systems like

magazines or by self-publishing at significant expense. New

opportunities make it incr easingly viable for designersto create
and distribute small, personal games that accurately represent
their viewpoints and for players to discover games that speak
to them dir ectly. A variety of welcoming game conferenceslik e

No Quarter and Indie Cade allow designers to dir ectly engage
with players, while web forums, blogs, and online databaseshave

reduced distribution costsdrastically, particularl y for gamesthat

repurpose existing game pieces. For designers who are able to

promote themselves effectively, crowdfunding sites provide a

way to remove middlemen and to raise the funds necessaryfor

a quality print run. With these recent changes, even more

designers have begun to create important games that wouldn Ot
be possible with mainstr eam publishing® conservative business
model.



MISOG YNY AND THE FEMALE BODY IN
DUNGEONS & DRAGONS

BY AARON TRAMMELL

Thereis aclear problem of representation in gamesand N mor e
broadly N in the cultur es produced by games. This problem in
representation has most recently yielded contr oversies such as
#gamergate;! but it is also more or lessresponsible for debacles
such asthe PAX dickw olvessaga,and the recent death thr eatsto
Anita Sarkeesian spurred by her OFopes vs. Women in GamesO
series. Outside the spotlight of digital games,some members of
other game communities, such as Ajit George? and Shoshana
Kessock? have beenoutspok en about problems of representation
at Gen Con,* North America® largest tabletop game convention.
Even in Gary Alan Fine® classic book, Shard Fantasy the

1. #Gamergate refers to an alleged scandal in which independent game developer Zo* Quinn
was accused ly her ex-boyfriend, a game journalist, of sexual coer cion in or der to r eceive
positiv e press br her game Depression QuestSnce the incident, Quinn has r eceived rape and
death thr eats, some from the #gamergate @ommunity O vhich claims that they w ork to
further objectiv e journalism.

2. Ajit George. "Gaming' s Race Poblem: Gen Con and Beyond." Tor. August 13, 2014.
http:// www .tor .com/blogs/2014/08/gamings-race-pr oblem-gen-con-and-bey ond.

3. Shoshana Kessock. "Carit Swing A Con Badge W ithout Hitting A N azi." Shoshana Kessock.
August 21, 2013. http:// shoshanakessock.com/2013/08/21/cant -swing -a-con-badge-
without -hitting -a-nazi/.

4. George has noted the explicit lack of peop le of color at Gen Con, w hile Kessock was startled
by the normativity of N azi cosplay at the Gen Con scene.
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distinction between reality and fantasy for role-players is
considered OimpermeableQ despite the sociologist& own

admission that Ofr equently] non-p layer male characters who
have not hurt the party are executed and female non-p layer
characters raped for sport.® Given that even canonical game
theorists such as Fine seemunconcerned with the reproduction

of rape cultur e within the space of role-playing games, it is
important to better understand the history of racist and
misogynist attitudes in game cultur e. This essg addressesthis
problem by offering a close read of two articles on the topic

from The Dragon TSR HobbiesGlagship magazine for all things
Dungeons& Dragons(1974). Unlik e Jon Peterson@® recent essy,
OTheFirst Female GamersOwhich arguesthat TSR Hobbies was
instrumental in bringing women into the hobby, this essy
concerns the unfortunate amount of currency still afforded
to misogynist attitudes in the gaming community .° It proposes
that these attitudes reproduce themselvesby way of the
community privileging the acculacy of simulation over the ethics
of simulation.

The first article reviewed in this essy is ONotes on Women &
M agic D Bringing the Distaff Gamer into D&D @ which offers
a schematic for the ways in which the female body should be
understood and regulated within Dungeons& Dragons. The
second article, OV‘éights & M easures, Physical Appearance and
Why M alesare Stronger than Females;in D&D @ also deals with
the schematization of bodies, but deals more specifically with
how characters look when role-played. Together, the articles
offer a glimpse of game culture in years 1976 and 1977.

5. Gary Alan Fine. Shared FRantasy. Chicago: Univ ersity of Chicago Pr ess,p. 44.

6. Jon Peterson. OThe Fst Female GamersOMedium October 5, 2014.
http:// medium.com/@incr ement/the-first -female-gamers-c784fbe3ff37.

7. Although this article w as first published in Lak ofka's fanzine, Liaisons Dangesusesit was
reprinted in issue thr ee of The Dragon Len Lakofka. "N otes on Women & M agic -- Bringing
the Distaff Gamer into D&D " The Dragon 1.3 (1976), pp. 7-10.

8. P.M. Crabaugh. "Weights & M easures, Ptysical Appearance and Why M ales are Sronger
than Females; in D&D OThe Dragon2.4 (1977), pp. 19-20.
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Regarding audience, these articles were published for men and
by men. Although The Dragonoperated on a publication model
that openly accepted articles by any contributors, women were
infr equent contributors in the early years? The two essys
analyzed in this article offer clues toward understanding the
poisonous tr ends of racism and sexism within the hobb y.

Len Lakofka, author of ONotes on Women & MagicOwas an
avid participant in the play-by-mail Diplomacycommunity . M ost
notably, Lakofka served asthe vice-pr esident of the International

Federation of Wargamersin 1968 when they sponsored the first
Gen Con convention. Later, Lakofka would take on a stronger
role in organizing the convention, organizing most of it in 1970.
In the 1970s, Lakofka was responsible for playtesting many
Dungeons& Dragonssupplements and, in fact, advised Gary
Gygax on many design decisions made over the course of the
game® development. Lakofka was an important figur e in the
history of Dungeons& Dragons and although many of the rules
proposed in ONotes on Women & M agicOfailed to stick, they
do offer an inter esting historical lens thr ough which the cultur e
of the time can be interpr eted. Specifically, they allow us to
understand the ways in which a predominantly white male
gaming community imagined the bodies of w omen.

N eedlessto say, women were not the intended audience of The
Dragon This is made abundantly clear in the antagonistic and
condescending tone Lakofka takes in ONotes on Women &
M agic OAs the essg begins, one must wonder whether the notes
were staged as a manif esto of whether or not women should be

One notable exception to this rule w as Lee Gold, the main editor of the fanzine Alarums &
Excursions. Alarums & Exursions #19vas instrumental, as Peterson notes, in

contesting Lakofka's sexist missive in The Dragon

There is also a notable companion article within Dungeonee#2, entitled OThose Lovely
LadiesO ly an anonymous contributor w hich r eplicates many of the tr opes regarding
diminished fighting capability and beauty that w ere first penned in Lak ofka® article. The
preface even admits that the article is intended to continue the con versation begun by
Lakofka® work. Anon ymous. The Dungeoneet.2 (1976), pp. 5-7.
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allowed at the game table, or within game worlds mor e broadly.
Lakofka writes:

There will be four major groups in which women may enter. They
may be FIGHTERS, MA GIC USERS, THIE VES and CLERICS.
They may progressto the level of men in the area of magic and,
in some ways, surpass men as thieves. Elven women may rise
especially to high levelsin clerics to the elves.Only asfighters are
women clearly behind men in all casesbut even they have attributes
that their male counterparts do not!

Despite the clearly sexist language employed in this article
(where Lakofka allows women to participate in game fictions
thr ough his use of the word Omg0),Lakofka makes an earnest
effort toward offering a workable simulation of the female body
for inter ested players.

The key diff erence between the male and the female body,
according to Lakofka, is that instead of a charisma score,women
have a ObeautyO:haracteristic. This statistic, unlik e charisma
(which has become a standard statistic in role-playing games,
has a range of 2-20 as opposed to 3-18, and is relied on for
a number of special skills that only female characters can use
during the play of the game. These abilities focus on the
character@® beauty specifically, and consist of abilities such as
OCharmmen,0OCharmhumanoid monster OOSeductionOO4brrid
BeautyOand OWrship.OAs shown in Figure 1, some of these
abilities could be used to charm men of various races provided
the female®beauty score wasequal to or higher than the number
shown on the chart. Additionall y, Figure 2 shows the ways in
which characters can opt to roll adie in protestin order to resist
seduction. These abilities represent a woman who uses beauty
as a weapon to get what she desires from men who must in
turn resistsuccumbing to temptation. Not only do these statistics
reinforce the stereotype that awoman®@value and power lie only
in her beauty, but they also reify a heteronormativ e standard

Lakofka, p. 7.



of sexuality where relationships are exclusively staged between
men and women. Finally, Figure 1 can even be read asa schema
of discrimination wherein | argue that the slight and fair builds
of Elvesare preferable to the plump and ruddy Dwarven build,
or to the dark, muscular build of the Orc.*? Thus, these charts
work to reinforce racial stereotypes that revere a pale and slight
standard of beauty, that prefer exotic @riental0" bodies, and that
and read black bodies as irvisible.

Figure 1: mage first published by TSRdhbies in The Dagon
#3, p. 9 Reproduced ér purposesfaritique.

12. As indicated, human players (indicated by the column OMenO on this char) will r emain
chaste when resisting the sexual advances of an Orc on a roll of 15 or less (on a 20 sided die),
while they will ha ve considerably mor e difficulty r emaining celibate w hen resisting the
advances of an EIf which will r equire a roll of 10 or less. Even Dwarves, accoding to this
chart, prefer the exotic body of the EIf to those of their o wn kind (" A Dw arf can seduce
another Dw arf on a roll of 11 or less, while an EIf can seduce a Dwarf on a roll of 10 or
lessY).

13. See Rgur e 4 for en example of orientalism in  Dungeons & Diagons Or, for that matter , the
core manual Oriental Adventures(1985).
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Figure 2: mage first published by TSRdhbies in The Dagon
#3, p. 9 Reproduced ér purposesfaritique.

In addition, Lakofka presentstablesthat elaborate on the abilities
of women engaging in combat. Here, women are compared to
men via the @efaultOstandard of fighting prowess. Statisticall y
speaking, Lakofka works to show the ways in which women
fight at a disadvantage to men in a variety of contexts. A level
one thief, tited OwenchOfights at the ability of Oman-1Qwhile a
level two thief, tited Ohag)fights equivalently to a OmarOEven
a level one fighter advances at a disadvantage, fighting only at
the strength of Oman+1Qipon reaching level two (seeFigure 3).
Lakofka justifies this by explaining that it is easier for women
to advance in levels, and so they fight at a drawback as they
progress.Still, asevidenced in his intr oduction, fighting women
may only advance to a maximum of tenth level, regardless of
their tenacious advancement. As a whole, the system makes a
consistent point: the bodies of women can only be understood
when set in opposition to those of men, and within this realm
they excel in abilities which foreground the importance of their
beauty.

In contrast, P.M. Crabaugh® article, OWights & M easures,
Physical Appearance and Why M alesare Stronger than Females;
in D&D Qoffers a more precise take on the configuration and
abilities of bodies. It focusesspecifically on the ability of bodies
to lift, measuresof height and weight, and the cultural parameter



of ethnicity . Crabaugh saw the bodies of women in a diff erent
way, and saw female bodies as superior to male bodies in a
variety of ways (aside from sheer strength), granting female
player characters a +1 bonus to their constitution statistic and a
+2 bonus to their dexterity . He also offers a defenseto those in
the community w ho might beg to diff er:

[Constitution and Dexterity ] and body massare the only diff erences
between male and female. Before someone thr ows a brick let me
explain. As Jacob Bronowski'* pointed out, as well as, no doubt,

many others, thereis remarkably little diff erence betweenmale and
female humans (the term is here extended to include the Kindr ed
Raceg, compared to the rest of the animal kingdom. There is little

physiological diff erence, no psychological diff erence (Think about
it. Consider that human societies have been both matriar chies and
patriar chies. Don Otet your own experience blind you to history .),
and so forth. *°

He then goesto offer the point that a constitution bonus is due
to the fact that women are mor e resilient to diseasethan men,
and that the dexterity bonus hails from the fact that women
have lighter builds, with slighter fingers, and that they are then
ther efore more adept at picking locks than others.

Although not ascondescending as Lakofka@ tr eatise on women,
Crabaugh revealsin his writing an essentialism that readsbodies
as purely biological entities. By this, | mean to say that b for
Crabaughb knowledge of the body could be and was
apparently ascertained through strictly GcientificO measures.
Michel Foucault calls such a reduction of bodies to numbers a
mode of informatic power, primaril y usedto manageand contr ol
bodies in the modern state!® Within Crabaugh® writing (and
within  Dungeons& Dragonsas an entire game system, which
view s bodies as assemblagesof strength, dexterity , constitution,

14. Bronowski was a historian who focused on the history of science.

15. Crabaugh, p. 19.

16. Michel F oucault. The History ¢ Sexuality, \blume 1: An htroduction New York: V intage
Books, 1976, pp. 154-5.
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wisdom, intelligence, and charisma statistics) we can read this as
a means of controlling bodies in the game state, but also, more
broadly, a reification of existing modes of state and scientific
contr ol within the game state.

Alongside Ohandednessid Crabaugh® tables, lies OSkirO(Figur e
4). According to this table, roughly one tenth of all players should
have a @arkO complexion, one tenth of all players should have
a Oblack@omplexion, and one tenth of all players should have
an @rientalO complexion. In defense of his chart, Crabaugh
immediatel y explains that these determinations stem from
representations in the literatur e that players drew on for play:
OThereason that 16 out of 20 possibilities are variations on
caucasion [sic] is not that | think that that representsthe actual
population-distribution; it is because the literatur e of swords
& sorcery is primarily (but not entirely) concerned with
Caucasians®’ Here we find representation functioning as a
mode of power that replicates and reifies. The representational
contexts and normativities traditionall y valued by members of
the community are replicated and reinforced here within the
systematic logic of the game (where it might replicate then,
again).

Figure 3: mage first published by TSRdHbies in The Dagon
#3, p. 8. Rproduced ér purposesfaritique.

Crabaugh, p. 20.



Figure 4: mage first published by TSRdBbies in
The Dragon #10, p. 20.éproduced ér purposesfo

critique.

The problem that recurs in both of these historic examples of
game systems is one that elevates the ideology of simulation
above values of inclusivity , plurality , and compassion. Such
pursuits of authentic recreations and representations of past
histories (such asin historical reenactments) can be problematic
for the ways in which they offer an airtight alibi for the
reproduction of predominantl y white, male, historical vignettes.
But Crabaugh and Lakofka move this attitude regarding
authenticity and simulation into worlds of fantasy where the
alibi is lost (no longer is the reenactment about history ). But here,
again, an opportunity to establish gender equity waslost, owing
to the racist, misogynistic, and homop hobic trappings of that
particular genre of literatur e. For instance, Robert E. Howard,
author of the original Conan the Barbarian stories (1932-1969),
though idolized by the fan communities engaged in Dungeons
& Dragons has also been heavily critiqued for themes of white
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supremacy in his work. To simulate fantasy in the 1970s wasto
simulate work that divides people betweengood and evil, depicts
aworld filled with predominantl y white male heroes, and often
holds that might mak es right.

Disappointingl y, the scene has changed very little in the past 47
years. In George® 2014 essy regarding the lack of diversity at
Gen Con, he touchingl y writes: @s an awkw ard teen, lik e other
awkw ard teens, | wanted to be accepted. But acceptance meant
something diff erent to me, as perhaps it does to other minority

teens. Acceptance meant being white.®® With that in mind, it
is inter esting to note Lakofka® historic intersection with Gen
Con, ashoth attendee and organizer in the early years. We must
ask whether Gen Con and other related community events have
ever been particularl y free of problematic racist and misogynist
tropes. To some extent, the hobby has been coping with these
biasessince its infancy, and they are a seemingly inextricable part
of the rules and cultural traditions that have been passedbetween
players for years.

The simulation of literatur e, imagination, and other fantastic
worlds, however, is not without potential for improving
representation and inclusion. Although seweral toxic pathologies
(specifically racism and misogyny) can be traced through the
genealogical work above, players, designers, and gamewrights
alike can choose to represent whatever they like when playing
gamesin the futur e. Though some game rules are cemented in
print, the cultur e of the hobby also allows gamesto bring with
them an interpr etive flexibility where rules can be broken,
statistics can be changed, diff erent bodies can be designed, and
new worlds can be represented. This task is one that must be
taken up by all members of the community . It means not
considering these discussions as solely for Gocial justice
warriors,O it means acknowledging that extreme biases are

George, par. 10.



written into the gameswe play, and it means taking deliberate
stepsto avoid reproducing rules and images in gamesthat play
host to a problematic politics of r epresentation.
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THE PLAYING CARD PLATFORM

BY NATHAN ALTICE

@\ny thin, stiff piece of material can be used as a playing
card.O?Petlef H offman, The Playing Cad: An lllustrated History

At its simplest, a card is just that: a physical card, which may or
may not have undergone any modifications. Its role in the game is
both asitself and aswhatever inf ormation it carries, which can be
changed, erasedor amended. PO100Blank White Cards: Structur e
of a card OWikipedia

In 1993, Richard Garfield revolutionized playing cards. In Magic:
the Gathering (1993), players took the role of dueling spellcasters
called Planeswalkers. They battled using constructed decks of
cards, or libraries divided into two basic types: land and spells. A
player@land provided the game®primary resource, mana, which
could then be spent to cast spellsNthe creatures, artifacts, and
other sorceries that populated each player® battlefield. As in
thousands of card gamesspanning many centuries and cultur es,
Magic cards came into play in their upright, or portrait,

orientation. But once in play, cards could be tapped rotated
ninety degreesNto indicate their use. Tapped lands generated
mana,; tapped creatures were committed to battle. The simple

1. Detlef H offman. The Playing Cad: An lllustrated History.Connecticut: N ew York Grap hic Society, 1973.
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visual cue gave both players a quick survey of the game®&curr ent
resource allotment.

Garfield® revolution has since become one of card games@nost

influential mechanics. In the deluge of collectible card game
(CCG) competitors and clones that followed Magid® debut,

tapping has appearedNthough never by its patented name?N in

numer ous themes and variations. The conspiracy-focused On the
Edge(1994) uses@rankingOto indicate a card® trigger ed power,

attack, or movement. PokZmon(1996) extends Magid® positional

cues, using each cardinal dir ection to indicate a card® status:
a counter clockwise turn shows that your PokZmon is asleep,a
clockwise turn shows that it is paralyzed, and a full 180j turn

shows that it is confused. Yu-Gi-Oh! (1999) uses rotation to

indicate battle position: upright cards attack, rotated cards
defend. Whether cards exhaust (Warhammer 40000: Conquest
(2014)), boot (Doomtown(1998)), engage(Dune (1997)), disengage
(Galactic Empires (1994)), bow (Legendof the Five Rings (1995)),
floop (Adventure Time Card Wars (2014)), open (Heresy:Kingdom
Come(1995)), tack (Seventtsea(1998)),or turn (Shadowrun(1997),
Shadowfist (1995), Firestorm (2001)), the physical action is the

same.

As a game mechanic, tapping worked becauseit multip lied a
card® base combinatorial possibilities without the need for
supplementary art, text, or other physical alterations. To borr ow
a computational term, playing cards had a processor upgrade
from one bitN face up or face downNto two, and that additional
bit widened the spectrum of design possibilities. But tapping also
work ed because,materiall y, a playing card is a flat rectangular
plane. Squares, circles, hexagons, and other symmetrical

Wizard of the Coast® patent defines tapping as Ootating one or mor e cards on the playing
surface from an original orientation to a second orientation...90 degr ees from the first
orientation. O See Richat Channing Garfield. OTrading card game method of play.O

http:// www .google.com/patents/US5662332
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geometric surfaces do not lend themselves as easily to rotation.
For Garfield, design f ollowed physical form.

lan Bogost and Nick Montfort inaugurated platform studies in
2009 to research the oft-ignor ed material substrate of digital
mediaNgrap hics processors, cartridge ROM, disk sectorsNand
analyze how its specific form shapesthe look, sound, and feel
of the software it supports.® Atari VCS and Nintendo
Entertainment System games,for instance, do not diff er merely
due to programmer fiat or raw processing speedsNthe material
hearts of these machines create specific affordances that shape
design from the bottom up, cir cuit to code.

While prescribed for computational platforms like videogame
consoles and personal computers, platform studies is pliant
enough to accommodate non-digital media aswell. Though they
lack bit shift registers or operating systems, cards are platforms
too. Their OhadwareOsupports particular styles, systems, and
subjects of play while stymying others. Of course, pasting
computational metaphors atop media that pre-date the analog/
digital divide by more than a millennia risks imposing
anachronistic technological norms that never factor ed into their
design or use.But at atime when card gamesare experiencing a
popular resurgenceNespecially in digital formN it is worth while
to consider both how analog and digital characteristics overlap
and intercede and what types of play cards encourage or
discourage. Magid® simple rotational gesture exploded the
playing card design space, prompting designers to reconsider
how cards, as a material form, could be used for games beyond
the standard suited deck.* Playing cards®hift to digital platforms
similarl y raises new design questions.

lan Bogost and Nick M ontf ort. Racing the BeamCambridge, MA: The MIT Pr ess, 2009.
Magicwas not the first game to use rotation as a mechanic. Mille Bornes for example, a
racing card game dating at least to 1962, included both hazard and safety cards, the latter of
which were played @rosswiseO during acoup-ourrZ However, Magicdoes appear to be the
first to use r otation to indicate r esource expenditure.
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There are at least five interleaved platform characteristics that
structur e card game design. Cards are planar, unif orm, ordinal,
spatial, and textural. These five characteristics appear
consistently in the centuries-long history of card games and
define the playing card platform ® formal contours. However,
theseare not exclusive but exceptional qualities. Video gamesare
certainly good at counting and sorting numeric data, but acard®
material form encourages ordinality in ways that other game
media, whether badminton, backgammon, or Bioshock(2007), do
not.

PLAN AR

The history of cards is a history of rectangles. Though scholars
disagree about playing cardsCexact date or location of origin, °
one design pattern is consistent across disparate cultur es and
centuries: flat, rectilinear forms. Historical exceptions exist, most
notably the circular Ganjifa cards prominent in India,® but the
rectangle, taller than it is wide and almost univ ersally held in its
upright position, dominates the platform. Why this shape took
precedenceis unclear. Some historians believe cards trace their
lineage to a marriage of Korean and Chinese divinatory arrows,
narr ow bamboo lots, and paper money,” and resembled books in
miniatur e,ashapethat fit comfortably (and readably) in the hand.

As planar surfaces, cards have two opposing sides that, barring

See George BealPlaying Cards and Their $ry. New York: Ar co, 1975, pp. 7-10; Roger Tilley.
A History d Playing Cards New York: Clarkson N . Potter, Inc., 1973, pp. 7-17; Roger Tilley.
Playing Cards London, Octopus, 1973, pp. 7-15.

. Notes Tilley: Olndeed Indian cards are entirely diff erent fr om those of any other country .

They are circular, made from thin discs of w ood, tortoiseshell, canvas, ivory or even fish
scales, heaily lacquered, enamelled and hand-paintedO (Tlly, Playing Cards p. 11).
Hoffmann suggests that the cir cular shape may be derived from draughts (i.e., checkers),
though he adds that there is Ono diect evidence of a relationship O betveen the two games
(Hoffman, p. 54).

. Other practical concerns lik ely played a role: the profile orientation matched the ( typicall y

royal) portraitur e commonly decorating car ds, rectilinear shapes were easy to print and cut
on early presses, and cads, often used for education as well as games. See illey, Playing
Cards pp. 79-87 and Hoffmann, pp. 38-42.
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any imaginativ e folding or mirr or tricks, cannot be viewed
simultaneously. In most games,the card® backNdecorated with
aunif orm pattern to make all cards appear identical N facesone®
opponent(s) while the front displays information meant to be
hidden from other players. This simple binary state hasspawned
countless game variants that rely on concealment. Poker is the
obvious example since its primary mechanic is secrecy, and it
is distinctiv e as a game that can be won without winning, since
bluffing successfully can coerce an opponent to concede a
superior hand. Compare this to board games like chess, go,
checkers, Monopoly(1935), or Risk (1959), where the distribution
of information is equal acrossall players. Winning in such games
defers to skill, chance, player stamina, alliances, or other
meansNbut not concealment. Chess players cannot hide their
king until a decisive checkmate, but card players can stow an
Qcein the hole.On caseswhere board gamesneed to incorporate
concealment (or corollaries lik e randomization ), asin Monopol®
Community Chest or Risk® missions rules, cards provide the
material means.

The card® planar surface also excels as a support for text, color,
pattern, icons, and many other forms of art and design. In every
playing card throughout history, whether used in games,
education, or divination, the planar surface is a canvas in
miniatur e, though the density and style of design varies
tremendously across games.In past centuries, when card games
were considered friv olous, unlawful, or sinful, card designers
crowded card faces with moral, religious, or historical lessons,
leaving the portion of the card reserved for game-specific
information proportionatel y miniscule. During the mid-90s
heyday of CCGs, rule text, game iconograp hy, and statistical
cruft dominated the card@surface, sidelining decoration in favor
of game-specific inf ormation.

Often subversions of platform characteristics, like reversing a
card® concealment, yield the most inter esting design results. In



Hanabi (2010), for example, players hold their cards face out
and must use their teammatesQrerbal clues to deduce their own
hand (and help others do the same). Slapjack, a childr en® game,
uses a similar mechanic. Each player controls a stack of face-
down cards. All players reveal one card per turn by flipping

their card into a common pile so that their opponents can see
it first. If ajack is revealed, the first player to slap their hand
atop the card wins the pile. One Night Ultimate Werewolf (2014),
a variation of the Russian game Mafia (1986), combines secrecy
and role-playing to distribute information unevenly across the
player group. N o single player knowswhich players claim which
cards and thus must deduce their roles (e.g.human or werewolf)
through logic, conversation, and intrigue. These games
undermine centuries of playing card convention by forcing
players to reveal their cards to their opponent(s) first, though at
drastically diff erent tempos.

Playing cardsOplanar surfaces simultaneously excel at both
displaying and concealing information, whether from one®
opponent, as in most gambling games, or from oneself, as in
gamesof Memory(1959) or patience (i.e., solitair €). Concealment
in turn configur es the arrangement and distribution of
participating bodies. Card players commonl y face one another in
a shared space,allowing them to read both their cards and one
another. Compar e this to digital games,which arrange bodies
(or typicall y, a single body) facing a screen, forcing cooperation
or competition to either take place in that shared visual space,
making secrecy and face-to-face play mor e difficult, or across
multip le screens, often networked at a distance. Networked
screens, whether ad hoc or online, reinstate concealment, but
often at the expense of a shared local play space.Card design,
both materiall y and mechanically, assumeslocal play and often
reinforces this trait through common cards (e.g., the river in
Texas Hold@m). Any dislocation of space (e.g., a Skype game)
or time (e.g., play-by-mail) elevates concealment from rule to
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thr eat and often requires the inter cession of an impartial Nand
frequently digital N mediator to ensur e fairness.

UNIFO RM

Playing cards, no matter their geometric form, are cut to
identical sizes.Variations exist across gamesNtar ot, bridge, and
poker formats, for instance, are standards with slight rectilinear
diff erencesNbut within games, cards typicall y share the same
profile. Uniformity , in turn, breedsthe deck, or multip le cards
stacked atop one another, and the shuffle, the process of
reordering adeck®sequenceat random. In concert, the deck and
shuffle intr oduce chance and mathematical variation.

When chance comes into play, unif ormity guarantees fairness.
In sport, standardization is crucial to competition. The Official
Rulesof the National Basketball Association for example, dictate
that the backboard must be a 6(x 3.5Qransparent rectangle, the
hoop measure 180Gin diameter, and the basketball maintain an air
pressure of 7.5D8.5 psi. Creating regional backboard and hoop
variations would make it impossible to compare one player® or
team® skill to another. Prior knowledge of a deck® sequence
would lik ewise tilt a card player® advantage unfairl y, a fact that
motiv ates the casino industry(s sophisticated surveillance and
security systems.



Image by Leonie di Vienna licensed undeZ BY-NC.

Historicall y, card backs were unif orm in their blankness. They
had no patterns besides those inherent to their supporting
surface, typicall y thick paper or cardboard. However, the natural
wear and tear from handling became an unfair competitiv e tell,
so card makers devised uniform printed patterns to mitigate
cheating. Unif orm card facestook longer to adopt. Prior to the
sewventeenth century, court cards were single-ended, meaning
that the king® portrait, for instance, only had one proper
orientation. Strategic players discovered that they could spot a
court card@presencewhen their opponent manually sorted their
hand. Double-ended court cards obviated that need. Lik ewise,
standardized, unif orm corner indices notating the card®@suit and
value were adopted in America around 1870 to allow players to
hold their pok er hand in tightl y-gripped Ofans®

Uniformity speaks primaril y to the cultural and economic
affordancesof card games.The history of playing cards is hewn
so closely to the history of mechanical reproductionN from
Chinese woodblock printing to German wood- and copper-
engraving Nthat unif ormity is now a marker of industrialization

8. Tilley, Playing Cads p. 69.
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and capitalist exchange? M ass production ensures that card
replication is cheap and reliable, so one player® cards will be
no better or worse than any other®. Cheap reproduction in turn
driv esthe playing, trading, and collectible card industries, where
scarcity and demand can transform a few cents of cardboard
(or for digital games, a few kilob ytes of data) into a valuable
commodity . Today, the uniform surface becomes a site for
branding and advertising. The Yu-Gi-Oh! card back, for instance,
announces its participation in an international cultur e of
commodity , exchange, reproduction, and p lay.

ORDIN AL

Since cards are planar and unif orm, they can be grouped into
sets,counted, sorted, ranked, indexed, and ordered. The standard
playing card, dating at least from the fourteenth century, uses
the card surface to count and group with numerals (typicall y one
thr ough nine) and suits (commonly four), respectively. Though
the sequence,count, and distribution of numbers and symbols
vary throughout history , most card games from the fourteenth
through twentieth centuries rely on ordinality as their base
mechanic, using a card®printed value or symbol to form aseries
or group of r elated cards.

Rummy, a card game from the early twentieth century, is the
classic American example of platform ordinality . In two-hand
rummy, each player is dealt ten cards from a standard pack of
fifty -tw 0. The object of the game is to form setswhich may be
one of two types: a group of three or four cards of the same
rank (e.g., four 5s) or a sequencef three or more cards with
matching suits (e.g., K QJ).Players meld or lay down, their sets
until they are able to deplete their entire hand. A secondary
ordinality comesinto play during scoring, asface and ace cards
are assigned numeric values.

For examples of how playing cards helped spur the adoption and gr owth of mechanical
reproduction, see Tilley, Playing Cards pp. 37-43.



10.

M ore modern ordinal games are notable for their redesigns of
the classic playing card deck. Uno (1971) trades royal suits and
symbols for arestrained color spectrum (yellow, blue, red, green),
amor e limited numeric run (0B9),and custom cards that contr ol
sequenceor card draw (e.g., OSkidand ODrav TwoQ).Phasel0
(1982) adopts Uno® (1971) colors, but being a modern rummy
variant, uses the standard playing card sequence (1D12) along
with OSkigdand OWldOcards. Skip-Bo(1967) is simpler still, using
non-suited numerals and a OSkip-BaOwild card to construct card
sequences flom one to tw elve.

Ordinality exploded after Magic: The Gathering as card games
adopted a statistical complexity previously reserved for video
games and pen-and-paper role-playing games. Multip le
interacting variables and supplemental rule text replaced simple
suits and ranks. Magig for instance, usesa collection of custom
cards, replete with an ideographic iconograp hy, to multip ly the
number of in-game combinatorial possibilities. Like Uno and
Phasel0, Magic replaces suits with colors, each representing a
mana typeN white, blue, black, red, or greenNwhose cost must
be paid to bring acard into play. For creature cards, royal ranks
are replaced with power and toughness, designating how much
damage a card can deal and endure, respectively. Card-specific
rules printed directly on the card face intr oduce further
variations. Today, Magid® complexity compounds further due
to the near-infinite range of card combinations made possible
from its extensive library of cards, now thousands deep.Even in
a standard fifty -tw o-card playing card deck, there are roughly
8.0658 x 1067 possible deck combinationsNgr eater than the
number of stars in the observable universel® Magid® deck

Dokkum and Conr oy posit that ther e are roughly 3 x 1023, or 300 sextillion, stars in the
univ erse. See Seth Boenstein. ONumber Of Stars In The U niverse Could Be 300 Sextillion,
Trip le The Amount Scientists Pr eviously Thought: Study OThe Huffington Post December 1,
2010. http:// www .huffingtonpost.com/2010/12/01/number  -of -stars-in-
universe_n_790563.html.
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variations outnumber the celestial heavens of trillions of
metaverses.

Magic more cleverly adopts (and patents) ordinality , via set
creation and collection, as a correlative metagame. Players
construct individual decks from a common card pool, then test
them in competition. But the card pool is governed both by
official sanctions (cards are regularly retired or banned from
official play) and a purposefull y constrained supply chain. By
design, Magic borr ows the collectible quality of sports and pop
cultur e trading cards, using scarcity and concealment (via
randomized OboosterpacksO)to make collection a game unto
itself.

Prior to CCGs, players could purchasecustomized playing card
decks, but the customization waslimited to the cardsQ@lecorativ e
features.Your deck and mine might look wildl y diff erent, but we
were guaranteed that both contained the same fifty -tw o cards.
Selling cards in randomized packs and artificiall y limiting the
mass production of particular cards intr oduced economic
ordinality to the card platform and created an uneven
distribution ~ of mechanical possibilities within  games.
Participating competitiv ely in CCGs meant an ongoing
investment in new cards. Rarer cards became collectibles, sought
after not only for their usefulness in play but for their value
within the trading card economy. Card manufactur ers and
designers reinforced playersO consumptive impulses by
incr ementally retiring older cards and incr easing the capabilities
of newer cardsNa process known as Opaver creep®and
ensured a perpetual stream of revenue from a single game.

In playing cards, ordinality embodies a hierar chical distribution

of cultural capital, areflection of social stratification represented
for centuries thr ough playing cards@oyal visages.Kings outrank
gueenswho outrank jacks and soon down the line of succession.
For today® players living in republican or democratic societies,



royal cards are anachronistic reminders of a monarchical past,
mor e caricatur esthan relevant cultural symbols. But the ordinal
surface can still be a canvas for political hegemony. Following
their 2003 invasion of Iraq, the U.S.military distributed decks of
camouflage-backed Opersonality identification playing cardsOto
active troops (and online). Starting with Saddam Hussein asthe
aceof spades,members of the Baath Party and the Revolutionary

Command Council were ranked and ordered according to their
OmostwantedOstatus. The familiar playing cards, equally useful
during downtime, gave soldiers a pictorial, ordinal shorthand
for their most valuable targets, layering a proxy card game atop
their war games. And while the U.S. military portrayed their
adversaries asunwitting components of an international contest,
the stakes were seriousN many of those featured on the cards
were subsequently captured or executed.*

11. A contemporary CNN M oney report is notable not onl y for highlighting the car d platform &
particular str engths, but mor eso for acknowledging the equilateral r ole of play in leisur e,
commer ce, and war: OCads are small, portable and durable, unlik e flip charts that might be
used under other cir cumstances. Their added entertainment function pr ovides incentiv e for
soldiers to keep reviewing the names and images. OGien the way special forces operate
playing might be a good idea,0 said [Lieutenant Commander im] Brooks. The cards would
also provide a handy code for soldiers to r efer to enemy personnel, he said, in case someone
might be listening. OIf you're out in the field y ou can say, Oky, | think | ha ve the five of
diamonds hereQ0 he saiiRter Valdes-Dapena. Otdt item: OMost wanted Iraqi® cads OCNN
Money, April 16, 2003. http:// money.cnn.com/2003/04/14/pf/sa  vingl/iraq_car ds/.
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OMvst WantedO cas. mage by Tim Ellis
licensed under C BY-NC.

SPATIAL

Cards occupy space.Excluding some portable gamesor compact
OmicogamesO(e.g. Love Letter (2012) uses only sixteen cards),
cards require aflat surface for arrangement and display, setting
an upper bound for a game® spatial density and distribution.

A game using ten thousand unique cards is not impossible to
design (though it might be costly to manufactur €), but it strains
the limits of player comprehensibility and practical tabletop
space.

Abstract card games that rely solely on concealment and
ordinality use tabletop space for card display, sorting, or
boundary markers. In blackjack, spacesimply sequestersplayer
and dealer cards. No specific card arrangement is necessary
beyond keeping each player® cards separated and in view. In
Memory, cards are commonl y arranged in rowsto provide players
additional positional cuesfor re-locating cards. Such spaceshave



no in-game meaning, symbology, or representational content.
Space is simgdy the neutral site for play.

However, card arrangements can describe metaphorical,

narrativ e, representational, geographic, and other hybrid spaces.
M etaphorical spaces abound in thematic games, especially
fantasy and science fiction, where fictional lore provides
mechanical motiv ation for card placement. Spellfire (1994) uses
a card arrangement called the formation, a six-card pyramid of
realm cards whose base faces the card® owner. Thematicall y,
these realms (which may represent single nations or entire
empir es) are kept distinct from other diegetic spaces(e.g.,Limbo,

Abyss, and Void) and non-diegetic spaces (e.g., one® hand or
discard pile). The formation and its accompanying spacesdo not
depend on precise positions (e.g., a player® discard pile might
be to the left or right of the formation ), but their interior

arrangements are mechanically literal, since realm cards at the
top of the formation shield those further down and cards in the
Void are no longer in play.

In Very CleverPipe Game(1997), cards in play become the game
space. Each card depicts a section of pipes and connectors at
various angles that players use to complete pipe circuits. The
scoring player then removesthose cards from the game and fills
the gaps with new cards. Similarl y, in Flowefall (2012), players
drop flower cardsin order to construct aconnected garden patch
on the table below.? The storytelling game Once Upon a Time
(1993), in contrast, uses cards to construct player-mediated
narrativ e space. Cards list story prompts that a player usesto
build a collaborativ e fairy tale. BossMonster(2013), inspir ed by
the maps of platformer videogames, combines both approaches:
playerslay down room cardsin sequential order, creating alinear
spacethat players must traverse from left to right and anarrativ e
space that tells the GtoryO of a hep® quest.

12. My thanks to Aaron Trammell f or suggesting this game.
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All games engage space, but how they do so depends on their
material form.'* Board games, like many sports, clearly
demarcate a play space set apart from their surroundings,
provide a literal platform for other play implements, make
guantifiable spatial comparisons straightf orw ard, and provide a
large canvas for illustration and text. So both sports and board
games excel at games of territorial capture and contr ol, spatial
mastery, mapping, and traversal. Football and Candyland (1949)
players alike struggle to move from start to goal line. Cards, in
contrast, createand contain spacethat is mor e mobile, modular ,
and metaphorical. Car d space is space gu can touch.

TEXTURAL

Cards are made for hands, and a linguistic convention arose to
reinforce the link: a hand designates the cards currently in a
player® possession. And touch is a ubiquitous partner of card
game design. Shuffling, stacking, dealing, cutting, fanning,
folding, flipping Nall are manual processesthat require players
to touch their cards. Observe any high-lev el competitiv e card
game player, from poker to Magic and you will notice the near-
obsessive compulsiv e degree with which they manipulate their
hands.

Despite their thin p lanar surface, cards also use ‘ertical space. Gloom(2005) and Hecatomb
(2005), for instance, both use transparent plastic cards to make verticality a k ey play
mechanic. In Gloom modifier car ds are played atop character cards to create stacking
effects. Depending on the position of a modifierOs artwork, the new car d may obscure or
augment previous modifiers. Hecatomhuses a similar mechanic to create Lovecraftian
Q@bominationsO assembled fom stacks of lesser OminiorQ cads.



Magic: The Gathering cals. mage by Mix Mayorov licensed
under GC BY-NC-ND.

The card® planar surface promotes easily handling. Cards are
small and thin enough to hold in multip les, sort quickly,
rearrange, and manipulate individuall y, yet durable enough to
withstand hundreds or thousands of plays. M anufacturing
impr ovements have likewise refined the card® texture over
centuries. Rounded corners decreased wear-and-tear (and
cheating), for example, and the Opneumaticfinish, Oinvented by
William Thomas Shaw in the mid-tw entieth century, permitted
@ne card to slide easily over another and the pack to be easily
shuffled and dealt.&*

Textur e also regulates duration. Computers handle digital cards
at micr oprocessor speed. Ultimatel y the cards on screen are a
visual abstraction of numeric variables stored in memory.
Analog cards require external physical computation because
their ordinal values are hewn to their surface. And physical
computation takes time. Players set up their decks, sort their
hands, consider their plays, rifle their cards, and watch their
fellow players. Textur e throttles the pace of analog play.

Without the proper textur e, the card platform would be less
14.Tilley, Playing Cards p. 69.
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suitable for ordinal play. Modern checkers are stackable, but
their thicknessNa boon to their use as movable playing
piecesNpr ecludes any practical use for building decks, sorting,
or counting. A baseball®shapeand textur e are ideal for handling,
especially the subtle grip articulations pitchers adopt to contr ol
the ball@ flight, but spheres are useless for stacking or
concealment. Thin wooden planesmake for ideal paddlesin table
tennis, but their rigid surface would both wr eak havoc on hands
and make shuffling impossible. Conversely, playing cards are
poor substitutes for checkers, baseballs,and ping-pong paddles.
Each platform f or play demands a suitable texture.!®

Textur e again reinforcescards@ocal character. Touching imp lies
proximity and proximity demands a shared space. Div orcing
cards from textur e requires a fundamental reconfiguration of
their material form, a shift experienced most acutely in their
translation to digital objects.

CARD WARS

Though in their early years video games largely modeled their
analog kin, especially sport (e.g. tennis) and playing cards,
computers have significantl y replaced or eroded many of the
latter@ platform characteristics. Playing cardsOsimple ordinal
sets were straightf orward to model both mathematically and
graphically, and the raster monitorCs gridded field proved an
ideal replacement for both rectilineal representations of cards
and their playing spaces. Concealment and competition,
however, proved more elusive, even mutually exclusive.
Micr oprocessors were not powerful enough to handle the
complex artificial intelligence necessary to simulate a human
opponent, but human opponents sitting side-by-side in front of
the same screen would be privy to one anotherGs cards.

N onetheless, dayers have enlisted cardsO textural qualities br uses beyond competitiv e play.
Scaling, or the art of thr owing car ds, has been a magicia® trick since the nineteenth
century . The house of cards likewise subverts the card® thin, slippery finish, using the

unlik ely medium f or building impr essiwely precarious structur es.



Time and technology has erased these limitations: monitor
resolutions support photor ealistic cards; artificial intelligence
offers all levels of competitiv e play; and online or ad hoc
networks give each player their own screen. But textur e still
remains a significant technological hurdle. The ripple shuffle
is replaced with the dry random number generator, a poor
substitute for a dealer® trained hands, no matter how efficient
the computer shuffle may be. Digital skeuomorp hs of physical
surfaces remain stopgap solutions. HOYLE Video Poker (1999)
traffics in faux-wood grain and felt, its Ovide®cards perfect
simulacra of their physical predecessors, but a fat, shaded
OLEALObutton replacesthe textur esof flesh on polymer. Apple®
popularization of touchscreen devices returns cards to fingers,
but at the cost of anew kind of unif ormity: every object we touch
is but a thin v eneer of glass atop illuminated pix els.

Again, none of the playing card platform @ qualities are unique,
or even exceptional. Computers are the clear ordinal
powerhousesNeven the earliest room-sized machines of the
1940s could calculate hundr edsor thousands of times faster than
the most skilled human computers. Today® processors best us
by the trillions. The key distinction is that cards are ordinal
in form and computers are ordinal in process.Not to discount
the logic gatesthat ultimatel y driv e binary calculation, but such
micr oscopic mechanisms are abstracted away thr ough multip le
layers of electrical and softw are engineering, while cards®r dinal
form is always locally manipulable. Sorting, shuffling, and
grouping are manual processesand thus face a hard physical
limit on calculation unless players use supplementary tools,
whether dice, calculators, or laptops. Computers excel at
calculating complex math, storing variables, iterating through
loops, and branching based on user input Nall processesthat
simple material ordinality cannot adequately support.
Consequently, genres that rely on such processes,like role-
playing games,make for poor card games.And when card games
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are translated to digital form, they often pick up a platform-
specific layer of statistical complexity , asin Hearthston® (2014)
RPG-lik e character leveling.

There are tens of thousands of digital card games on every
imaginable computer platform, and most players probably donOt
mind sacrificing their physical cards for infinitel y thin planar
surfaces, pixel-perfect uniformity, and processordriven
ordinality . But the best of these games recognize the loss and
replace playing cardsOmateriality with virtual supplements
beyond simple skeuomorp hs. Adventure Time Card Wars (2014) is
one of the most compelling examples not only becauseit exists
both as a physical and digital card game, but also becauseeach
uses diff erent rules and mechanics suited to its respective
platform.*®

Both versions of Card Wars are two-player competitiv e CCGs
that restrict their play space to four lanes representing a
particular landscape (e.g.,SandyLands, UselessSwamps). Players
may place only one creature and one building per lane, and dir ect
card battle may only take place between competing cards that
share alane. Ordinal comparison of competing cardsGittack and
defensestatistics, factoring in any additional floopingor building
modifiers, determines the battle r esults.

Beyond these basic elements, both gamesOmnechanics diverge
significantl y. In analog Card Wars, ordinal computation is
appropriately minimal. Card statistics and modifiers are easy
to add, subtract, and compare, and cardboard counters track
any persistent creature damage.Digital Card Warssmartly hands
computation over to the computer. Card statistics are wildl y
inflated from their analog twinsNthe Struzann Jnn card® 1

What® stranger still is that both games are adaptations of a fictional car d game of the same
name, originall y featured in the OCad WarsO episode of theAdventure Timecartoon. See
OCad Wars (game OAdventure Time Wiki http:/ adventur etime.wikia.com/wiki/
Card_Wars_(game).



ATK/ 11 DEF, for instance, balloons to 15/25. Lik ewise, both
gamesCresource tempos vary. Analog Card Wars allows two
actions per turn, and card costs are balanced accordingly; digital
Card Wars uses an escalating resource pool that starts at 2 and
increasesto 10, throttling the play of higher-cost cards. The
physical action of flooping, or rotating, cards becomesatappable
button on the tablet screen, and the straightf orw ard numeric
comparisons between battling cards has a digital -exclusive
augment: for each card battle, a carnival-style roulette wheel
appears. Tapping the wheel at a specific point causes double
damageNor a miss

Digital Card Wars recognizes the peculiarities of the tablet
platform and prunes unnecessary physical ornament from its
presentation. Once cards are played to their landscapes, they
evaporate, their constituent creaturesand buildings rising from
the playing field asanimated 3D models. Lik e many of its digital
peers, Card Wars is easily conceivable asa game using figurines,
tokens, or even spreadsheets,since none of the playing card®
platform-specific characteristics are essentialfor play. Or dinality

is easily handled by a micr oprocessor; neither planar nor spatial
gualities are constrained by physical limitations; unif ormity is
not necessaryfor concealment, since players play on individual

computers; and textur e is secondary ornamentation. Players may
flick their cards onto the playing field, but once there, the
physical referent vanishes.

Card Wars, Hearthstoneand many other digital -nativ e card games
reference physical cards for their commodity status rather than
their material and mechanical restraints. Analog cards involve
inks, cardboards, polymers, printing presses,laser cutters, foil
wrappers, transport vehicles, shelves, and game stores. Even
absent the artificial supply constraints of the CCG market,
analog cards face real physical constraints, whether they be
dwindling retail spacesor damp basements. While digital cards
involve significant  laborNpr ogramming, graphic  design,
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distribution, advertising Ntheir supply is theor etically limitless.
Yet digital card games regularly constrain card distribution,
manufactur e OraeO cards, and create local economies that
translate time or legal tender into virtual coins, gems,chests,and
boosters.

Formalizing a platform® characteristics is more than a
descriptive exercise, especialy when we track a game®
adaptationNor ~ port, in computer game parlanceNacr oss
multip le divergent platforms. Identifying which platform
fixtur es a designer chooses to drop or adopt in that process
tells us a lot about their conceptual priorities, their economic
concerns, and their participation in (or ignorance of) cultur es
of play. CryptozoicCs Card Wars is sold in $19.95 starter boxes,
supplemented by $2.99 booster packs that draw from a small
card pool, and distributed by online and brick -and-mortar

retailers, including Target and Amazon. Kung-Fu Factory@ Card
Wars is a $3.99 app available through Google® and Apple®
respective digital storefronts, supplemented by in-app purchases
of gems that otherwise require hours of in-game play to mine,
and has a card pool that can theoretically multip ly infinitel y.
Shedding the vestments of the playing card platform save for
its material supply constraints acknowledgesthat today® mobile

app economy demands game prices approaching zero,
augmented by persistent and perpetual Omicio-transactions. OWe
must acknowledge that physical playing cards are a niche
business compared to Western cultur e® absorption in mobile

digital play, and that a digital playing card is still a playing card,
but not a platform.



ORIENT ALISM AND ABSTRACTION IN
EUROGAMES

BY WILL ROBINSON

Literary theorist Edward Said once wrote, OThe Orient [is]
viewed as if framed by the classroom, the criminal court, the
prison, the illustrated manual. Orientalism, then, is knowledge of
the Orient that placesthings Oriental in class,court, prison, or
manual for scrutiny, study, judgment, discipline, or governing.®
| suggesthere that board gamesalso contribute to Orientalism,
shaping what the East is to the West thr ough abstraction and
the politics of erasure. While it is not my intent to argue for
or against this practice, this essa reveals the political
representations of transnational history in play. | argue that this
form of representation is not necessarily the result of overt
ideology, but rather of the formal properties of the board game
medium as such. It is dangerous to laud game design based on
form and function without consideration for its political
ramifications. To demonstrate as much, | will use Paolo M ori®
Vasco da Gam#2009) as an emblematic case study

1. Edward Said. Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient. London: P enguin Books, p.
41.
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Box Art for Vasco de Gamaniage by Luis Olcese licensed
under CC BY-NC-ND.

M ori®& work belongs to the E urogame tradition. In the second
half of the 20th century , the genre emerged as a érm of boar d
game reflecting an alternate set of design princip les

and practices. In the monograp h EurogamesThe Design, Cultue
and Play é Modern Euopean Boal GamessStewart Woods
recounts that the highest-selling games in post-w ar Europe
were American properties such asClue (1949) and Monopoly
(1935), which were owned by Hasbro and Parker Brothers. In
1978, the major German to y publisher Ravensburger began to
invest in local game design prizes to help build a successful line
of national games that might compete against American
products. The most notable of these prizes is B and remains to
this day b the Spiel Des &hres. The contest prompted a creative
surge among German game designers, who produced

incr easingly polished and inno vative board-game play. The
aesthetic end result could be succinctly described by one of
Germany® most decorated designers, Wolf gang Kramer:2



OPIlgers act constructiv e in order to impr ove their own r esults.
They do not act destructiv e and destroy the playing of their
opponents.0

This game design @rms raceO led to a general @ersion toward
military violence in German boar d games; and was part of a
larger cultural shift described b y the German historian Geoff
Eley: OGuilty remembrance of terrible har dships conjoins with
an unevenly-grounded recognition of social r esponsibility to
produce the present breadth of German aversion against war.®
It is ther efore unsurprising that most German-made games of
repute avoid standard battle-scenes such as those éund in Risk
(1959) or Axis and Allies(1981). In contrast, American hobb yist
games of the same era becamencr easingly focused on the
detailed simulation of w ar. Such American games often
presented entire books of rules on everything fr om supply lines
to firing rates, w hereas een the more advanced Eurogame rule-
sets are often explained in f ewer than ten image-laden pages.
Eurogames foster diff erent forms of conflict, a voiding the
militaristic battles of American w argames by reducing play
times, avoiding the elimination of p layers, and ewen
constraining leading p layers, so asto keep all participants
competitiv e throughout the game. Despite the turn away from
military violence in game design, ho wever, board games of this
genre maintain an inter est in depicting histories of E uropean
conquest. This contradiction pr ompts the question: how can
colonialist narrativ es exist within E urogames without r eference
to violence? Eurogames often contain the pr oblematic

. In addition to ha ving been regularly nominated f or the award, Kramer w on the Spiel des
Jahres for Heimlich & Co (1984), Auf Achsg(1987), El Grande(1996), Tikal (1999), and Torres
(2000).

. Stewart Woods. Eurogames: The Design, Culiand Play ®Modern Euppean Boad Games
Jefferson, NC: M cFarland, 2012, p. 58.

. For mor e information about bans on manufactur e of military -r elated products in Germany
(including to ys), see Federick Gar eau's "Morgenthau's Plan for Industrial Disarmament in
Germany." The Western Blitical Quarterly 14.2 (1961), pp. 517-534.

. Geoff Eley. "The Unease of History: Settling A ccounts with the East German P ast.' History
Workshop durnal 57.1 (2004), p. 175.
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presentation of European expansionism without including the
indigenous other .

Paolo M ori& Vasco da Gamapitomizes this p henomenon.
Representationally, the game is set within narrativ es of
discovery, sailing, and trade that defined the 15th century
Portuguese empir e. Thematically, the board indicates to the
players that their actions ar e meant to represent the process of
buying ships, equipping them with sailors, and sending them off
to Africa. Amongst the p layers, the best equipped might even
make it to India.

Vasco da Gamactually tells us very little about being a
Portuguese expedition manager . We come to know that sailors
went up the coast of Africa and acr oss the Indian Ocean without
visiting the Middle East. This is not indicated to us via the rules,
but rather b y the routes depicted on the map. We know that
missionaries w ere sent on these merchant voyages, but not what
they did or w hom they met. The rules tell us very little her e; if
the wooden white figur es had not been named as missionaries
in the rulebook, p layers would be left to speculate about
whether ther e was ary religious work in volved.

Using a term from lan Bogost® work on simulation in games,

we can inspect the play of Vasco da Gam@ proposed system of
Ounit operationsQ i.e., thesubset of functions that mak e up the
system, the game® mechanics. Bogost®term helps us investigate
games in relation to other media and sy stems of representation
mor e generally.” When we appeal to these facets of the gameD
design, it becomes clear that Mori is uninter ested

. While Vasco da Gamés well-r egarded amongst board game enthusiasts, currently ranked

147th among strategy games on the website BoardGameGeek (as of Dec. 2, 2014), it has its
detractors. In his video r eview, Tom Vasel expains further: "Y es, | know it is an exciting
theme for somebody in the w orld, but f or most of us it is notE w hen you actually play the
game you don Otéel the wind in y our hair w hen you sail! You don Ot egn feel the logic of a
spreadsheet. t is colder than that. E Don Ot come into this looking for any kind of theme. O
Tom Vasel. O¥sco da Gama Review OThe Dice Bwet. http:// www youtube.com/
watch?v=hFLYXGIPuOY.



in representing an account of Portuguese violence. There are
simply no mechanics that off er resistance from any foreign
entity , as competition consists entir ely of inter -European
bidding w ars. At best, we instead learn how to navigate a strange
form of mer cantilism r eminiscent of curr ent neo-liberal
ideology. With its w ork er placement system, Vasco da Gama
occupies the player with timing mark et logics and

compr omising the optimal f or the possible. Perhaps the most
salient unit operation stems from the reward system of the
game. Short voyages to the southern parts of Africa are
profitable if they can continue up along the coast. Long v oyages
deliver prestige, but do not return capital. We are never told
why. In fact, we are likely to disbelieve anything exp lained to us,
knowing that E urogames avoid positiv e feedback loops and
probably added suchrules to make the game more enjoyable to
play. When one considers that this game® financial success rests
on winning a wards such as the Spiel desahres and is made in
the same wein as its contemporary contenders, it lik ely serves
tw o contradictory masters. If an ything, Vasco da Gama
communicates despitdtself thr ough what it omits: violence.
Given that Eurogames offer abstract systemic representations,
we might ask what is being abstracted out. In this case D as is
often done D the historical r ecounting of E uropean
expansionism is glorified in economic terms, rather than
problematized in militaristic ones.

The cultural anthr opologist and | slamic studies scholar Enseng
Ho explains that the distinctiv e characteristic of the Vasco da
Gama epoch Owas the new importance of state violence to

mark etsE The marriage of cannon to trading ship w as the
crucial, iconic inno vation.® For M ori to insert the theme of
Portuguese trade into the optimal E urogame design model, with

. lan Bogost. Unit Operations: An Appoach to Video Game Criticisn€Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 2006.

. Engseng Ho. "Empir e Through Diasporic E yes: A View From the Other Boat." Compaiative
Studies in Society and History: Amternational Quarterly46.2 (2004), p. 218.
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its short rule sets and intolerance to ward warfare, he had to
abstract the violence of that trade sy stem out of the game.
Though he received critical acclaim (as previously noted), his
creation also whitew ashes history. Ho continues his castigation
of Vasco da Gama$history, writing:

In addition to plunder and murder, the Portuguese reserved for
themselves trade in profitable items lik e pepper and ginger, thus
seeking to ruin the Muslims in all departmentsE In short,
Portuguese colonial and imperial actions were destroying the
multi -r eligious, cosmopolitan societies of trading ports in M alabar,
and the diasporic M uslim netw orks acrossthe Indian Ocean which
articulated with them. °

M ori nev er mentions that Calicut w as made aPortuguese
trading port thr ough cannon fir e. His revisionist history
describes his players as Orich shipaners who, under [da
Gama@ patronage, aim to achieve prestige and riches@’
Though the figur e of Francisco Alvares (The Pries) alludes to
some element of religion w hile also providing the p layer with
missionaries, the only reference to violence in the game comes
in the depiction of Bartolomeu Dias holding a sword on the
game board. Activ ating him grants the p layer first turn in the
following r ound, in addition to a f ew abstract victory points.
Tellingl y, there is no mention of an GtherO who might have
historicall y received the hidden end of the sword.

These representational tr opes repeat in seweral other
Eurogames as vell. Stewart Woods explains that, in Eurogames,
@iir ect conflict [ in particular ] is rarely called upon to motiv ate
players as a thematic goal. Instead, the emphasis is typically
upon individual achiev ement, with thematic goals such as
building, dev elopment and the accumulation of w ealth being
prevalent.3' Woods does not address the fact that building

Ho, p. 224.
Paolo M ori. Vasco da GamaRio Rancho, NM: Rio Grande Games, 2009, p. 1.
Woods, p. 110.
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structur es and accumulating wealth often came at the expense
of the other® wealth and land. Taking violent histories and
turning them into r esource management/w ork er-p lacement
games for famil y audiences creates an ideological fairy tale.
Vasco da Gamaeinforces a clean and

unpr oblematic interpr etation of the P ortuguese empir e with
each pay.

Woods writes that the f our criteria f or the judges of the Spiel
des &hres are:

Game concept (originality , playability , game value)

Rule structur e composition, clearness, compr ehensibility )
Layout (box, board, rules)

Design (functionality , workmanship ).*?

powbd e

Political justice or fair r epresentation is nowhere to be found in
these criteria. The award remains important as an institution to
watch; Woods cites Scott Tepper, who reports that a typical
Eurogame will sell 10,000 units for a nomination and nearl y half
a million f or winning the a ward.*® If the Spiel des &hres
determines both the field of pr oduction and consumption, then
it seems that the entir e cultur e of Eurogames aims to be
politicall y disinter ested. In so doing, it distorts history and
excises guilt from the West. Aaron Trammell has written about
this practice of design by competition, exp laining that rubrics
for game critique often misconstrue games and limit their
aesthetic potential. Each of the aforementioned criteria f or the
Spiel des &hres, which are nearly identical to T rammell& case
studies (that depict a N orth American v ariation of E urogame
design), can be easi subverted for political aff ect.** Of course,
because market demands lead to these criteria in the first

Woods, p. 51.

Woods, p. 221.

Aaron Trammell. "W ho Judges the lidges? Evaluating Competition as a T echnique of
Evaluation in Online Game Design F orums." In Online Evaluation d Creativity in the
Arts. Edited by Cecilia Suhr. New York: Routledge, 2014, p. 72.
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place, the judgments might r eflect mor e of a consumerist b
rather than design-oriented D ideal.

In his essay, O8ategies for Publishing T ransformativ e
BoardgamesOWill Emigh argues that a zine-sty le cultur e is not
only possible with game design, but desirable for several
reasons. He offers the board game Archipelagq2012), as an
example of a mainstream board game failing to pr oduce
adequate political discourse, even though it f eatures OnatiesO
who must be forced to work and ar e pacified by player

contr olled chur ches. Emigh explains that the game itself is
Qbstract and it is hard to read a deeper cultural message than
Othee were natives bebre colonialists arriv ed!®° Emigh®
critique of Archipelagd® framing it as an instrument too abstract
to mechanically create political justice P is well taken. That
being said, however, he goes on to suggest that distribution
networks are to blame for the game® political inadequacies,
particularl y because of a need 6r mass-mark et appeal. On this
point, | disagr ee with Emigh. While it is certainl y true that
distribution netw orks aff ect the cultural pr oducts moving

thr ough them, diff erent distribution f orms off er few solutions
when the game design itself elides important political debates.

| remain optimistic. | tis entir ely possible to imagine a
Eurogame of the Vasco da Gama era that does not abstract
violence. The form of E urogames is not so strict as to preclude
non-Orientalist r epresentations. The conflation of
misunderstood history and the medium ® economic tendencies
leads to uninspir ed modern board games. Sirely, the
gamewright familiar with post -colonialist theory might abstract
other aspects of history to mak e salient those forms of W estern
oppr ession. Brenda Romero has already made seeral politicall y
inf ormed boar d games, most famously Train (2009). Her works

Will Emigh. "Strategies for Publishing T ransformativ e Board Games!' Analog Game
Studies1.2 (2014). http:// analoggamestudies.org/2014/09/strategies-f or-publishing -
transformativ e-board-games/.



regularly undermine tak en-for-granted princip les of Eurogame
design, such as determinate game length, eplayability , clarity,
etc. Because these comentions abstract the grotesque from
history , Romero makes a practice of subverting them. U naltered,
the Eurogame form may be adequate br r emediating some
histories, but will fail w hen relating others. Here, game design
should change to reflect histories w orth telling. Rather than
shoehorning narrativ e content onto mechanics, these jarring
and unexpected rule changes might just make the forgotten and
unexpected parts of history all the mor e salient. My hope is that
we challenge design principles and rubrics by revealing how
problematicall y apolitical narrativ es are embedded into certain
game design princip les. In doing so, we might pr ompt game
designers to take notice of their Orientalist tendencies among
any number of oppr essive practices.
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FROM WHERE DO DUNGEONS COME?

BY AARON TRAMMELL

Image by dson Morningstar licensed under COBY by Tony

Dowler on Flicke

Although the infamous fantasy role-playing game Dungeons&

Dragong(1974)' may not seemto be overtly political, its structur e
and design belie the pervasivenessof the cultural anxieties at
the time. In his essg about the ways that Dungeons& Dragons
relatesto avariety of cultural norms, M atthew Chrulew asserts

1. Thanks to Jon Peterson for lending his ex cellent bibliograp hic eye to this essg. His keen
feedback is much appreciated.
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that the game simulates the bureaucratic tr opes of late capitalism
in the ways that it affords players contr ol of their envir onments
thr ough an endless set of tables, charts, and figur es. Specifically,
he argues that the maps packaged in the game are the most
fundamental of all the tools that the dungeon master keepsin
their toolkit. OThemap is a princip le trope of modern fantasy
fiction and FRPGs:accompanied by a detailed, descriptiv e key, it
delineates the contours of the imaginary world, imparting both
knowledge and mysteryO Chrulew writes. OThe freedom of
[player characters] to travel and explor e the game-world varies,
but all is finall y determined by the pathways and delineations of
the map.® Chrulew explicates how maps determine the action
and functions of asite, and | further posit that they alsotell much
about the cultur es that have produced them. While many maps
that have been packagedin fantasy role-playing gamesfocus on
the wilderness, many others focus on the @ungeon,Owhich is a
notably exotic locale. This essa suggeststhat the emergence of
the @ungeonOas a representational fantasy trope in the 1950s/
60s is symbolicall y related to popular perspectives on nuclear
attacks circulating in Cold W ar America.

The dungeon setting is best fleshed out in the classic Dungeons
& Dragons manual, The Underworld & Wilderness Adventures
Published in tandem with the other two core manuals in 1974,
the original rulebook had a circulation of only 1000 copies?
In this volume, game designers Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson
intr oduce this inter esting twist that had previously been absent
from fantasy wargames? Specifically, they encouraged players
to plumb (and design) the depths of the underw orld, asopposed
to the more common terrain of the wilderness. This was a new

. Matthew Chrulew . "Masters of the Wild: Animals and the En vironment in Dungeons &

Dragons' Concentric: Liteary and Cultural Sudies32.1 (2006), 146.

The Acaeum: Dungeons & Dagons Knowledge Sagis an excellent r eference for statistics such
as this. https:// www .acaeum.com/ddindex es/setpages/original.html.

Dungeons and Dagonsemerged from the same hobby communities that shar ed fantasy
wargames. ks precursor, Chainmail, by Gygax and &ff Perren, was a traditional fantasy-style
wargame.



addition to a genre that had previously focused almost
exclusively on armies clashing in the traditional battlefield
setting.

To be fair, the concept of underw orld scenography would not
have lurched out of the blue for Gygax and Arneson. Though
fantasy wargames to this point had been preoccupied with the
simulation of grand armies rushing one another in an open
battlefield, and scenarios of @efending the castleQsubterranean
imagery was also alive and well in both popular cultur e and
the media. Utopic fiction scholar, Peter Fitting, has been
instrumental in showing how this genre of fiction far predates
19th century texts such as Journey to the Center of the Earth.®
Though the genre of subterranean fiction dates back for
centuries, traceable to even Dante® Inferng it is important to
note that there was a strange and significant recurrence of it in
1950s and 1960s media.

Both C.S. Lewis and JR.R. Tolkien featured caves prominentl y
in their work. From the dungeons of Moria in Lord of the Rings
to Underland in The Silver Chair (volume four in The Chronicles
of Narnia), the fantasy genre of fiction advanced a robust
understanding of the cave after World War 1l. Other forms of
popular media also featured subterranean societies: in cinema,
Journey to the Center of the Earth was adapted to film in 1959,
and The Mole Peoplewas releasedin 1956. Popular television
series often featured episodesthat took place in caves; Sar Trek
featured an episode called Olr the World is Hollow and | have
Touched the SkyO that thoroughly explored the idea of an
underground society. These, and other examples, follow what
Fitting and other scholars often refer to asthe Ohbllow EarthO
theory, which advances the idea that the center of the Earth
is hollow. Fiction that explored the idea did so by conducting

5. Peter Fitting, ed. Subteranean Worlds: A Critical Antholog. Middleto wn, CT: Wesleyan UP,
2004.
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thought experiments regarding what sorts of societies might
exist underground, and in so doing juxtaposed them against
dominant constructions of society .

The interior world from The Goddess Atvatabar (1892).

Image within the public domain.

Although the subterranean is often posed in opposition to
aboveground terrain, there is a striking similarity between the
unpopulated recessesof the underw orld and the unpopulated
barrens of the wilderness. The wilderness, though never
considered safe in our fantasy imaginaries, is depicted as a
particularl y dangerous environment in The Underworld &
WildernessAdventures at least as dangerous, if not more so, than
the mines of adungeon. Although about one fourth of wilderness
encounters would be with men (as opposed to flying creatures,
giants, lycanthr opes, animals, or dragons), the types of men one
might encounter were concerning, at best: bandits, brigands,
necromancers, wizar ds, lor ds, superheroes® and patriar chs could
be encounter ed in the wilderness.” Contrasted with the kobolds,
goblins, skeletons, orcs, giant rats, centipedes, bandits, and

The jargon for superhero means simply a powerful her o; this is not a reference to comic
book superher oes.

. Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson. The Undergiound & Wilderness Adventuas Lake Geneva, WI:

Tactical Studies Rules, 1974, p. 18.



spiders of the underground,® it becomes clear how Gygax®
wilderness w as no sakr than the underw orld.

Although the representational spaceof both the wilderness and
the dungeon are equivalently dangerous, it is important to
consider the ways in which players are granted contr ol of the
spacein both contexts. Whether underground or in the wilds,
players were given the tools to understand the unpr edictability
of their environments. With the maps and grids of the game
they could seeon atable with a bir ds-eye-view the lik elihood of
encountering danger in their journey. Furthermor e, Gygax and
Arneson encourage players to hack the systemsthey offer in the
guide:

Ther e are unquestionably areasthat have been glossed over. While
we deeply regret the necessity, space requires that we put in the
essentialsonly, and the trimming will oftimes [sid have to be added
by the referee and his players. We have attempted to furnish an
ample framew ork, and building should be both easy and fun. In
this light, we urge you to refrain from writing [us] for rule
interpr etations or the lik e unless you are absolutely at a loss, for
everything herein is fantastic, and the bestway is to decide how you
would lik e it to be, and then make it just that w ay.®

The point here is clear. Though the charts in The Undergiound
& WildernessAdventuresoffer a suggestion for how to moderate
the realms of fantasy that constitute the realms of Dungeons&
Dragons they are, above all, loose guidelines which are left to
interpr etation by player and referee discretion.

The representational context of Dungeons & Dragons has
undoubtedl y become clear. The critters underground are just as
alien and scary as those above ground, but, for the most part,
those undergr ound are purely imaginary , while real men* above
ground still perpetually engage in violence, skullduggery, and

8. Gygax and Arneson, p. 10.
9. Gygax and Arneson, p. 26.
10. | use men here only because it is the predominant usage in the original Dungeons & Dagons
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brutality . Furthermor e, in all contexts, the fantastic populations
below the surface could be controlled completely by inter ested
players. But America in 1974 was an uncontr ollable and scary
place. Watergate had shown citizens that their government was
not to be trusted, there waswidespr eadrioting asthe status quo
of civil rights was challenged, and the population lived beneath
the shadow of the Vietham War and, even mor e chillingl y, the
atomic bomb. The dungeon was a fantastic retreat for a class
of mostly white, male, suburban players looking to escapethese
cultural anxieties.

A (rather sexistexample ¢ a random encounter &im the 1st
edition Dungeon Mster®Guide (1979). C-BY morrow

@enworld.org.

The fascinating thing about the change of scenery off ered by The
Undergiound & WildernessAdventuresguide is that there are few
precedentsin the community built around this topic. Besidesthe
aforementioned chapters in Lord of the Ringsand The Chronicles
of Narnia, there were few gamesthat centered on subterranean

locales, a trend that reflects how these wargaming communities

had kept to the traditions of the wargame genre even when
delving into fantasy role-playing games!' So what could have

manuals and fan literatur e at this time. | point this out onl y to draw attention to the sexism
present in the manuals at the time.



motiv ated this deliberate and genre-bending turn? In the absence
of evidence, it is important to turn toward immanence, and
consider some of the popular attitudes of the time around the
topic of the Cold W ar.

Indeed, Sharon Ghamari-T abrizi explains in her book The Worlds
of HerbertKhan: ThelIntuitive Sciencef ThermonucleaWar, that lif e
undergr ound wasa leading suggestion for nuclear preparedness
in the 1960s? Discussing OThe Mineshaft Gap( RAND
strategist Herbert Khan®suggestion that a post-nuclear America
build sustainable communities in mines, made popular in his
bestselling book On Thermonuclear WarNGharmani -T abrizi
explains that subterranean development, although heavily
criticized and not necessarily popular, was a key discourse in
Cold War America, even being parodied in Stanley KubrickGs Dr.
Strangelovg1964).

Given that other military strategists such as Jerry Pournelle had
strong ties with magazines lik e The Avalon Hill Geneal (arguably
a space of discourse which unified the 1960s hobby wargame
community ) aswell asthe abundance of veterans also publishing
in the same community , it is lik ely that these ideas were traded
amongst the participants in the community . Or, at least, lingering
as an informed anxiety below the main discussions of the
community . After all, there is a strange symmetry between a
seemingly inexplicable turn toward undergr ound mapping and
worldmaking, the implementation of these subterranean worlds
into a set of simulation mechanics, and the necessity of a
specialist workf orce to explor e, redefine, and eventually refine
rock into new commaodities adv ocated by Khan.

And, while dungeons, in this context, serve asthe key touchstone

11. To be fair, Gygax was an active participant in the fanzine Thangoiodrim, which specialized in
Diplomacyvariants, including one entitled OM ordor Versus the WorldO which took p lace in
the Lord d the Ringsuniv erse.

12. Sharon Ghamari -T abrizi. The Worlds d Herbert Khan: Thertuitive Science foThermonuclear
War. Cambridge, MA: H arvard UP, 2005.
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in organizing and understanding these new worlds, it is
important to think of the ways that they serve as a key act of
worldmaking and exploration, too. Players had the opportunity
to live out their nuclear anxieties in these role-play scenarios
where subterranean society was a distinct and plausible
possibility . And with this change in locale, the timbre of
simulation was also changed. The systems of representation,
epitomized by the dungeon, showcasehow the rules of Dungeons
and Dragonsdealt with far more than just the mapping of the
undergr ound. They were instead systems that helped players to
manage their affects,and in so doing, offer strategies for coping
with a v ariety of Cold W ar fears®®

M atthew Chrulew . "Masters of the Wild: Animals and the En vir onment in Dungeons &
Dragons." Concentric: Literary and Cultural S tudies 32.1 (2006), 146.



LARP-AS-PERFORMAN CE-AS-RESEARCH

BY EMMA LEIGH WALDRON

I would like to addressthe ways in which larp can be used as
Performance-as-Research (PaR)! and the ways in which
documentation practices can serve that purpose. It is my
intention to bring larp into the conversations predominant in
performance studies about the ethics and efficacy of
documenting ephemeral events, encourage critical approaches
towards documentation practices, and open up further

discussion around documentation practices of larps and other
analog gamesin various communities around the world. In short,
we must question why we document larps. If we document our
larps out of the desire to preserve the unique, ephemeral event
that can never be recreated (that resists scientific

reproducibility ), then we must not forget that the very thing

that gives larp such power is that it remains not in written

documents, but in the imaginations of its players, the very place
from whence the larp itself was created.

Other larp scholars, such as M arjukka Lampo, have also found
performance studies a useful lens thr ough which to understand
larp, particularl y asit relates to ephemerality > However, | am

1. For mor e information about P aR see, 6r example, http:// www .bris.ac.uk/parip/jones.htm.
2. M arjukka Lampo. OLarp, Theatre and Ferformance.O InThink Larp: Academic Wtings from
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inter ested in an approach to larp that challenges this traditional

understanding of performance. In her seminal text on archiving
live performance, RebeccaSchneider off ers a counter -suggestion
to the taken-for-granted definition of performance in the field
of performance studies asthat which is ephemeral, or that which
cannot remain.® She posits that this is not the only way to
understand performance, and that it is, in fact, a perspective that
is necessarily established and informed by oppr essive patriar chal
and capitalistic traditions. In Schneider® utopic perspective on
performance as something that certainly does remain but just
Oemains diff erently® performance becomes a powerfull y
subversive force that resists the Opatrilineal, West-identified

(arguably white-cultural) logic of the Archive® The Obodyto-
body transmissionsG of performance are simply a diff erent way
of learning, teaching, and knowing. These lessons and
discoveries are written in our bodies and documented in our
memories. And if the academy is an institution established by,
primaril y controlled by, and still operating within the rules of
this Archive, then Schneider® notion of performance further

challenges the traditional academic view of knowledge itself, as
noted by Simon Jones, transforming it from a static noun into
an active verb (and ther efore ephemeral and unstable): knowing.’
To approach knowing from this perspective is to unsettle the
authoritarian concepts of authenticity aswell as objectiv e truth

and to acknowledge that performance/ practice itself can be a
form of r eseaich (PaR).

Jones describes one of the ways in which PaR divergesfrom our

KP2011 Edited by Thomas Duus Henriksen, et al. Copenhagen: Rollespilesakademiet, 2011,
pp.88-103. http:// nordiclarp.org/w /images/c/c5/2011- Think.larp.pdf.

. Rebecca Schneider OBrformance Remains OPerformance Rseach, 6.2, 2001, pp.100-108.

. Schneider, p. 101.

. Schneider, p. 100.

. Schneider, p. 101.

. Simon Jones. OThe Courage of Compementarity: Practice-as-R esearch as a Rradigm Shift

in Performance Studies.O InPracticeas-Reseach in Rerformance and Seen Edited by Ludivine
Allegue, Smon Jones, Baz Kershaw, and Angela Piccini. London: P algrave Macmillan, 2009,
pp.19-32, 19.



traditional understandings of valid knowledge by analyzing the
ways in which this type of research is distinct from scientific
traditions. Whereasscientific practices aim to reduce knowledge
to finite, quantifiable facts and contr ollable events that can be
replicated in identical conditions by anyone who has accessto
the blueprint, performance acknowledgesthe mutable, personal,
chaotic, infinite, and Ouncanry® ways of knowing in which we
all are immersed in our day-to-day lives.Jones, therefore, draws
a distinction between the scientific write-up, and the writing
alongsidewhich must occur when documenting performance.®
This writing alongside acknowledges the fact that document
doesnot equal the documented. Writing alongside is a practice in
awarenessand acknowledgement of the limits of documentation.
Whereas scientific  writing -up in is a OblueprintO for
reproducibility ,° writing alongside can only point to the thing
that is necessarily irr eproducible. As noted by Evan Torner, it is
afrustration that can plague the larp documenter, therefore, that
no matter how exhaustive or detailed the larp archive may be,
the diaries and photos and props and films are only ever empty
indices of that which no longer remains in the scientific world, **
but a performance which has left its mark, often in waysin no
way insignificant, on the bodies and in the psychesof the players
themselves.

All is not lost, however. Film studies scholars such asBill Nichols
and Stella Bruzzi have identified a genre of documentary film
that challenges traditional notions of authoritativ e knowledge
and which offers instead @n expressive quality that affirms the
highly situated, embodied, and vividl y personal perspective of
specific subjects@ Although NicholsOinfluential taxonomy of

. Jones, p. 24.
. Jones, p. 26.
10.
11.

Jones, p. 27.

Evan Torner. OThe Theory and Practice of Larp in Non-Fiction F ilm.Oin Think Larp:
Academic Witings from KP2011. Edited by Thomas Duus Henriksen, et al. Copenhagen:
Rollespilesakademiet, 2011, pp.104-123.
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documentary subgenres was developed specifically for
documentary film, these modes can be useful in analyzing any
kind of  documentation practice, particularly larp
documentation. NicholsOtaxonomy provides a spectrum that
starts at one end with a Ovhat-y ou-see-is-w hat-y ou-getOmodel,
and reacheson the other to what he terms the Reflexive and
the Performativ e modes of documentary . In the Reflexive mode,
documentary filmmak ers showcase their awareness of their
medium by inserting themselves into the final product. In the
Reflexive mode, the documenter does not try to erase her
intrinsic  influence over the shaping of the narrative. The
Performativ e mode takesthis one step further and acknowledges
the inauthenticity of everything, often by incorporating elements
which are not easily distinguishable as either fact or fiction.

Performativ e documentary , therefore, subverts the false binary
between authenticity (revered by science) and inauthenticity

(exemplified b y performance, practice, and larp).*®

Performativ e documentation of larp does exist, but it is not
currently the predominant style. For an example of a typical
contemporary larp archive, we may look at one larp in
particular: Mad About the Boy (2011), designed by Tor
Kjetil Edland, M argrete Raaum and Trine Lise Lindahl. * This
larp tells the story of a world of women who face the task of
rebuilding society after a mysterious virus violently and
suddenly kills every human on the planet with a’Y chromosome.
The game has thus far been run four distinct times in three
diff erent countries, and has therefore amasseda div erse, robust
collection of documentation from its various iterations. From
this collection we may begin to be able to identify familiar modes
of documentation, as well as new ones unique to larp alone.

Bill N ichols. Introduction to DocumentaryBloomington, IN: Indiana U niv ersity Press, 2001,
p.132. See also: &lla Bruzzi. New Documentary2nd edition. London: R outledge, 2006.

An excellent example of performance documentary f ootage from one of the first runs of
MAUtB is available on YouTube: https:// www .youtube.com/w atch?v=4BP7_6XXN @8.
Edland, Raaum, and Lindahl. Mad About the BoyFirst run Norw ay, 2010.



Perhaps one day we will see the development of larp® own
taxonomy of documentation practices.

To begin with, most larp archiveshave at their corethe incidental
materials which make up the scripts, rules, instructions, or other
kinds of blueprints for the game. The full set of such materials
for MAtB are available online for those who will be running or
playing the game! They may also be accessedby those who have
never and will never participate in the game, but these kinds of
blueprints are arguably empty of the OtrueGexperience gleaned
from the body-to-body transmissions experienced in live role-

play.

That is why the next step, typicall y, is to produce a Owrite-upO
of sorts, explaining what happened in one particular run of the

game.Thesewrite-ups may come from the designers, organizers,

or players themselves, and may occur in more formal

circumstances (such as at conferences® or in edited books'’), or

in mor e informal w ays, such as on personal blog®.

There are also communal documentation efforts such as the
Nordic Larp Wiki,* aswell as more priv ate, semi-inaccessible

15. http:// madabouttheboy.laiv.org/.

16. Tor Kjetil Edland, T rine Lise Lindahl, and M argrete Raaum. ONMd About the Boy O InThe
Foundation $oneof Nordic Larp. Edited by Eleanor Saitta, et al. Denmark: Knutpunkt, 2014,
pp. 251-259. Video of the liv e presentation is also available on YouTube at
https:// www youtube.com/w atch?v=UG8spVaD2Tg.

17. See Sarah lynne Bowman, ed. The Book &M ad About the Boy2012 US run). Copenhagen:
Rollespilsakademiet, 2012; Eleanor Saitta. OMad About the YankeeO InCrossing Physical
Borders Edited by Karete lcobsen Meland et al. Norw ay: Fantasiforbundet, 2013, pp.72-82;
and Lizzie Stark. OMad About the Techniques: Sealing N ordic methods for larp design.O In
Wyrd Con Companion 201ZEdited by Sarah Lynne Bowman et al., 2012, pp.71-76.

18. See Adi Robertson. OMy So Called Larp.OThe \erge November 27, 2012.
http:// www .theverge.com/2012/11/27/3609806/m y-so-called-larp-living -w orld-without -
men; Kira M agrann. @nnticipating M ad About the Boy OGaming As Wmen October 2, 2012.
http:// www .gamingaswomen.com/posts/2012/10/anticipating -mad-about -the-bo y/; and
Emma Leigh Waldron. ONordic Larp: W hat It Is and Why It M atters (Part I1). OApplied
SentienceApril 17, 2013. http:// appliedsentience.com/2013/04/17/nor dic-larp-w hat-it -is-
and-w hy-it -matters-part -ii -2/.

19. OMad About the Boy.ONordic Larp Wiki. http:// nor diclarp.org/wikiiM ad_About_the_Bo'y.
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ones such as in password-pr otected photo albums and forums
(some public if you know where to look),®* as well as the
overwhelming, untrackable mass of email threads, and
comments on Facebook, G+, and personal blogs which are
accessible only to those who are in-the-kno w.

Finally, there are the traces of performances as captured in
photograp hs?* and film, aswell asobjects and artifacts from the
live game-play itself, such ascostumes, props, or even character
diaries. These kinds of documentation, which point to the
simultaneous existence of players and characters and confuse
the distinctions between them, are the ones which are most
performativ e, which write alongside the larps, and which have
the most potential, therefore, to emphasize the unique ways of
knowing that occur only within the ephemeral game experience,
and which remain in the bodies of the players.

See, br example, http://laivf orum.net/thr eads/18990-M ad-about-the-
Boy?highlight=mad+bo y.
See, br example, http:// www .flickr .com/p hotos/yun yard/sets/72157624333290771/.



Diegetic documentation ém a Norwegian run ¢
MATLB, featuring chaacter names on aealtime
scheduledr the day. Wed with permissionfdhe

artist, Xin Li on Flickr.

Some of these types of documentation will be more suited to
diff erent purposes than othersNand this is why it is important
for us to think criticall y about why we choose to document our
games. If larp indeed has revolutionary potential in its innate
ability to resistthe rigid standards of the Archive,and if we want
to harness that revolutionary potential to provide a platform
for honoring diff erent ways of knowing Nparticularl y ways of
knowing that resist being put into wordsNthen we must strive
to engagein modes of documentation that tend more towards
reflexivity and performativity . It is impossible to recreate the
original larp, or to capture the knowing from the larp into
knowledge fix ed on paper, film, or in objects. To attempt to do so
is futile. Instead, we must approach our documentation practices
aswriting alongside, as opposed to writing -up. Documentation
can serve many purposes: the effort lends itself to growing the
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community (whether or not this is always seenasagood thing), 22
provides a semblance of the ephemeral experience of the larp for
those who could not participate, and also serves as justification

for the hobby. The latter is the point that | would like to take
up. Larp has enormous revolutionary potential to unsettle the
textocentrism of the academy. That being the case,to what end
are documentation efforts in place to try to fit larp into a
textocentric mold, and in what ways can our future
documentation efforts mor e deliberately challenge that mold in
order to better harness the unique qualities of larp?

In closing, aswe move forw ard in thinking criticall y about the
ethics and efficacy of larp documentation practices, we have
many questions left to consider: For example, what does it mean
to impose the non-fictional genre of documentary onto
inher ently fictional stories in larps? Or, to what extent are larps
fictional N where do the boundaries of performance and reality
begin to dissolve? What does it mean to impose the strictur es
and structur esof the acadenmy on amedium whose very strength
is in its ability to resist and transcend those structur es?Are we
perhaps doing a disservice to larp by trying to fit it into certain
(textocentric ) standards thr ough documentation practices?M ore
importantl y, when looking at the ways in which documentation
is approached in diff erent play cultur es, what does it mean to
utilize a discourse that is laden with socio-economic
stratification in some envir onments, but not in others? Why has
documentation evolved asan indispensable practice in some play
cultur es and design traditions more than in others? What
diff erent forms of documentation curr ently exist? What do they
seek to do and what do they achieve? What forms of
documentation might evolve in the futur e?0n whose authority
are these stories told? Whose voices are included in diff erent
documentary practices and w hose are left out.

Lizzie Stark. OLarp® Oral Tradition is Dying. OLeaving Mundania. uly 23, 2014.
http://lea vingmundania.com/2014/07/23/larps-oral  -tradition-dying/.



SEX AND PLAY-DOH: EXPLORIN G WOMEN'S
SEXUALITY THROUGH LARP

BY KATHERINE CASTIELLO JONES

This piece attempts to document the context and tangible
elements created by two live-action role-playing games (larps)
that | co-authored: Cady Stanton® Candyland (2013) and
Candyland Il: Ashley§Bacheloette Party (2014), run at Inter con®
in 2013 and 2014, respectively. These larps aimed to explore
women® experiences with sexuality and encourage a dialogue
about sexual desires, experiences, and conflicts. Though there
are several other live-action scenarios dealing with sex\ notably
Summer Lovin®(2012)? which deals with a series of one-night
encounters at a music festival, and Just a Little Lovin({2011)?
which focuses on the early days of the AIDS epidemicNco-
author Qulia Ellingboe and | wanted to create scenarios that
focused specifically on women® experiences and how sexual
experiences intersect with issueslik e religion, feminism, family,
sexualidentity , and age.Our goal wasto creategamesthat would
allow playersto explor e theseissuesin away that would be both

1. See http:// www .interactiv eliteratur e.org/NEIL/inter conConventions.html.

2. Anna Westerling, Elin N ilsen, and Trine Lise Lindahl. Summer Lovindrastaval, 2012.
http://jeepen.org/games/summerlo vin/S ummer_Lo vin.pdf.

3. Tor Kijetil Edland and H anne Grasmo. Just A Little LovinOFirst run N orw ay, 2011.
http:// www .rollespilsakademiet.dk/pdf/books/book_jall.pdf.
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inf ormativ e and entertaining, and we felt that larp would be a
particularl y useful medium thr ough which to achieve this goal.

M arkus M ontola and Jaakko Stenros argue that unlik e mediated
forms of imagining, lik e movies or books, larp scenarios provide
both mental and bodily engagement? Larps provide a safe space
for players to try new things and to be more adventurous,
receptive, and open-minded. Players can explore diff erent
perspectives and experiences through inhabiting their

characters. The Gnagic circle of play serves as a social alibi for
non-or dinary things,® allowing players to act in ways that they
ordinaril y would not, by taking on fictional character roles.
Becausethey are not acting asthemselves, players may feel free
to take on attitudes or behaviors considered taboo using the
excuse that it is the character committing these transgr essions®
It was exactly these aspectsof larp that drew us to the idea of
using the medium to explor e diverse women® experiences with

sexuality. With that in mind, we designedthe activities within the
Candylandgamesto help players explor e their charactersGexual
experiences and preferences,leaving open a spacefor the player
to either play @loseto homeQor to explor e a very diff erent set of
experiences than their own.

We envisioned a game that would examine women talking about
sex in an open and positive environment. These kinds of
discussions about sexuality in the U.S. are still rare. There are
few spaceswhere such discussions can take place, particularl y
among people who are not friends or intimates. Getting a group
of strangers to talk about sex opens up possibilities for sharing

M arkus M ontola and Jaakko Stenros, eds.Nordic Larp. Stockholm: F ‘a Livia, 2012.

M arkus M ontola. OThe Psitiv e Negative Experience in Extr eme Role-Playing.O In
Proceedingsfd\ ordic DIGRA 2010 Di GRA: Stockholm, 2010, par . 10. http:// www .digra.org/
wp-content/up loads/digital -library /10343.56524.pdf.

.Emily Care Boss, JTuomas Harviainen, and William J. White. ORle-Playing Communities,

Cultur es of Play and the Discourse of Immersion. OIn Immersive Gameplay: Essays on
Participatory Media and Rle-Playing. Edited by Evan Torner and W illiam J. White. Jefferson,
N C: McFarland, 2012, pp. 71-86.



a wider variety of experiences, and perhaps rethinking

assumptions, but it also means confronting feelings of
embarrassment and shyness.We thought the larp medium could
provide some specific tools for overcoming these barriers. To
this end, we designed our gamesto center around the Candyland
Ofun partiesQ Tupperw are-style parties for sex toys. Cady
Stanton® Candyland takes place at a feminist bookstor e in the
1970s and Candylandll: Ashley€BacheloetteParty takesplace at a
presentday bachelorette party atacommunity center. Both larps
feature games within a game, as the Ohosts@f the parties lead
the characters (and ther efore also the players) thr ough a series of
activities and games meant to explor e sexuality and desire in a
fairl y light -hearted and humor ous way.

My goal in documenting these games here is to provide a
resource for particular techniques used to facilitate open,
productiv e discussions about sexuality. Larps are a medium that
can addressa myriad of topics and can do so in many distinct
ways. Documenting larps allows futur e authors and organizers
to draw on past techniques in their own games,or to approach
similar topics using diff erent means.

Erotic sculptue from Candyland II: AshlegdBachelagtte Rrty.
Image povided by the author

While developing the game, we attended a workshop run by
Not Your Mother®Meatloaf’ a sex education zine and book that
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portra ys sexual narrativ esin comic format. We were inspir ed by
the argument that the comic format allows for an exploration
of embarrassing and taboo topics through humor. We began
thinking about how alarp scenario could also provide adiff erent
spaceto explor e sexuality and addresspotentiall y contr oversial,
embarrassing stories in a way that was fun and humor ous, but
might also deal with serious issues. Humor, as the creators of
NYMM demonstrate, is a great way to approach difficult topics
and welook ed for amix of activities that would provoke laughter
while also allowing for people to talk about sexual experiences
and desires.

As we began writing the Cady Stanton®Candyland scenario, we
thought about ways we could better tap into larp® ability to
engage both the body and the mind, as well as the idea of
inhabiting an experience. We wanted players to do more than
just talk; they should engage with their characters in an
embodied way, and get achanceto act out and play with sexuality
astheir character. We consulted websitesfor real sextoy parties,
such asAnn Summers and Pure Romance Parties,® to find
activities and tips. We also drew on older, sexpositiv e,
consciousness-raising activities from the second wave of the
feminist movement, such as providing players with pagesfrom
the Cunt Coloring BooK and discussing masturbation tips. A deck
of @dultO party games®also provided some ideas. We then
curated and designed our activities to suit various purposes. We
took seweral games dir ectly from their sources (complete with
titles) while other gameswere created basedon combinations of
games,or adaptations of existing activities. Some activities were
meant mostly as ice-br eakers, allowing the players to laugh at

Liza Bley and Saiya Miller . Not Your Mother®Meatloaf Brookl yn, NY : Soft Skull Pr ess, 2013.
For example, http:// annsummerspartiesuk.com/annsummers/H ome.html,

http:// www .jacquelinegold.com/ann-summers/party -planners/, and

https:// www .pureromance.com/.

Tee Corinne. Cunt Coloring BookSan Fancisco: Last Gasp, 1989.

21 Adult Late Night GamesLondon: Lagoon Games, 1994.



themselves and helping them move outside their comfort zone.
In OPussyGaloreQfor example, one character was blind-f olded
and had to guesswhich character® lap they were sitting on by
asking them to OmeavOor OparOOnce the players were warmed
up, we intr oduced activities meant to explor e characters aswell
as open up discussions about diff erences and similarities in
desire. An activity called OBrbidden FruitO asked characters to
anonymously write thr ee things they can never get enough of,
which were then pulled from a hat and other characters tried to
guess who had written each one.

One of our primary goals wasto help players engagein a more
tangible way with sexuality in order to encourage a diff erent
mode of engagementfor the players®enefit aswell asto produce
tangible representations of the ephemeral elements of the
characters and their relationships to eachother. We utilized two
activities in particular to achieve this goal: vulva sculptur e/erotic
sculptures and lingerie drawings, both of which | will be
documenting in this essay.

Vulva sculptues fom Cady $anton® Candyland. inage
provided by the author

In Cady Stanton®Candyland the party hosts gave the characters
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Play-Doh and asked them to construct vulva sculptur esand then
share their creations with the group. Characters in the game
expressed a variety of opinions about the activity from
embarrassment, to frustration, to excitement. The variety of
artistic representations of the vulva was quite wide. Seweral
characters were nervous about their ability to construct an
@ccurateOvulva. Some characters consulted the vulva coloring
pages left out in the game space to help them with their
sculptur es. While players seemedto enjoy the activity in-game,
there did seem to be some reluctance to keep the sculptures
around after the game and worries about what the next group
in the spacewould think if they found the sculptur es. Seweral
players destroyed the sculptur es at the end of the game in order
to put away the Play-Doh, so only a few sculptures were
photograp hed. Yet the photograp hs serve as a reminder of the
activity in away that the simple description of the activity canOt
quite captur e.

During Candyland1l: Ashley€Bacheloette Party, we attempted to
do a better job of documenting the tangible ephemera created
during the game. During this game, characters were also given
tubs of Play-Doh and asked to create @roticOsculptur es.Because
the parameters of the activity were wider than in the first game,
the variety in these sculptur eswasalso much wider than with the
vulva sculptur es and therefore communicated a lot mor e about
the characters. For example, the character of Ashley® grandma
was rediscovering her sexuality after being widowed, and she
created an especially detailed erotic sculpture of a man and a
woman engaging in inter course. The sculptur e evoked shock and
hilarity in the other characters, depending on their relationships
to the grandmother and their o wn comf ort lev els with sex.

In the second activity , characters were asked to draw pictur es of
the lingerie they were giving to bride-to-be Ashley asgifts. These
drawings documented both the individual characters®wn tastes
as well as their relationships to Ashley. Some characters were



Ashley® friends, some were her family (including her mother,
sister, and grandmother ), and other characters were futur e in-
laws. Ashley wasasked to guesswhich character had made which
drawing, an activity that also helped explore Ashley®
relationships with these other women. Ashley had an easytime
guessing which character had created which drawing, since her
character had the most knowledge of all the other characters.
This activity wasanother that exposedsurprising revelations and
challenged preconceptions about the characters that we@® built
into the game. For instance, Ashley@libertine friends were often
shocked when Ashley® futur e sister-in-la ws, both conservative
Christians, demonstrated their wide-ranging sexual experiences
and preferences. While the drawings we collected at the end
of the game donOtfully communicate the relationships and
experiences they demonstrated during the game by themselves,
they do leave behind a record of how drawings, as opposed to
words, can be used to access diff erent information about
characters and character relationships.

Grandma@entic sculptue from Candyland II: Ashleyd
Bacheloette Rirty. Image povided by the author

As other authors have discussed! larps are evanescent events,
which makes documenting larps often difficult to accomplish.

11. M ontola and Stenr os, Nordic Larp, and Emma Leigh Waldron. OLarp-as-Rerformance-as-
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This raises questions about how accurately the experience of
live-action play can actually be captured. Can the experiences
from alarp scenario accurately be communicated to people who
did not participate? While the two Candyland games created
tangible artifacts link ed to charactersOephemeral experiences
with sexuality and their interr elationships, much of this
information is lost outside the context of the game. Looking
through the photograp hs of the erotic sculptures, it is hard to
remember the stories behind some of them. While the
grandmotherGs sculptur e stands out in my memory, others have
faded, so 1Gn left unsure asto which characters created them and
what their explanations of the sculptur eswere during the game.
But while the desire to recapture the game for those who did not
attend may have been the initial impulse for documentation, |
now believe that there is a different value in these artifacts.

Although documentation may not be able to recapture or
recreate a past larp event, there s still value in creating tangible
reminders of a game for those inter ested in larp design. While
the particulars of these larps may be lost to those who did not
play the game, documenting them servesto add new tools for
futur e larp designers to explore. | believe that these activities
helped players mor e full y engagewith their characters while also
allowing them to explore sexuality in a new way. Although it
might not be possible to capture the specific relationships and
interactions from the game, documentation of the game might
encourage other designers to incorporate some more creative
activities in their games,such ascrafting, that engagethe tactile
and visual senses.Designers might also be inspir ed to draw on
Oeal-w orldO resources, such as party games and historical
documents aswe did, to implement activities that help connect
players to their characters and to each other. While our
Candylandgamesfocused on activities meant to explor e women®

Research.OAnalog Game ®idies 1.1. http:// analoggamestudies.org/2014/08/larp-as-
performance-as-r esearch/.



sexual experiences, designers should consider how activities that
accessbodil y engagement and the idea of inhabiting can be used
to explore a wide variety of topics and social issues. As my
documentation here evinces, larp techniques tend to be most
successfulwhen they take advantage of character alibi in order to
allow players to explor e ideas or behaviors that they would not
normall y feel comfortable with.
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O JOGO DO BICHO: PUSHIN G THE
BOUND ARIES OF LARP IN BRAZIL

BY LUIZ FALCI O

Original larp poster Image used with

permission bthe author

Brasil, 1971. A selesco Z tri, a ditadura estt pior do que nunca e
Roberto Carlos continua fazendo. AlZm de perseguir terr oristas, a
pol'cia estf a casa da Quadrilha do Bicho, chefiada pelo homem
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conhecido como Tarzan, que vem roubando bicheiros nas
principais capitais do pa’s.

Brazil, 1971. Brazil is a thir d-time champion in the World Cup,
the dictatorship is worse than ever, and the singer Roberto Carlos
continues to be very successful. Besides pursuing terr orists, the
police are also hunting the Animal Gang, led by a man known as
Tarzan, who has been robbing bookies in the major capitals of the
country . !

O Jgodo Bicho (The Animal Gameé, created by Luiz Falco and
Luiz Prado, is a two-hour chamber larp? for eight people about
(bad) luck, uncanny experiences, and what people do together
when there is nothing to do. Influenced by Jeepform,® Nordic
Larp,* and other blackbox traditions, ° the game makesheavy use
of metatechniques® and is one of the first Brazilian larps (that
we know of) in this style. We wanted to document this larp
becausewe believe that it is a unique and inter esting game, it is
relevant to the regional and international larp communities, and
it epitomizes Brazilian flavors.” O Jogodo Bicho (2014) takes its
name from the infamous folkloric and illegal betting game. The
larp is setin Brazil in 1971, during our military dictatorship. At
our first run, the setting was a bar, represented with tables and
chairs, and 1970s music played on the radio in the background.
Guns (represented by bananag, beer and OCachasa@nd decks of
playing cards and thematic betting car ds completed the scene.

O Jgodo Bichowas first run in Belo Horizonte in April, 2014
at a festival called Laborat—rio de Jogos (Game Lab)? aimed at

Thanks to Telmo Luis Corr ea, J. for assistance with translation f or this essay.

For mor e information about chamber larp, see http:// nor diclarp.org/wiki/Chamber_Larp.
For mor e information about J eepform, see http://jeepen.org/.

For mor e information about N ordic Larp, see http:// nordiclarp.org/wiki/M ain_Page.
See br example http:// scenariofestival.se/, https:// www .facebook.com/blackbo xmIm/inf o,
and https:// tick ets.grenselandet.net/.

For mor e information about metatechniques, see http://lea vingmundania.com/2014/08/
28/defining -meta-techniques/.

All p hotos courtesy of the p hotograp her, Luiz Lurugon.

For mor e information about Laborat—rio de Jogos, see

http:// www .laboratoriodejogos.com/.
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a community of indie analog game developers, especially indie
RPGs.Our larp attracted awide variety of participants including
role-players, game designers, larpwrights, an academic
reseaicher on role-playing, and a psychodramatist. We also had a
diversearray of playersfrom various states,such asMinas Gerais
(where the event was hosted), S«o Paulo (580km/ 360 miles
away), Rio de Janeiro (430km/ 267miles away), and Rio Grande
do Sul (1.708km/1061miles away). There was even an
international representative from Portugal (4406km / 2738
miles away, counting from Lisbon). It is inter esting to note that
all players in this run were men, which was not typical of the
other activities w e sponsored at the ewvent.

In O Jogodo Bichg players represent freelance criminals (some
of them in their first involvement with organized crime), hired
by the bookie known as Tarzan. They commit a crime against
another bookie, but the plan goes wrong and they find
themselves, after the failed attempt, in a previously agreed-upon
meeting place. The action of the larp takes place here, during
the meeting of the characters as they await the arriv al of their
employer, which is meant to occur two hours after their
arriv alNthe event that concludes the larp. The setting of the
1970sN with no cellphonesNpr events  players  from
communicating with this character and contributes to a senseof
isolation for the group. The game is characterized by a senseof
waiting and anxiety, as Tarzan never does actually appear (there
may be some of Waiting for Godotin O Jogo do Bichp

The aesthetic inspiration for this game came from the films of
American directors Quentin Tarantino (especially the movie
ReservoiDogg and David Lynch. Our research around the second
dir ector eventually full y absorbed us and inspir ed us to reframe
the use of Oley scenesn larp (which is discussedin mor e detail
later on).

After the first playtest, which wasmor e in the style of Tarantino,



we decided to dial back the use of referentiality to American
cinema. In the search for new aesthetics to spice the game, we
came across a recent news story about the bookie mafia. This
theme seemedto fit lik e a glove and made the most sensewith
the mechanics and outline of our larp, even with the Lynchian
influence. The Animal Game + David Lynch + 1970s: there was
something alittle Hotline Miami about that mix and we knew we
were on the right track.

The setting of thel970s, the time of the bustling underw orld
of the illegal gambling game known as O Jogo do Bicho (The
Animal Game),? nurtur ed an aesthetic and thematic framew ork
without equal. It was a time in which our generation did not
live, but one that we approach with intense nostalgia: for good
or for evil. A military dictatorship in one of its most oppressive
forms, the national euphoria of a thir d-time win in the World
Cup, colorful media saturated with tropical imagery, the political
movements, the music, the fashion, the stereotypes of the timeE
We attempted to representthis rich aestheticin our larp thr ough
the soundtrack, the costumes of the characters, and the familiar
betting cards. The bar setting of O Jogodo Bicho is a familiar
environment, but with a time shift that takes us out of the
commonp lace, the territory of comfort, and contributes to an
experience of the uncanny, the strange/familiar , which helps
build the atmosp here proposed for the game.

And why representfir earms with bananas?Representing guns in
larps is always tricky . Nerf guns work well in adventur e games.
But realistic replicas are very difficult to be authorized in Brazil,
and can bring some problems too. We wanted something more
than asimple marker of agun. We wanted something that would
symbolize something in our larp. So Luiz Prado suggested
bananas, which happened to be a national symbol when Brazil

9. For mor e information about the traditional gambling game, J ogo do Bicho, see
http:// enwikipedia.org/wiki/J ogo_do_Bicho.
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was under dictatorship. And the shapeallows it to be held like a
gun. Issue resolved.

For us, O JogodoBichowasan opportunity to push the boundaries
of Brazilian larp. We based our creation of O Jogodo Bicho on
some very simple assumptions. It should be aflashy larp, with an
attractiv e theme in Brazil: the mafia. Such a Onecessargombie°
should attract players to an unconventional experience. We also
wanted the details of the plot to be determined at random from a
deck of options that could be recombined fr eely. Finally, the Oley
scenesCacommon element in other Brazilian larps, would not be
contr olled by the organizers, but rather b y the players.

Larp first took hold in Brazil in the early 1990s, alongside the
popularity of Vampire: The Masqueade (1991). The practice
quickl y consolidated itself, spreading thr ough the country and
incentivizing a well-div ersified freeform ! scene. Some groups
developed autonomy, tradition (like Graal”> and the Confraria
das ldeias®), and their own style. Today, most Brazilian larps
are Vampire larps and other Mind@ Eye Theatre (1993) games, or
other boffer'* larps. But freeform larps are growing in popularity ,
becoming at each turn a more relevant larp practice, both
experimental and artistic.

Eirik F atland. ODoes ur Larp H ave a Zombie?(The Larpwright

http://larp wright.efatland.com/?p=316.

For mor e information about fr eeform games, see http:// en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Freeform_r ole-playing_game.

A promotional video f or the larp Graal can be found here: http:// www .youtube.com/
watch?v=N3YwaclhHJIM.

For mor e information about the larp gr oup Confraria das | deias, see

http:// www .confrariadasideias.com.br/.

Boffer larps use foam-padded weapons to simulate live combat. For mor e information, see
http:// enwikipedia.org/wiki/F  oam_weapon.



Traditional OO dgo do Bich® betting cat;
illustrated by Mariana Waechter and
designed by Luizdc<o. Image used with

permission bthe author
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The crime andomly chosen was
kidnapping. OWkidnapped the vang

person!O Photo by Luiz Lurugon.

Detail of a chaacter attribute developed by the player during
prepaiation for the game. H used materials prided by the larp

organizers. Photo by Luiz Lurugon.



The game scenagphy included gambling, drinking, and guns
(represented by banana$hoto by Luiz Lurugon.

Contact between players was allowed, even without much
regulation, unlike most larps pcticed in Bazil. Photo by Luiz

Lurugon.
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Photo by Luiz Lurugon.

Photo by Luiz Lurugon.
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Photo by Luiz Lurugon.

Props povided br the game. The crime that goesowg is
selectedandomly and may be an assault, a kidnapping, or a

murder. Photo by Luiz Lurugon.
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Characters drinking beer in-game. Photo by Luiz Lurugon.

The chancter OButterflyO commits suicide. Shootingacters
was permitted in-game, though this might be undone by the

Oback in timeO metatechnique. Photo by Luiz Lurugon.

102



Firearms ae represented by bananas. Photo by Luiz Lurugon.

Luiz Falc<o introducing the larp to
participants, a pile b@unsO at his side.

Photo by Luiz Lurugon.
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In one metatechnique, one player must
spontaneously pesfm a full musical
number At the end, all players ekange
character sheets with the person to their
right and continue playing as the new

character Photo by Luiz Lurugon.

Photo by Luiz Lurugon.
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Photo by Luiz Lurugon.

Mobsters intergating their kidnapping victim. Photo by Luiz

Lurugon.
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This bloody shirt was anotheandom elementf@ameplay. The
status cad ObloodiedO gave a alstar physical complications

incurred during the crime scene. Photo by Luiz Lurugon.

Photo by Luiz Lurugon.
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One metatechnique called out by players involved all abgars
betting on a ound d OO dgo do Bich©and those who lost had
to perbrm like the animals that matched their codenames. Photo

by Luiz Lurugon.

Photo by Luiz Lurugon.
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Photo by Luiz Lurugon.

In the Obalbom dancing® metatechnique, two aebters ae
chosen to peofm a waltz togetherAll other chaacters must

watch silently. Photo by Luiz Lurugon.
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Photo by Luiz Lurugon.

Photo by Luiz Lurugon.
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Photo by Luiz Lurugon.

Photo by Luiz Lurugon.
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Photo by Luiz Lurugon.

Preparing the taditional OO dgo do Bich® betting cals or the

game. Photo by Luiz Lurugon.
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Photo by Luiz Lurugon.

Various cads set updr random selection befe the larp. Photo

by Luiz Lurugon.

In 2011, the group Boi Voador (Flying Ox) was the first
Brazilian larp group to notably defend larp as an art form,
influenced by the traditions of Nordic Larp and other nations
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outside of the Americas, such as in France and the Czech
Republic. This instigated an explosion of mor e and mor e unique
larps, new authors, and a decentralized community of
enthusiastic players. In a context where the predominant larps
were very traditional, with conventional units of time, space,and
character, and predominantl y influenced by commer cial tabletop
RPGs, Boi Voador started to experiment with the possibilities
of the medium. The Brazilian run of Tangofor Two (2008)* (a
Nordic larp), the discovery of the N orw egian Role Play Poems !’
and the original larps Caleidosc—polikaleidoscopoli§2011))'® and
A Cl'nica: Projeto Memento(The Clinic: MementoProjec) (2011)°
mark ed the first phaseof research. In those attempts, the group
experimented with breaking from the traditions of mimetic
representation and the unities of character, duration, and form.
A Cl'nica aimed to take larp seriously as an art form and push
the production values to a more professional level than had
previously been the norm in Brazilian larp. The gametook an
immersiv e approach influenced by the manif esto Dogma 99,
with no violence in its plot, no simulation mechanics, and no
permission for the players to go out of character during the
experience. O Jogo do Bichois the next step of this research
process.While A Cl'nica searched for deepening of immersion
and drama, the newest Boi Voador games are epic and non-
illusionistic, in the tradition of B rechtian theatr e.

We ther efor e adopted some specific criteria for the design of this
larp:

¥ No secrecy:there are no secrets in the game, and the ewents of

15. For mor e information about the larp gr oup Boi Voador, see http://boiv oador-
larp.blogspot.com.br /.

16. See http:// chambergameswordpress.com/2008/10/29/tango-f or-tw o/.

17. See http:// norw egianstyle.wor dpr ess.com/category/r ole-playing-poems/.

18. See http://boiv oador-larp.blogspot.com.br /2011/10/diario-caleidoscopolis-r  oteir o-e.html.

19. See http://boiv oador-larp.blogspot.com.br /search/label/larp%3A clinica.

20. For mor e information about the Dogma 99 manif esto, see http:// nor diclarp.org/wiki/
Dogma_99.
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the game are not based on secets. All participants ma y have
access to all materials of the game.

¥ No distinction betw een organizers and players: the organizers
also play, and the control and pacing of the gameNusuall y
responsibilities of the organizersN is divided equally among
all participants.

¥ Narrativ e and structural contr ol given to the players: the
Confraria das | deias, one of the most traditional larp gr oups
in S<o Paulo, structur es mary of their larps with w hat they
call key scenes, or narrative events, triggered by the larp
organizers, to confer rhythm and mo vement. In O Jgo do
Bichg we removed this power from the hands of the
organizers and instead, placed it at the disposal of any player.
With the influence of our r eadings on the metatechniques of
Jeepform and N ordic larp black bo x,?* these Oky scenesO ere
strengthened and took on absolutely new functions in our
game. In our game, a list of nine metatechniques was on a
blackboard on the wall. At any time, a player could pick one
from the list to initiate a new key scene. Some of these
techniques interrupt the narrativ e flow and pull p layers out of
characters (such as Opausing the gameO), others add a dramatic
event (such as a firefight or a r ound of betting), some
temporaril y change the mode of representation (such as
having the players close their eyes and tell a collective dream
one by one, or having the players temporaril y represent
animals), and some instigate a shift in narrativ e (such as
having a player/character perf orm a monologue, or having
tw o players/characters dance a waltz).

¥ Randomness: situation, plot, nicknames, charactersE to
eliminate the necessity of secrets built for the plot, to
eliminate pr edictability , and to allow for a higher r eplay value,
the majority of the p lot elements in the larp ar e determined
randoml y, by drawing car ds at random fr om a deck, a design

21. For mor e information about black bo x larp, see http:// nor diclarp.org/wiki/B lack_Box.
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element that allows for many variations of the game to be
played. This includes the crime that w as committed by the
group (such as a kidnapping, the burglary of a suitcase filled
with cash, finding a body at the meeting p lace), and for the
creation of characters. The theme of chance is also evinced
thr ough the subject and title of the larp.

¥ Dislocation of the narrativ e / dramatic f ocus: The players do

not enact the climactic and adv entur ous moments of the
crime their characters commit. Instead, the action of the game
is the waiting f or the arriv al of their emp loyer to provide
further instructions. But that ev ent, too, does not occur in-
game, as the larp ends at pecisely the moment w hen Tarzan
arriv es. In this manner, the larp is set in an interstitial
moment, betw een one happening and another. The focus is
not, then, the development of an elaborate narrativ e about
crime, but w hat happens between these characters during
these two hours of w aiting.

All these elements diff er from the typical larps made in Brazil,
which usually vary between narrativ e-centric and mechanics-
light games,or RPG-lik e gameswhere the story is occasionally
interrupted in order to resolve conflict with character statistics
(which is often mediated by an organizer). Our choices to
randomize character generation and to combine the roles and
responsibilities of players and organizers were somewhat
inno vative, as the use of metatechniques that disrupt narrativ e
flow had not, to our knowledge,beenusedbeforein the Brazilian
larp scene??

For further r eading on Brazilian larp, see ONew Tastes in Brazilian Larp: F rom Dark Cok e
to Caipirinha with N ordic IceO inThe Cutting Edge bNordic Larp (2014)

(http:// nordiclarp.org/w /images/e/e8/2014_The_Cutting_Edge_of N ordic_Larp.pdf ) and
corr elating video of pr esentation at Knutpunkt 2014, b y Wagner Luiz Schmit

(http:// www youtube.com/w atch?v=gC7i60zGM ok); GRedHope Brazilian horr or sci-fi larp O
on Petter Karlson ® Blog (includes further OBrazilian Larp HighlightsO)

(http:// petterkarlsson.se/2013/11/12/r edhope-brazilian-sci -fi -horr or-larp/); Analog XR
Issue #3, a magazine on Bazilian analog game design featuring a special issue on larp
(includes highlights of B razilian larp scene, selected by Encho Chagas, creator of PULSE
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For some of the participants in our run of O Jogodo Bicho at
Laborat—rio de Jogos last April, 2 this was their first experience

larping. Others had tried more traditional forms, especially

Vampire. We were pleasantly surprised by the imp lementation of

these new techniques, by the commitment of the players, and by

the successfulfunctioning of the key scenesand metatechniques.

The game we proposed, albeit quite diff erent from the norm,

was engaging to and assimilated by both veterans and first -time

players. Even the most unorthodo x metatechniques like Oback
in timeO (where all characters go back to an earlier point in

the game, regardless of what just happened, and move forw ard

playing it differently this time) and Qil players exchange
charactersOwere performed freely and spontaneously by the

participants, although there was, inevitably, some degree of

confusion. Nonetheless,the responsefrom the players wasvery

positiv e, including inspiring J<o MarianoNour Portuguese
guestNto run another Brazilian larp (Listen at the Maximum
Volume(2013))* a few months later in Lisbon.

(Gamechef 2013 winner)) (http:// analogxp.wordpress.com/2014/08/28/the-analog -xp-
issue-3/); and Brazilian larpscripts in English, Listen at the Maximum Volume(2013) and Bitter
Coffee(2013), both by Luiz Prado (http:// nplarp.blogspot.com.br /p/english.html).

In addition to O Jogo do Bichoother activities connected to the larp w ere featured at the
event, including ¢lcool (Alcohol)(2014), a larp by Luiz Prado with blackbo x and Jepform
characteristics (but without a dir ector) where players collectiv ely created a central character
about their r elationship with alcohol (http://issuu.com/akitan/docs/_2014__mais_dados_-
_alcool_e_caf___); Morte Branca(White Death / Hvid D¢ d) a non-verbal (and very physical)
larp by Nina Runa Essendrop and Smon Steen Hansen and translated by Tadeu Andrade
for the event (here intensified by the heat, rather than the cold!)

(https:// www .facebook.com/media/
set/?set=a.774331085940573.1073741828.768019049905110&type=1); and a playtest of
Akitan combat mechanics, a medieval larp that uses metal swords and a system to represent
choreographed combat (http://liv emedieval.blogspot.com/)(see also OLooking Back to Move
Forw ardO at http://nor diclarp.org/w /images/4/4d/2013_Cr ossing_Physical_Borders.pdf).
At the first Game Lab in 2013, w e also ran a larp calledMtfia, which was a precursor to O
Jogo do Bichéhttps:// www .facebook.com/media/
set/?set=a.839140606126287.1073741833.768019049905110&type=1). M uch mor e like
Tarantino @ Reservoir Dogs, Mffia didn Otdcus on elements of Brazilian cultural, f or example.
The character creation and game setup were also \ery diff erent. Coincidentall y, the random
drawing by card to determine w hich crime had been committed had same r esult:
Okindnapping®



In retrospect, the setup of the gameNthat is, the lotteries that
determine the characters and the crime they
committedNseemed to us very lengthy. We feel the game could
have benefitted from a mor e elaborate preparation with warm-
ups and pre-game workshops designed to better guide the
experience. We would also fine-tune the techniques to more
smoothly transition all the players into the desired mood of the
game. Some key scenesfulfilled this function exceptionally well
(such as the collective dream and the five minutes of silence),
but there were some variations that evoked over-excitement and
squabbling (which havelittle to do with the desired mood for the
game).

In O Jogodo Bicho,we experienced various possibilities within
the medium of larp which broke from the main traditions of
Brazilian larp. We were influenced by characteristics of larp in
other countries, but most importantl y, we found our own
identity in this reseaich. We will be running O JogodoBichoagain
on October 18th, 2014 in S<o Paulo, wherewe plan to imp lement
some simplifications in the setup and add warm-ups and pre-
game workshops (as influenced by our experience with the
Nordic larp White Death (2013) and some Brazilian larps by Luiz
Prado). Thus, Boi Voador continues to push the boundaries of
larp in Brazil and establish it on the map of the international
contemporary larp community .

24. More information about Listen at the Miximum Volumecan be found here
http:// nplarp.blogspot.com.br /p/english.html.
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A NIGHTTIME TALE OF XIROS

BY ADAM LAZAR OFF

Image licensed under@GBY by Yinan Chen at
http:// www.goodfeephotos.com/.

Editor® Note: This pieceis a creative, narrative accountfrom one
larper®character®experienceThe following short story demonstates
a uniquely performative modeof documentationjn that it is a story
from the character®memory, but not doesnot describean in-game
event.Thetalewas,howeverbornin-gamewhenit wasinscribedin the
character&diegeticjournal, and told aloud in-game,in a world where
oral storytellingis a sacedpractice.This piecesvocativelydemonstates
the rich lived experiencedhat flourish in roleplaying games,and
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honorsthe powerful and nuancedaspectsf world-building that color
the plots we tditionally document. -Emma \Aldron

The gameis setin medieval times, where nobles rule, the artisans
tink er, and the peasants labor.The fras Chronicles is the
brainchild of Hilary Diane and Adam Shelby. These two along
with their staff have created a beautiful world in which the
players have been invited to explore and, in many ways, add
to its past, present and futur e. For those of you who love to
dream reality, | highly encourage you all to check out the fras
Chronicles for yourself and let yourself be
inspir ed. www .eraschronicles.com

On the 14th day of Springrise in the Braelin year of 1214 (1376 by
the Xir osie Calendar), a grand storytelling contest in the duchy of
Esos was had, in honor of her Highness Princess Valencia Odell.
Storytellers from as far north as Blacknell, and as far south as
Zakari, cameto tell their tales. It wasonly fitting that one of Xir os
also come to tell his tale. To those of this land | am known as
Jacamou Malaysri, Shaman of Xiros, and Gravedigger of
Ravensgate.Come and sit by the fir e, hear my tale, and live asl lived.
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Jacamoufournal. Photo used with permissioftbe author

Photo used with permissiof the author
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Photo used with permissiof the author

Image by Cawmline Nesbit and used with permissioh fr as

Chronicles
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The Hour is late.

The Moon shines down upon the sands of Xir os and shimmer
lik e the stars. It is asif we walk in the sky above. Thereis no up,
no down, only the infinite twinkle of lights all ar ound us.

The warriors beside me, tir ed, both in body and spirit, stand
firm, weaponsin hand. It is a rare respite for us, and while we
take in the stillness and beauty of the night, we dare not let our
guard down. And so battered, but not broken, we stand, waiting,
watching.

Our healers have retreated far behind our line to tend our
Chieftain. Regardlesswe do not fear what lay before us. We will
not flinch w hen the sands part ways to reveal our enemy.

As we stand, the spirits of our ancestors stand with us.

The ground begins to rumble asthey approach. The torchesare
lit to r eveal our presence.

We are of Xir o0s.
We are unafraid.

We seetheir faces, faces of our friends, allies, brothers, sisters,
mothers, all taken and raised to fight for the maddened Shaman
Gramin whom commands them. The moans of the dead raise
into cr escendo as their master commands them forw ard.

The dead hunger for the living, and charge us with unnatural
force. Twenty of our best sheath their weapons and hold their
totems of deflection aloft. Faint blue light emanatesasthey chant
in unison. The dead, with nowhere to go, funnel between them
towards those of us who still bor e armsE

Our w ork begins.



For what feels lik e eternity , we hack the undead. The horde is
endless. As our limbs fatigue, we fall back as our second line,
advancesto continue our work. | wipe the blood from my face
and take arare moment to survey the battle. To my dismay | see
our novice shamans begin to tir e, their throats growing horse
from their endless chanting.

Slowly the light fr om their totems begin to dim and fade.
The dead break throughE

The screamsof the shamansare drowned by the sound of broken
bones and torn flesh. Tired, broken, and battered we charge
forw ard, swords in hand. The dead wash over us lik e an ocean
wave upon arock. Still we hold the line. One by one we fall to
the dead, only to be raised by our enemy. The battle seemslost,
and yet we stand, we are of Xir os,wewill not yield solong asone
of us has breath. Those of us left regroup for one last stand. Our
swords are chipped, our shields reduced to splinters.

Far off over the mountains the first rays of twilight split the night
sky. We howl to the light and prepare for the final charge; we
shall make them pay in blood f or every inch they tak e.

As if in answer, the healers of our hearth returned to us, followed
by our chieftain Coramou. Beyond him an army marches ten
score deep. Risen to fight for our hearth, and obey the words of
our hearth leader.

Elder Coramou, Grandmaster Shaman,and leader of our mighty
hearth, bellows a command, asthe entir ety of his horde rushes
forw ard to destroy our enemy. We overwhelm them; those of us
who still hold breath allow our blood to boil with the fury of war
and charge forw ard.

I look acrossthe land and spot the black figur e.| seehis eyes,so
sure of victory , now dart in fear. He sendshis elite dead into the
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fray in a desperate attempt to sway victory back to him, though
he knows in his black heart, he has lost. | sprint through the
battle, ducking swings, and breaking thr ough their dead gnarled
hands. | will not allow him the dishonor of living pastthis night.
The mad shaman seesme, and for a moment is frozen in fear. A
war cry bellows from my lips as| make the final charge up the
slope of sand, dagger and sword in hand.

The old man is quicker then | anticipate, as he ducks my swing,
brings out an angry blade,and with aflash, plungesit deepwithin
my chest.

I crump le to my knees, and meet the gaze of those ice blue eyes.
From within afold in the shaman® cloak he pulls out a stone of
Greater M aladiction, intending to place it on me before the last
of my life leaves my body. Gramin @ laughter cuts thr ough me,
sending a shiver up my spine.

That laugh would be his last. With the strength left in me, | snatch
the old man®wrist, rise to my feetlik e aman possessed| can feel
my ancestor® strength flow within me, as| snatch the Greater
M alediction stone from his hand and force it into the shaman®
mouth before driving my dagger deep into his heart. He croaks,
spasms, and crumges before me.

All goesdark, | fall to the ground, the last bit of lif e flows out of
me.

Our banner hasrisen high in the sky. My people cheer, and | feel
a pride only one of Xir os can knowE.

El am of Xir os

El am unafraid.



2 P :

Jacamou Malaysri, Shaman bXir os, and Gavedigger b

Ravensgate. Photo used with permissibthe author
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VISUAL DESIGN AS METAPHOR: THE
EVOLUTION OF A CHARA CTER SHEET

BY JASON M ORNIN GSTAR

Image ceated by Rich Longmer
(richlongmoeeillustration.blogspot.conand used with

permission bthe author

A character sheet is a resource commonly found in tabletop
roleplaying games.It servesmany purposes, from state tracking *
to spacefor note-taking, and is afocal point of player agencyNa
player® sense of ownership and contr ol over the game world.

1. O%ate Tracking can be everything fr om keeping track of the scor es of the different players
of the game (like a cribbage boa) or tables like the complex character sheets used in some
roleplaying gamesO dremy Gibson. Introduction to Game Design, 8otyping and Development
Crawfordsville, IN: P earson Education, 2014, p. 59.
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Any important player-facing information ? that needs to be
referenced during a game session typically appears on a
character sheet. They can vary in size and scope from a few
words on an index card to multi -page documents of crushing
complexity . Although some gamesomit character sheetsentir ely,
they remain an iconic bit of ep hemera across the hobby.

As tangible links between the social and diagetic worlds,
character sheetsare often central to the roleplaying experience.
For something so important, it is surprising how little thought
sometimes goes into their design.

For my game, Night Witches(2015), | didn Owant to fall into this
trap. The game presentsso many barriers by premise and content
alone that | knew | wanted everything the players touched to
be as engaging and usable as possible. As the primary and very
literal point of contact between player and character, | knew that
the character sheetsneededto function efficientl y while serving
asobjects of inspiration that communicated theme and hinted at
possibilities f or exciting p lay.

2.1 use Ofayer-facingO as quick shorthand to distinguish ephemera that is not explicitl y GM -
facing. Character sheets literally face the players. In some games this is a false dichotony
but here it makes sense.
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Image ceated by Rich Longmer and used with permissiofi o

the author

Night Witchegis a tabletop roleplaying game about the 588th
Night Bomber Regiment* a group of Soviet airw omen who flew
dangerous missions against incr edible odds during the Second
World War. Struck by their powerful story, | started toying with
a game about them in 2007, but only really began serious work
after playing Vincent Baker® brilliant game ApocalypseWorld
(2010), which would be the inspiration for the underlying
structur e for my take on the Night Witchesstory many yearslater.
The elegant and always consequential feedback loop between

For mor e information about Night Witches see http:// www .bullypulpitgames.com/games/
night -witches/.

Good books on the N ight W itches include: Kazimiera Cottam. Soviet Airwomen in Combat in
World War II. Manhattan, Kansas: Military Affairs/A erospace History Publishing, 1983;
Kazimiera Cottam. Women in Air War: The Eastern Font o World War II. Nepean, Ontario:
New Military Publishing, 1997; and Anne N oggle. A Dance With Death: Soviet Airwomen in
World War Il. College Sation, Texas: Texas A&M U niv ersity Press, 1994 (ny top
recommendation ).



fiction and mechanicsin Apocalyps&Vorld wasanatural fit for the
kind of p lay | had always imagined for my game.

Becausethere is a lot of information to track in Night Witches |
knew | would needto include acharacter sheet.Since it occupies
the middle ground of complexity , asdoes Apocalypsé&Vorld (2010),
| found the ApocalypséNorld model a useful one to follow. You
need reference material to play the game, but the essential
components generally fit on one side of a sheet of letter-sized
paper. This includes your character® name and background,
their OlookQand the mechanical bits that make them special in
the game worldN movesthey can make, things they possessand
people they know.

While deciding how to organize the information players would
need to reference to play Night Witches | found that it generally
fell into three categories. The first is static informationN your
character® name, for example. This rarely if ever changes. The
second is stable informationN your moves, for example. This
changes once per session or less. And the third is volatile
information, which changes frequently. A character®
healthN Harm, in Night WitchesparlanceN falls into this category.
During a session you may be changing and erasing this many
times. These categories of use donOtmap one-to-one with the
frequency with which they are visually referenced, but they are
reasonably close.
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In the static information category, Night Witches has your
character® name and rank, her look and background, and some
localizing aidsN regimental honors and information on the
Regiment®@ command staff and your airw oman® place in it. In
the stable information category, your character has a role, stats,
moves, possibly some medals, and advancement options that all
change infr equently. And finall y, in volatile information, you
have regard, harm, and marks, all game-specific subsystems that
are referenced constantly in play. Stats and moves, while not
volatile, are also subsystems that see continual reference at the
table. These categorizations were obvious in some casesand less
soin others. Over time they becameclearer, and their placement
was adjusted to reflect their use and utility .

My challenge wasto present all this information in a way that
was clear, easy to reference, and usable. One of my primary
goals was to minimize both handling time and clutter at the
table. Character sheets are physical objects that take up space,



and a paper-heavy game like Night Witches can be a little
overwhelming. In addition to character sheets,there are duty
station handouts and other necessary play materials, and |
wanted to avoid a blizzar d of paper on the table.

To this end, early character sheet designs involved presenting
the material in booklets. | tried both portrait (4.250by 110)and
landscape (5.50by 8.50)ormats, each consisting of two double-
sided pages, folded. While these designs neatly reduced table
clutter , they incr easedhandling time dramaticall y. There wasno
good way to put the volatile information whereit would be easy
to modify without also relegating often-r eferenced material to
awkw ard locations within the booklets. | concluded, after a lot
of painful experimentation and subsequentobservation, that the
density of information in this game made booklets a poor fit, and
resigned myself to using a standard, double-sided sheetof paper.
| wasreally in love with the portrait -oriented booklet, which |
still think holds a lot of potential, but for Night Witchesit was a
poor fit and | reverted to amor e common format.® Ther efore, the
final design for the Night Witchescharacter sheetsis double sided,
letter -sized, in portrait orientation.

. Booklets have yet to come into their prime. M y experiments with Night Witchesand other
games have led me to believe that the format is bad for traditional character sheets, w hich
benefit fr om div orcing r eference information shar ed by the entir e table and player-facing
and volatile inf ormation lik e statistics that ebb and flow within a discr ete session, functions
that booklets tend to combine. | think the booklet has a lot of potential in w  eird edge cases,
lik e games that hare hidden or transf ormational character componentsNperhaps w here
manipulating the booklet itself mimics the fiction in some w  ay.
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An early iteration d the chamacter sheet design, utilizing a

booklet brmat. Image used with permissiofthe author

Having settled on the overall format of the character sheetsin
terms of usability, | then focused on aesthetic design. | wanted
a clean, functional layout that echoed the game®book design,
which is strongly influenced by mid-century Soviet texts. When
designing the book, layout designer Brennen Reece and |
collected visual referencescentered on the technical manual for
the PO-2 airplane actually flown by the Regiment. As a result,
both game book and character sheet feature functional groups
of information broken up by strong lines: thick horizontals and
thinner verticals wherethey add utility . The information is dense
but allowed to breathe® thr ough the careful use of balanced white
space.

One clear design goal was the incorporation of medals.

6. This is a layout term r elated to page arrangementN margins, kerning (character spacing),
leading (line spacing), etc. We used wide-ish margins and very careful leading to pr ovide
balanced white space.
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Historicall y, earning medals was a big deal in the Red Army Air

Force, so it is incorporated into the game as both a mechanical
and fictiv e component of Night Witches Besides,they look cool,
and displaying the visually striking medals makes the character
sheet mor e colorful and inter esting B which, in turn, makesthe
sheet mor e usable’ The prominent display of medals serves to
orient the player to the time and place of the game, an important

added benefit in a game that is rooted in real history. M edals
began on the front/ bottom of the character sheet and, over
successiwe iterations, slowly migrated to the back/top. As stable
but not volatile information, they didn Omeed to be in constant
view. Their presenceon the sheetat all wasenough to add visual
inter est and communicate theme.

LTy pros Sraege, TermiEring. Dangenoes, Sad, Laving ar Coarmgsous
plus Ohasssion, Farwerell, Baithe, Shame, Resem: or Promiss

[A\\ﬁ:

Wl o ey
[y Fatarn
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l"{-‘k:r\'\-um:.n_ am—
“' Remarve Flong . e

-

Image used with permissiofithe author

After | observed players sketching their airplanes or modifying
airplane images on combat section information handouts, | also

. See Don Norman. OEmotion and design: Attractiv e things work better Ointeractions Magazine
9.4 (luly 2002), pp. 36-42.
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added asmall but detailed overhead of the trusty PO-2 biplane to
the front of the character sheet,and a silhouette to the back. Lik e
the medals, this adds a bit of visual inter est and perhaps gently
focusesplayers on the game®coreNwomen, in airplanes, being
heroes. These illustrations take up valuable spacebut | think the
tradeoff is w orth it.

The upper right corner of the character sheet is blankNspace
left freeto staple on a passport-sized photo of an airwoman. |
knew that relating to the women that the game is about would
be very important for the players, and decided early on that we@
commission an artist (the talented Claudia Cangini, asit turned
out) to illustrate a score of them. There is a well-established
tradition of drawing a portrait of your character, as reflected
in some of the earliest Dungeonsand Dragons(1974) character
sheets.My character sheetsfor Night Witchesrecognize the value
in this tradition, making it very easy for players to adopt an
image they can relate toNan image they choose themselves or,
if they prefer, draw themselves. As an added bonus, the affix ed
head shot givesthe character sheeta mor e official, bureaucratic
look v ery much in k eeping with the time and p lace.

After making my initial design choices, | then had to test their
actual usability. Jakob Nielsen recommends quick and dirty
usability testing with a cohort of 3-5 users repetitiv ely,?2 which
sounds lik e a gaming group to me. With this in mind | put my
friends through the character sheet design wringer across the
development process of Night Witchesas we played through a
complete campaign. Almost every weekly session saw them
transferring information to a new sheet. In grateful for their
patience.

. Jakob Nielsen and Thomas K. Landauer. @ mathematical model of the finding of usability

problems OProceedingsfACM INTER CHIO93 Comfrence Amsterdam, The Netherlands: 10S
Press, 1993, pp. 206-213.
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author.

By observing how the players interacted with the elements of the
character sheet, | was given strong pointers that influenced my
design decisions. One carry-over from the earliest version of the
game was something | called the character® Story, represented
by a simple structur e that formed a sentence like OMariya®
Deadly VengeanceCr O\alya® Unlik ely LoveOl loved this idea,
which presenteda clear pointer toward a uniquely Russian blend
of melancholy and melodrama, as well as incentivizing a style
of play that fit the fiction | wanted to generate very well. |
mechanically incentivized the use of your Story in various ways,
and each one failed. Players didn Otreference their character®
Story , progressively mor e prominent placement on the character
sheet had no effect, and it rarely entered play. In the end, based
on my observations, it wasremoved from the game without any
real loss and many of the elements built into Story found their
way into mo ves, GM guidelines, and other areas of the game.
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Another example of how observing playtests influenced my
design choices is the selection and use of player moves.Inspir ed
by Marshall MillerOs great game The Warren (2015), for a time,
I had all the available character moveslisted on every character
sheetNa communal resource. By dir ect, painful observation |
learned that this wasa nightmar e for a game ascomplex asNight
Witches Tracking who had taken which moves became complex
and problematic. | eventually reverted to moves @wnedO by
individual playbooks, a far more common approach. It is
illuminating how often | reverted to old, well-used forms in this
process.

A visual representation bthe evolution 6the Night Witches

character sheetsniage used with permissiofithe author

Ultimatel y, | generated around two dozen versions® of the Night
Witches character sheet, some featuring modest, incr emental

9. As a note, | only included about half these in m y analysis as the other half were very
incr emental. So the image above of the multip le versions only shows 16 steps although there
were quite a few mor e in the entir e process.
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changes and some showcasing radical departur es. By carefully
observing how these sheetswere used in play, | was able to not
only refine the visual design of the functional tool but also re-
examine and impr ove the game itself, which addressedmy goal
of impr oving usability . | addressedmy second goal of including
aesthetics, theme, and inspiration in the character sheets by
incorporating period-specific visual design choices, coupled
with the careful use of images. What | learned thr ough this very
focused processis that the evolution of a character sheet, or
any piece of essential player-facing ephemera, can mirr or the
evolution of a game®design and serve asa metaphor for design
missteps and triump hs. By making a commitment to both
usability and the aesthetics of play, | was able to iterativ ely
impr ove Night Witches outside the realm of traditional
playtesting.
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UN CERTAINTY IN ANALOG ROLE-PLAYING
GAMES

BY EVAN TORNER

Design matters.! Few doubt it does. A game® design is an
immanent force that acts on its players, so that their play might
produce emergent effects. OWhen we design [role-playing
gamegOsays Eirik Fatland, Ove are playing basically with the
building blocks of cultur e. Not just our fictional cultur es; real
cultur esaswell E [dir ecting] human creativity toward a shared
purpose.® Game mechanics incentivize, constrain and afford
certain specific behaviors so that the objective of the game is
fulfilled. Prompts for player action, the incorporation of
previously hidden information, and intr oduction of statistical
probabilities preoccupy most designers of tabletop role-playing
games (RPG9).2 In role-playing game studies, however, much of
the conversation focuseson the OpleOaspect of the activity: a

Ron Edw ards. "S/stem Does Matter." The Forge http:// www .indie-rpgs.com/_atrticles/
system_does_matter.html.

Eirik F atland. "Does Larp Design M atter?" Nordic Larp Talks. http:// nor diclarptalks.org/
does-larp-design-matter -eirik -fatland/.

For mor e on the subject of rules as the core element of meaning in RPGs, see Chris
Bateman. "The Rules of Imagination. " In Dungeons & Diagons and Philosophy:ailing the
Temple 6 Wisdom Edited by Jon Cogburn and M ark Silcox. Chicago: Open Court, 2012, pp.
225-238. See also: Rebecca Borgstrom. "Structur e and Meaning in Role-Playing Game
Design." In Electionic Book Rview February 1, 2008.

http:// www .electronichookr eview.com/thr ead/firstperson/borntobewy Id.
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player® identity in relation to the character, the lines between
reality and fiction, and the rationale for engagingin certain kinds
of play.* If designers are working with the Obuilding blocks of
cultur eGthen why arenOtve looking at how those building blocks
produce certain types of play, asopposed to other types of play?
This essy on uncertainty in analog RPGs examines core
variables of RPG design that produce the very diverse sorts of
play experiences one finds in the medium toda y.

Some context is in order. | recently wrote a short piece about
transparency in RPGsto highlight it asan active design element.®
In that article, | drew the distinction between transpaency of
expectationb or what the player can and cannot expect from a
game, which lets players make informed decisions about play
b and transpaency of information B or what specific plot and
game elements are revealedto the players over time. | concluded
that incr easing both transparencies confers incr easedagency on
the player, but also incr easedresponsibility over a game®&final
outcome. The mor e you know, the more you are obliged to act
sensibly on what you know. If | already know that Fiasco(2008)
is a neo-noir game about ordinary criminals who createterrible
trouble for themselves, then 1@ not to going to play my
character to OwirQagainst the scenario. If | already know that
Fiona® character is a traitor , then | can use this inf ormation to
play up my character® loyalty to hers. This argument was made
under the assumption that there should be mor e transparency in
our designs,opening up lines of communication and making play
much mor e egalitarian. As we know from Yevgeny Zamyatin®

. To cite several insightful w orks on the topic: Mik e Pohjola. G\utonomous | dentities N

Immersion as a Tool for Exp loring, Empo wering and Emancipating | dentities.O InBeyond
Role and PlayEdited by M arkus M ontola and Jaakko Stenros. Helsinki: R opecon ry, 2004,
pp. 81-96; Sarah Lynne Bowman. The Functions bRole-Playing Games Efferson, NC:

M cFarland Publishing, 2010; T odd N icholas Fuist. OThe Agentic Imagination: Tabletop
Role-Playing Games as a Cultural Tool.Oimmersive GameplayEdited Evan Torner and
William J. White. Jefferson, NC: M cFarland Publishing, 2012, pp. 108-126.

. Evan Torner . "Transparency and Sakty in Role-Playing Games." WyrdCon Companion Book

2013 Edited by Sarah Lynne Bowman and Aaron Vanek. Los Angeles, CA: WyrdCon, 2013,
pp. 14-17.



dystopian novel We (1920), however, transparency in the form

of glass walls to spy on one® neighbors and absolute state
surveillance could be seen as too much of a good thing.

Surv eillance activates our capacity to act, but it can also stifle

us. This got me thinking: what should players of a game know

already in advance, and what elements cannot (and/or should

not) be knowable? The border between what can be considered
known and what cannot is certainly a Obuilding block of cultur eQ
asFatland put it, and how we play with it can cruciall y influence

the outcome of any game design.

UN CERTAINTY AND KN OWLEDGE

RPG design may, in fact, be creating diff erent epistemologies that
outline what knowledge is. An epistemology theorizes what can
be considered a fact, belief, or opinion. RPG designers aspire to
assist the fluid communication of facts, ideas and expectations
during play, but must in turn abandon the notion that they can
@ontrolO the actual playing of the game in any given way.
Countless RPGs still contain language such as Otherules are not
the final word Byou are® or Oneer let the rules getin the way of
what makes narrativ e sense® Whereasother epistemologies in,
say, scientific inquiry or legal studies hypothesize, verify, codify
laws, and interr ogate previous laws, RPG design presumes up
front that every aspectof play P including rules b is relationalto
the gioup who plays the game

Hypotheses become impossible without sufficient fixed
variables, and even the laws/rules themselves become entir ely
relative to the group in question. Playtesting is an attempt at
paring down variables to seea game in action, but this presents
an always-compr omised view of a game®general arc. If design
matters so much, why do designers often disavow the design
itself? Perhapsit is to acknowledge that the simple and relational

6. Monte Cook. Numener. Seattle, WA: M onte Cook Games, 2013. p. 320.
7. Leonard Balsera, et al.Fate Coe. Slver Spring, MD: E vil H at Productions, 2013, p.185.

ANALOG GAME STUDIES 143



8.

9.

10.
11.

144

delineation of diegetic truths B what some call Ofictional
positioningO® B remains the most powerful tool in the RPG
medium. M ost of what a designer does is determine the aspects
that are to be known and transparent in a given game, and how
the unkno wn or hidden aspectsreveal themselvesto the players.
The rest is up to the impr ovisational skills of a giv en group.

Talk of transparency and knowledge begsthe broader question
of the use of uncertainty in RPGs. To design any game within a
cultur e means contr olling diff erent aspectsof a game®socially
experienced uncertainty . As George Elias, Richard Garfield and
Robert Gutschera write: O[lf we had to pick one ingr edient that
was necessary (although not sufficient) for something to be a
game, uncertainty in outcome would probably be it.3 Because
of that concept® inherent Glipperiness,3®° however, few game
designers discuss uncertainty beyond the level of card/dice
probabilities and the use of secrets/hidden inf ormation.

If what we call @ultur eOis basedon knowledge, ignorance, and
practices that delineate the known from the unknown, then a
designer® deliberate use of uncertainty becomes a decisively
cultural act. What varieties of uncertainty are required in
diff erent types of role-playing experiences, and how does RPG
design attend to the diff erent levels of uncertainty at work? If
you think about it, analog RPGs in which Qnything may be
attempted3*® contain such variegated and nuanced levels of
uncertainty that maybe Werner Karl Heisenberg would have
considered them worthy of study. At a gaming convention, for
example, organizers often have no idea who will be sitting with
them at a given role-playing game table. When rolling dice,
players donOtknow if their character will succeed or fail.

Vincent Baker. "Where were we...?"anyway. November 12, 2012. http://lump ley.com/
index.php/an yway/thr ead/689.

George Skaff Elias, Richard Garfield, and K. Robert Gutschera. Characteristics bGames
Cambridge, MA: MIT Pr ess, 2012, p. 137.

Elias, Garfield, and Gutschera, p. 139.

See also dn Peterson. Playing at the Wrld. Sanford, CA: Unreason Press, 2012.



Costumesiin live-action RPGs may tear or fall apart. Sick players
may find themselves in moods that affect their actions in the
story. If after 2 hours of fiddling about, the players (and
characters) still canOsolve the Riddle of the Sphinx, and the end
of the sessionlooms near, how should the situation be handled?
Uncertainty is baked into the role-playing medium. In some
instances, we savor it B in others, w e despise it.

It should come as no surprise that Greg Costiky an, a former

RPG designer (Paranoia (1984), Star Wars: The Role-Playing Game
(1987)), has written a book-length essg entitled Uncertainty in

Games(MIT , 2013).*> The book helps us to address questions
about uncertainty , drawing on a set of perspectiveswhich span
the field of game design. See,we currently have a movement
in game studies called Opatform studies®® which isolates and
examines how diff erent platforms dir ectly impact the aesthetic
experiences created via their Goftw areQthe gamesthemselves).
The movement has been able to use diff erentiation among

platforms to draw wider conclusions about the possibilities of

human cultural expressionin an ageof media saturation. On the

other hand, Costiky an succeedsat performing a classic cross-
platform analysis of the games he cites, focusing on univ ersally
shared characteristics across all games. Uncertainty in Games
presentsa concise argument about game design with numer ous
examples drawn from a host of diff erent games:board, tabletop

RPG, mobile app, console, etc. Somaybe it is a Procrustean act to

re-assertplatform specificity using his elegant model but, heck, |

want to take acloser look at analog role-playing games:tabletop,

live-action and fr eeform.

THE MANY VARIETIES OF UN CERTAINTY

Costiky an presumesthat most games have multip le sources of

12. This book is part of the ex cellent new Playful Thinking series at MIT Pr ess, edited ty Jesper
Juul, Geoffr ey Long and William U ricchio.
13. For mor e information about p latform studies, see http:// www .platf ormstudies.com/.
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uncertainty , and that the best-designed games are those that
channel these uncertainties toward the fulfillment of the game®
objectives. This point is important, in that adjustment of given
uncertainties in gamesaffect what both the designers and players
can expect from play, and how knowledge of and about the game
might be co-constructed. If Ofunis the desired exploration of
uncertainty O as Alexandre Mandryka recently posited,** then
new forms of knowledge B and new epistemologies B await us
in these explorations aswell. We can now seehow uncertainty

might be used a tool to ask the straightf orw ard question: how
does this particular RPG work? This essa useshis language of
procedurality to describe disparate RPGs in compatible terms.
This method allows me to describe the tensions inherent in

RPGs that highlight their most game-lik e features.

Costiky an identifies eleven forms of uncertainty , each centering
on a specific question. Bear with me B weOllneed these terms
later: performativ e uncertainty (OWI | be able to physically
execute this maneuver?0)solver® uncertainty (OCanl solve the
puzzle here?0),player unpredictability (Ow is my play
experience contingent on the actions of others?O)randomness
(OWhat will fortune give me?0),analytic complexity (OWhat
decision will | make, given this complex decision tree?Ohidden
inf ormation(OWhat inf ormation is being deliberately withheld?0),
narrative anticipation(OWhat® going to happen next?0),
development anticipation (OWhat new additions/ releaseswill the
publisher make?O)schedule uncertainty(OWhen will | next be
able to return to this game?O)uncertainty of perception(OHow
can | filter out certain datato perceive the important data?Oand
semiotic uncertainty(OW hat will m y playing this game mean?0).

M ost gamesdovetail two diff erent primary forms of uncertainty
to generate tension. For example, Dimitry DavidoffGs ever-

Alexandr e Mandryka. "Fun and uncertainty " Gamasuta. January 29, 2014.
http:// www .gamasutra.com/blogs/Alexandr eM andry ka/20140129/209620/
Fun_and_uncertainty .php.
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popular party game Werewolf(1986), also known asMafia (1986),
uses player unpredictability and hidden information to driv e the
game forw ard. We as players arenOreally inter ested whether or
not we@e capable of playing the game (performative uncertainty)
or whether or not Davidoff will intr oduce a new variant of the
game while we@e playing it (developmenanticipation), but we are
super-in vested in A) anticipating other playersCbehavior and B)
judiciousl y hiding or figuring out who®killing all the innocent
civilians. Without both sets of activities, Werewolf would be a
rather boring game.

Games often appearto hold one form of uncertainty in high
regard, but will then reveal thr ough play the dovetailed forms of
uncertainty that actually drive the game. The old Sierra King®
Quest(1984-1998) adventure gamesfor the PC were ostensibly
about Othe storyO (narrativ e anticipation ), but actually leaned
heavily on solverfuncertainty (i.e., using the right objects in the
right way at the right time) and uncertainty of perception (i.e.,
locating hidden objects in the game®artw ork). > Such amove led
to the adventur e genre® eventual decline®® and rebirth thr ough
the Ohidden objectOgenre” The Settlersof Catan (1995) board
gameis ostensibly concerned with aplayer@strategy for winning

(analytic complexity, whereas actual gameplay reveals an overt
focus on randomness(how the dice determine availability of

Such critiques of the Sierra adventur e games ae commonplace and perhaps point toward
the decline of the genre's marketability . But, as Costikyan once pointed out with r egard to
adventur e gameGrim Fandango(1998), "without the puzzles, it's no longer a game" (p. 16).
Although | don 't exactly subscribe to his opinion in this instance, Costiky an's point that
games come into their own w hen they present us with moments of decision-making and
struggle certainl y justifies this decision choice f or the genre. Greg Costikyan. "I Have No
Words & | M ust Design: Toward a Critical V ocabulary for Games." ProceedingsfdComputer
Games and Digital Cultues Conérence Edited by Frans M §yrS. Tampere: Tampere Univ ersity
Press, 2002, p. 16.)

For mor e information about the rise and fall of adv enture games, see

http:// www .digitalgamemuseum.org/the-rise-and-fall -of -adventur e-games/.

For mor e information about hidden object games, see http:// en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Puzzle_video_game#Hidden_object_game.
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resources and playeruncertainty (how much players are willing to
trade for the resources in play).

Analog role-playing games prove inter esting as an uncertainty -
generating platform becausethey often have extremely mutable
game-states, based on the players interaction with the system
and their interpr etations thereof. One of the objectives of The
Forge,'® a now-defunct RPG design forum, wasto get designers
to clarify how exactly their rules were producing such game-
states,moving beyond the uncertainty agiven game promised to
its players b usually some combination of narrativ e anticipation,

randomness, narrativ e anticipation, and player uncertainty Band
the uncertainties the game actually delivered to its players.'® This
tension between promise and product belongs to most role-
playing games,but few designers couch it in broader terms (e.g.,
uncertainty ) beyond the narrow confines of their conception of
@ystem()(e.g.,the use of dice, cards, stats, narration, etc.) | now
turn to rules texts and my own experiences with the gamesin
guestion to discuss how the design deploys various forms of
uncertainty .

Dungeons & Dr agons

The role-playing game everyone thinks of when one says Oble-
playing gameQODungeons’ Dragong1974; 2014) promises GtoryO
(narrative anticipation) aswell asareliable setof rules to arbitrate
outcomes (randomnessin that story. To quote the recently
published D&D basic rules: OTheDungeons& Dragonsoleplaying
[sic] game is about storytelling in worlds of swords and sorcery.
E Unlik e a game of make-believe, D&D gives structur e to the
stories, a way of determining the consequences of the
adventur ersGaction. Players roll dice to resolve whether their

For mor e information about The F orge, see http:// www .indie-rpgs.com/f orge/index.p hp.
See RPon Edwards' "S/stem Does Matter" (http:/ www .indie-rpgs.com/_atrticles/
system_does_matter.html) and "The N uked Apple Cart" (http:// www .indie-rpgs.com/
articles/12/).



attacks hit or miss or whether their adventur ers can scale a cliff,
roll away from the strik e of a magical lightning bolt, or pull
off some other dangerous task. Anything is possible, but the
dice make some outcomes mor e probable than others.&° In fact,
rather than primaril y focusing on narrative anticipation or
randomness editions of Dungeons& Dragonsusually rely on
analytic complexityto help players skew randomness in order to
properly addressthe hiddeninformation and solver€uncertainty in
store for their p layer-characters.

In simpler terms: the D&D rules emphasize the myriad skills,
tools and abilities the player-characters have at their disposal
to confront the dungeonmaster@ calculated thr eats and puzzles
sitting behind the DM@ screen. There are known unknowns
that one plans for, but also unknown unknowns. There is also
some development anticipation, as new editions and modules
for the game affect long-term campaign play. Player-characters
arm themselves against uncertainty itself. Nevertheless, the
developmenanticipation of D&D is actually the most existential
form of uncertainty becauseit® precisely the aspectof the game
over which the player has theleastcontr ol.

Fiasco

Jason M orningstarGs Fiasco(2008) is a game that simulates the
disastrous consequencesof small-time capers,” la the cinema of
Joel and Ethan Coen. The cover states that it is a game about
characters with Opaverful ambitions and poor impulse contr ol,0
suggesting that B wherever the narrative may go b it will surely
be afiasco. Since the players already know this going in, narrative
anticipation is somewhat substituted with semioticuncertainty. we
know the situation will go south, but how and what will it mean?
The game itself, however, primaril y functions on player

20. Mik e Mearls, Eremy Crawford, et al. D&D Basic RulesRenton, WA: Wizards of the Coast,
2014, p. 2.
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uncertainty and narrative anticipation, with just enough
randomness thrown in (along with the barest minimum of
analytic complexity via the playsets® so that the players feel lik e
there is some input from @utsideOthe table. This has the effect
of giving a group of random players immediate creative seeds
that they felt lik e they chose (via the playset), and then puts them
in a position in which they®e mostly just sorting out the story
among themselves. The randomness and analytic complexity are
just alibis for gamersto engageseriously with eachother astheir
own randomizing elements. Dungeons& Dragons by contrast,
deploys narrativ e anticipation and randomness as an alibi to
engage seriously with its idiosyncratic system of character
tw eaksupon creation and leveling up. Development anticipation
playsasmall role in Fiascqinsofar asnew playsetsare releasedby
both the publisher and fan communities on a semi-r egular basis.
Yet the existence of new playsetshas no retroactive effect on the
corerules of the gameor other playsets,leaving such uncertainty
on the outer edge of the design.

Amber

Erick Wuijcik3® Amber DicelessRoleplaying (1986, 1990) promises
fiction similar to that of Roger Zelazny® Chroniclesof Amberbook
series: a bitter family of gods and goddessessquabbling over
the substance of reality itself. One might argue that this diceless
system contains the least uncertainty of the gamesdiscussed,for
uncertainty is often associated with the randomness contained
within dice probability charts. Costiky an@taxonomy revealsthis
to be mere cultural bias, however. The game promises narrativ e
anticipation but actually delivers one of the most finely honed
marriages between player uncertainty and hidden inf ormation in
gaming. Players createtheir characters by bidding points against
the other characters, creating surprising antagonisms among the

Playsets are pre-determined lists of story elements fr om which Fiascoplayers assemble those
specific elements that will be f ound in their particular session of the game.



player-characters that emerge. No one knows how a player will
commit their points, and characters then exist for the rest of the
campaign in power relationships only with each other. Player-
characters are encouraged to hatch secret plots against each
other to advancetheir own agendas?? Though the gamerewards
you for creating your character® backstory or drawing his/ her/
their pictur e, it casts this delicate creation into the thorny
intrigues of both the gamemaster and your fellow player-
characters. Dice and the randomness they bring with them thus
create a kind of comfortable alibi for consequences within a
game; remove them, and you have only the fickleness and
caprices of other human beings to which you can attribute game
and story outcomes.® Compared to Fiasco or Dungeons &
Dragons hidden information and player unpredictability
encourage Poker-lik e bluff -and-risk play cycleswithout cards or
dice.

Dr ead

Speaking of games of discomfort, Epidiah Ravachol® horr or
RPG Dread (2005) famously uses a Jnga(1983) tower to help
pace the charactersGslow descent into the abyss.Horror draws
on fear of the unknown (hidden information) and the question
OWhat® going to happen?Q(narrative anticipation), but the game
itself actually pivots on performative uncertainty. the playersO
ability to pull Jenga blocks from the tower without making it
collapse. If you make the tower collapse, your character dies.
N evertheless, the character questionnair es that players must
initiall y  complete provide some measure of player
unpr edictability B not even the gamemaster can predict the
playersQresponsesD while the act of knocking over the tower

22. This state of affairs made Amberone of the ultimate p layers-passing-notes-to-the-GM
games of the 1990s. Next to W hite W olf pr oducts, of course.

23. For mor e on the general power of alibi such as dice within a game context, see Cindy
Poremba. "Critical Potential On The B rink Of The M agic Circle." In Proceedingsfdi GRA
Situated Play Cordgrence Edited by Akira Baba. Toky o: Univ ersity of T okyo, 2007, pp. 772
b778.
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provides a kill -switch to all the uncertainty: you get to sacrifice
your character to determine vital narrativ e details. This hasthe
effect of binding the physical act of confronting the tower with
narrativ e anticipation, binding both emotional uncertainties into
a kind of feedback loop. Although diceless like Amber, hidden
information takes a backseat to these two other uncertainties,
which then driv e play akin to avideo game:if you complete the
physical challenge, you get to see more story.

Costiky an®@ method provides us with insight into game design
decisions and player incentives with minimal discussion of
genre, artistic intent or other tried-and-true taxonomies. There
are issues with this, of course. Genre tropes play a much-
underrated role in the formation of the unwritten social
contracts that driv e the fiction. Agreeing that our characters are
going on thr ee awkw ard dates D asin Emily Care Boss@reaking
the Ice (2006)** B may do mor e to establish expectations of play
than anticipation of individual player actions. Artistic intent
allows us to interface a hypothetical authorial goal with the
outcomes of the game. Nathan Paoletta® carry says it focuses
Omoe on dealing with [how soldiers behave in war] than on
celebrating violence or exploring tactical and strategic choices
and indeed we as players can then specifically deploy the rules
toward that shared purpose. Categorizing players and creative
agendas (i.e., GNS)?* gives us the tools discern overarching
patterns in individuals and systems alike. But with a rubric of
uncertainty , we just might find a common language that
underwrites all RPGsand, with it, the underlying princip les that
make them work in a social context.

Emily Care Boss.Breaking the te Black and Green Games, 2006.

http:// www .blackgreengames.com/bti.html.

N athan Paoletta. carry: a game about wandp design, 2006.

Creative agendas, as defined i the Big M odel Wiki, ar e "the players' aesthetic priorities and
their eff ect on anything that happen [ sic] at the table that has ary impact on the shared
fiction. " They emerged as a concept in order to explain the diff erent kinds of enjo yment
experienced at a role-playing table, especially with r egard to the inter -player friction

diff ering agendas create. http://big -model.inf o/wiki/Cr eative_Agenda.
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EPISTEM OLOGY AND UN CERTAINTY IN RPGS

How do RPGs test the boundaries of our knowledge? We can
address this fundamental uncertainty about our own capacity
to know with the elements of uncertainty we find in the role-
playing systemswe play and design. After all, role-playing games
reflect the cultural and political milieu of the periods that
produced them.

RPGs help player groups agree upon specific, suggestedfictions
that then generate pleasurable B and painful ® emotion and
cognition. ? Though the role-player her/ himself will ultimatel y
experience the medium as Ofirstperson audience® the role-
playing group will nevertheless consent to certain rules and
norms that will guide their behavior and their shared, negotiated
fiction. If we@e all playing Dungeonsand Dragons for example,
chancesare that, before we even have entered the fiction of the
game, we have already (tacitly) consented to the game® races
and their modifiers, to the idea that a character with a Strength
stat of 13 has a certain probability of being able to lift 200 Ibs,
and that the dungeonmaster will getto frame the opening scene,
which will likely be in atown or tavern. Of course, all players
possessthe capacity to say OnadOWithin the significant arbitrating
power of the listenersCconsent lies the real game or, asApocalypse

The presumption that r ole-playing games exist only for "entertainment, " as the industry
often claims, denies us the ability to seriousl y engage with the symbols and meanings that
these games otherwise generate, and leae us with little or no apparatus to interpr et the
political, social, emotional and cognitiv e surplus also emergent from many RPGs. On this
point, see: Markus M ontola. On the Edge fothe Magic Circle Ph.D. Dissertation. Tampere,
Finland: U niv ersity of Tampere, 2012.

First-person audience means that a player will be the onl y one who can properly
understand and pr ocess their own experience as both player and character. For mor e on
first -person audience, see: Torill M ortensen. "Playing with Pla yers: Potential M ethodologies
for MUDS. " Game $udies2.1 (2002). http:// www .gamestudies.org/0102/mortensen/.; J .
Tuomas Harviainen. "Kapr ow's Scions' In Playground Worlds Edited by M arkus M ontola
and Jakko Stenros. yvSskylS, Anland: R opecon, 2008, pp. 216-231; Christop her Sandberg.
"Genesi: Larp Art, Basic Theories." In Beyond Rle and PlayEdited by M arkus M ontola and
Jaakko Stenros. Helsinki: Ropecon, 2004, pp. 265-288.
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World (2010) designer Vincent Baker once put it, Qll role-playing
systems apportion [credibility ,] and that® all they do.&°

Role-playing game systems are thus caught up in some of the
same paradoxes that plague the concept of certainty itself. As
philosop her Ludwig Wittgenstein asserts¥® to becertainyou know
is actually to doubtif aproposition is true and to verify its veracity
anew. Yet our current language and cultur e surrounding the
concept of OintelligenceO proscribes our ability to admit

ignorance. In other words, we frequently have to express
certainty about a fact before we have verified it, or before we
even have the language to accurately describe what the situation

is. To be certain means to have doubted D with the necessary
precursor statement Olthought | knew, butEO B and then sought
out the OtruthOfor oneself3' But certainty is a scarce resource
within modern society,* such that we often cannot even find

a viable test for our own knowledge If we look at Wikipedia

for truth, ** for example, we find only crowdsourced knowledge
to which many previous people have consented. We accept its
propositions not because we are ignorant or uncritical, but
becauseit takestoo much time and energy to verify their veracity
beyond a point. *

In essence,the search for even a provisional truth relies on a
healthy senseof skepticism combined with a B perhaps falsely

. Vincent Baker. "Vincent's Sandard Rant: Power, Credibility and Assent." The Forge October
4, 2002. http:// www .indie-rpgs.com/ar chive/index.p hp?topic=3701.

. Ludwig W ittgenstein. "On Certainty " Translated by Denis Paul and G.E.M. Anscombe.
Oxford, UK: Basil Blackwell, 1969-1975. http:// web.archive.org/w eb/20051210213153/
http://budni.b y.ru/oncertainty .html.

. Wittgenstein, Thesis 12.

. See Ulrich Beck. Risk Society: @wards a New Modernity. New Delhi: Sage, 1992.

. Wittgenstein, Thesis 110.

. Simonite, T om. "The Decline of W ikipedia." MIT T echnolog Review October 22, 2013.
http:// www .technologyr eview.com/f eaturedstory/520446/the-decline-of -wikipedia/.

. Wittgenstein goes so far as to frame doubt itself as a kind of mini-gamein w hich w e (falsel)
presume specific facts are certain so we can reach out to affirm v eracity of other facts: "If
you tried to doubt ev erything y ou would not get as far as doubting anything. The game of
doubt itself pr esupposes certainty." Wittgenstein, Thesis 115.
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optimistic B general consensus on which to stand, a
Opesupposed certaintyO that lets us explor e the borders of the
uncertain. Costiky an arguesthat we have culturall y fashioned @
seriesof elaborate constructs that subject us to uncertainty D but
in afictiv e and nonthr eatening wayOwhich we call @amesC® We
craft artificial systemsto experience emergent effects; we want
to know what to expect, but not what will necessarily happen
to us. Games themselves play with certainty , which means they
tink er with the very mechanisms we useto form knowledge, and
they even assistus with the transmission of cultural knowledge
within agroup.® Role-playing gamesoffer a somewhat narr ower
set of tools to nevertheless toy with our construction of
knowledge, with their potential in this respectonly beginning to
be explor ed within the last two decadesof RPG development.
And with the absenceof a solid win-condition, 3 the satisfying
outcome of an RPG hinges on a group of players adequately
exploring B and being affected by b the uncertainty inherent in
the game.

But by no means,aslan Bogost argues* are gamesvalue-neutral

in the kinds of uncertainty and fictions they generate. All games
mediate the values and cultur esthat produced them. Lik e other
media, can also be usedfor structuring and spinning inf ormation

toward certain desires and inter ests. As a film, for example,
Triumph of the Will (1936) aesthetically persuaded its audience
that the National Socialists in Germany constituted a unified

political and military entity , as opposed to a number of bitterl y
divided power factions. As television programming, MTV music
videos in the 1980s-1990s successfully convinced a generation

Greg Costikyan. Uncertainty in GamesCambridge, MA: MIT Pr ess, 2013, p. 2.

Costiky an, pp. 3-7.

At least, as Costikyan argues: InDungeons and Dagons,'no outcome is necessary, and
quantification is irr elevant to the outcome." Costiky an, p. 12.

With r egard to simulation games, for example, Bogost writes: "W hat simulation games
create are biased, nonobjective modes of expression that cannot escape the grasp of
subjectivity and ideology " lan Bogost. Unit Operations: An Appoach to Videogame Criticism
Cambridge, MA: MIT Pr ess, 2006, p. 99.
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of young people that a television network understood their style
and inter estsbetter than they did. As portable video footage, the
plethora of home-video documents of the Twin Towers attacks
on September 11, 2001 helped instantiate a sense of
overwhelming subjective, personal loss on the international
level. So too can the medium of role-playing games,with their
primacy of the fictiv e, reflect distinct cultural f orces.

The rise of Dungeonst Dragonsand its grid-based dungeon maps
mirr ors the early prolif eration of computing and the hyper-
quantification of society beginning in the 1970s. To succeedin
Dungeons & Dragons is to conquer the algorithm, to arrestthe
forces of randomness. The urban settings of the White Wolf
World of Darkness(1991) gamesor R. Talsorian® Cyberpunk2020
(1990) highlight early 1990s fears about gang violence in post-
industrial America and the disillusionment surrounding Baby
Boomers selling out to corrupt finance capital. Successin these
RPGs requires mastery over player uncertainty (by way of
manipulating your peers) aswell asthe analytic complexity of the
streetsand their various dangers. Aff ect-laden knowledgesfrom
certain cultur esand moments structur e what kinds of gameswe
create, and vice \ersa.

FRAMIN G IDEOLOGY

Epistemology and ideological framings thereof become apparent
in various games across the variegated 40-year history of the
role-playing hobby. Dungeons& Dragons produced by logics of
the Cold War,* projects the unkno wn into subterranean spaces,
which we then begin to OknavO by mathematically mapping
them, Kkiling enemies within them, and processing these
enemiesQesources (i.e., their loot). Even character experience b
supposedly their knowledge acquired from acting in the world B
is deriv ed from loot obtained in the early versions of Dungeons

Aaron Trammell. "From W here Do Dungeons Come?"Analog Game fidies1.1 (2014).
http:// analoggamestudies.org/2014/08/fr om-w here-do-dungeons-come/.



Dragons The game®contours reflect a Vietnam War-era desire
for M anichean good-v s.-evil categories, while also encouraging
all the cold instrumentality of modern warfare: fighters will only
use their highest-damaging weapon in conflicts, player-
characters are encouraged to specialize in their specific
dungeon-crawling capabilities, and enemies/traps ambush them
like in the bush, giving no quarter. D&D player-characters are
both heroes and vicious killers. Uncertainty centers not on who
is being killed or how it feels but how to kill it and what re-
saleabletr easuresit might leave behind. The incentiv e systems of
the game and the way it structur es knowledge frame it as such.

Wuijcik& Amber DicelessRoleplaying however, was developed in
the late 1980s, a period in which the savings-and-loan collapsein
the Statesresonatedwith the general economic dissolution of the
Soviet Union and the concurr ent rise of China. As a game with
no randomizers such asdice or cards, Ambercenters knowledge
on player uncertainty and the tricky political exigencies of a
game world comprised of literall y infinite worlds. If we even
remotely accept the notion that there were such things as First,
Second and Thir d Worlds (which is debatable, of course), then a
game about scheming artistocrats with massive powers perhaps
reflects the uncertainty about which OWrldOwould wind up on
top, whose vision for society was mor e viable, and what new
enemies would their superpower tactics produce. The removal
of randomizers beyond gamemaster fiat forces absolute player-
character responsibility for one® actions, meaning that all
consequenceswill likely hurt on a personal level. Characters act
as global powers, but their pain is all local.

Speaking of Othelocal,OM orningstarGs Fiascofr om 2009 prompts
player-characters to pursue petty, painfull y local goals (e.g.,OD
get even with the scum who are dealing drugs in your town Oxand
then act on impulse, cognitiv ely dissociating the player® persona
from the character®. In an envir onment of performativ e online
identities and a general collapse of generational optimism about
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the futur e, Fiascopermits playersto troll eachother in the fiction

without much retribution, and leavesthem the option of seeing
any meaning in the game or just thr ow up their hands and echo
the CIA Superior (JK. Simmons) at the end of Burn After Reading
(2008): OIfd **ed if | know what we did.OPlayer knowledge is
used to drive dramatic irony, as character ignorance produces
the greatestsenseof narrativ e anticipation. The randomnesshat
can be found in the thr ee moments of the game when the dice
are rolled (The Setup, the Tilt, and the Aftermath ) only assists
this narrativ e anticipation: the player-characters who have had
neither great or terrible luck throughout will not likely be able
to push their player® agenda at the Tilt and will likely end up
the worst off at the Aftermath. As under neo-liberal logics, there
is no meritocracy , only glory to those who can attract the right

kind of attention.

Epidiah Ravachol® Dread that rare RPG that relies on
performativ e uncertainty to determine narrative outcomes,
treats knowledge the way many films noirs do: as directly
correlating with danger and death. To know is to pull blocks
successfully from the Jengatower, and to pull blocks from the
Jengatower is to push one unlucky character toward death. The
further one seeksto know what is going on and how to stop the
imminent thr eat, the closer imminent death (in the Jengatower®
collapse) appears. The Enlightenment project (Gapee audeDare
to knowlOsuddenly becomes a liability as one seeksto escape
the killerGs knif e-blade or the horde of encroaching zombies.
Narration itself gets mapped onto the charactersObodies: it
doesnOtmatter where they happen to be (as opposed to D&D ),
or what political games they are playing with each other (as
opposed to Amber, Cyberpunk 2020 or the White Wolf RPGs) b
the next decision could get them killed. WhereasM orningstarGs
game demands irony, Ravachol® game demands intensity, a
physiological responseto ephemera mentioned. So just asmedia
consumers in the 2000s incr easedtheir savvy-ness about genre



convention and appreciation of narrativ e failur e (Fiasc9, they
also sought virtual, immersiv e systems that would refuse to
trivialize the fictional secondary w orlds at stake Oread.

Another concurr ent example, Frederik Jensen® Montsegur1244
(2009) hybridizes the ironic and immersive modes of
uncertainty . The game takes place at the time of the Cathar
Rebellion in 1244 AD, during which numerous Cathar heretics
were given the choice of renouncing their faith or burning at the
stake. The story itself remains largely foreclosed:your characters
will lose their collectiv e struggle and take their individual fates
into their own hands. One cannot become too attached to one®
character (even involuntaril y) becauseof the remote setting and
forced decision trees at the end. Nevertheless, the charactersO
background stories and the actual scenesof the game compel
players to emotionally commit to the outcome, with the full
knowledge of the events and their moral weight applying
pressure to the situation. The uncertainties, aswith Fiascg take
place at the site of the player making meaning of their
experience. In addition, gameplay itself focuseson small details
lik e @ metallic taste of bloodOor @ choking smoke brings forth
tearsOthat allow players to interrupt other playersOnarration,
forming the basisof player uncertainty that rewards inter -player
cohesion (so that you do not get your right to fictional
positioning suddenly taken away from you.) The gestaltis agame
that illustrates both our society® exacting historical knowledge,
aswell asits contested narration and interpr etation. We cannot
OknavOthe Cathars; only experience (as a first-person audience
their emotions during their fateful decisions. We are prompted
to experience human empathy at the level of 6 billion people,
a massive scale never previously required. If we can use our
cognitive knowledge of the Cathars to produce emotional
OknavledgeOin ourselves, then the system is (again) a process
responding to an era® concerns.

This essa promotes role-players to take a philosop hical view of
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the systems designed to create certain fictions, given that these
systems are fundamentall y playing with the building blocks of
knowledge construction itself within a specific cultural
framew ork. Co-cr eation of imaginary worlds is not an equivocal
process,but intensely negotiated between diff erent parties and
subjectivities, all against a backdrop of social anxieties and
cultural norms. The language of uncertainty gives us an
opportunity to compare the diff erent unknowns each role-
playing game generates with the kinds of player-character
knowledge required to resolve these unknowns in play. Role-
playing gamesrarely have win conditions, but they do provide us
with a platform to study how we arriv e at the truth, and which
truths inter est us in the first place.



POST-LARP DEPRESSION

BY SARAH LYNNE BOWMAN AND EVAN TORNER

Live-action role-playing (larp) occupies a unique place among
analog games,for it demands as much from playersChodies asiit

does from their minds. It comes then asno surprise that many
players find themselves in the situation of feeling confused,
exhausted, and emotionall y raw after a larp event.! In fact,
larpers frequently exhaust themselves in advance through the
leisure labor of planning their costumes, character actions,
possible outcomes, and interactions. Subsequently, the event
itself often features what some would describe as Ointense
contentO B dramatic interpersonal dynamics, impr ovisational

comedy, combat, political struggles, problem solving, etc. Intense
content is there by design in order to maximize the emotional

impact of the game. The sheer amount of emotional intensity

experienced in a short time frame can impact any given larper,
regardless of whether or not they found the experience
enjoyable?

. Eirik F atland. ODebriefing Intense Larps 1010The Larpwright ly 23, 2013.
http://larp wright.efatland.com/?p=384.; P eter M unthe-Kaas. OBst-Larp. OMunthe-K aas.dk/
Blog October 23, 2013. http:// munthe-kaas.dk/blog/?p=217; T obias Bindslet and Pernille
Schultz. ODe-Ricking. OPlayground Magazine 22011), pp. 30-33.

. Fatland; Sarah Lynne Bowman. OBeed: How Emotions Aff ect Role-playing Experiences.O
Nordic Larp Talks Oslg 2013. http:// nor diclarptalks.org/bleed-ho w-emotions-aff ect-r ole-
playing/.
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According to many larpers, the return to the OealworldOcan feel
deflating. The mind must divestitself from the vivid social reality
of the larp, and attempting to communicate with outsiders about
the events of game can feel alienating. Petri Lankoski and Simo
BrvelS have argued that role-playing immersion and emotional
bleed betweenthe character and the player are, in fact, cognitiv e
processesand Onaturalconsequences®f how Othebrain works.3
The emotional highs of game most likely have a hormonal
component; endorphins, adrenaline, dopamine, serotonin, and
oxytocin levels shift asthe result of game stimuli. As with any
high, the comedown can often f eel shocking and depressing.

Post-larp depressionis a common phenomenon and should not
cause players excessive concern. Indeed, participants report
similar experiences after attending events at fan conventions,
conferences, kink scenes, festivals, and so on.* The BDSM
community in particular has developed strategies for aftercare,
referring to the depression participants experience after a scene
as@rashGand @rop.G Both scholars and practitioners have noted
the connection between BDSM and role-playing scenes®
indicating that the phenomenological mental processes are
probably similar . M ental iliness and role-play are not necessarily
interr elated,” but the drop after an intense event may trigger
imbalances already in place. This article describes strategies
some larpers employ for transitioning between the game to the
OealworldOand coping with post-larp depression. By mobilizing

Petri Lank oski and Simo JSrvelS. @n Embodied Cognition Appr oach for U nderstanding
Role-playing.Olnternational burnal o Role-Playing 3 (2012), pp.18-32.

Beth Dolgner . OBst-Con Depr ession: Its Symptoms and T reatment.OBeth Dolgner
September 4, 2012. https://bethdolgner .com/dragoncon/post -con-depr ession-its-
symptoms-and-tr eatment/; M unthe-Kaas.

Gregg Norris. Glossary 6 BDSM (Bondage, Discipline, Dominance, Submission, Sadism,
Masochism Phillip R eeves, 2010.

. J. Tuomas Harviainen. OSadomasochist Rle-playing as Live Action R ole-playing: A Trait-

Descriptiv e AnalysisQOinternational burnal o Role-playing 1 (2008), pp.59-70; Hanne Grasmo.
OBking CareOPlayground Magazine 2(2011), pp.28-29.
Fatland.



these diverse techniques, larpers recognize the larp as a non-
trivial interv ention in their dail y emotional liv es.

One of the most common strategies is to tell war stories and/
or hold a debriefing afterwards, both of which constitute a
reframing of the larp material. Larpers often process the
experiences they had by sharing memories of what transpir ed
in the game with one another. War stories tend to valorize,
intellectualize, or make humor ous moments that occurred in
game, whereas debriefing tends to take emotional content
seriously in order to processand move thr ough it.® Both forms of
OeframingOare important for larpers, allowing them to validate
their experiencesin the eyesof others. Storytelling also permits
larpers to structur e the oft-chaotic experience of alarp, drawing
together acohesive narrativ ethat is easierto master.® War stories
can be found anywhere there are larpers. However, those who
choose to debrief are perhaps best able to do so in small groups
with trusted friends and/or in a structur ed fashion with a
moderator . Some larpers also assign each other debriefing
buddies, who promise to contact each other in some fashion
later. These debriefing buddies are expected to remain available
to eachother long-term asthey share feelings that come up days,
weeks, or months after the larp. *°

Adapted from psychotherapy, some larp circles also employ the
processof @e-roling,0a form of debriefing and detaching from
one® in-game role, to recover from larpersOadoption of an
alternate persona for long periods of time, which requires a
diff erent frame of reference. Regardless of whether a larper@
OealO persona is similar, pleasant and unpleasant in-game

8. Fatland; Lizzie Stark. OHow to Run a Post-Larp Debrief. OLeaving Mundania. December 1,
2013. http://lea vingmundania.com/2013/12/01/run-post  -larp-debrief/.

9. Johanna Koljonen, Peter M unthe-Kaas, Bjarke Pedersen, and dakko Stenros. OThe Geat
Player Safety Contr oversy.O Rnel at Solmukohta 2012, Nurmiervi, F inland, April 13, 2012;
Johanna Koljonen. OThe Second Geat Player Safety Contr oversyO Pesentation at
Knutepunkt 2013, H araldvangen, Norw ay, April 19, 2013.

10. Fatland; Stark.
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memories, thoughts, and emotions persist long after the larp
hasended. Such thoughts, emotions, and experiences may bleed-
out into one®daily lif e!* Some larpers thus perform @e-rolingO
rituals to avoid problematic forms of bleed. These @e-rolingd
rituals vary in activity and scope, but include: taking off a piece
of one® character® costume and placing it in a circle, saying
goodbye to the character for a time;*? thinking of one or more
aspectsof one® character that one admir es and OtakingQt with
them; thinking of one or more aspects of one® character one
dislik es and wishes to leave behind;*® speaking about one®
character in the thir d person during war stories or debriefing to
emphasize asenseof distance;'* and making sureto interact with
all the people from alarp both in-character and out-of -character
to emphasize the distinction. **

Other larpers forego the angst and throw a party instead.
Oftentimes, relaxing pre- and post-game social events
unaffiliated with the gamefiction help players connect with one
another and relieve post-game depression. These social events
include M eetUps, @ftersOdinners, parties, coffee dates, online
discussions, etc.® Socializing with one® fellow larpers actually
tends to increasethe feelings of emotional safety in the larp
space,sothat players getto know one another well and can better
distinguish between in-game and out-of-game actions. Also,
interacting in new contexts tends to deepen bonds of friendship
that already get forged at the game. Social events give larpers
the spaceto have conversations with one another that might not

M arkus M ontola. OThe Psitive Negative Experience in Extr eme Role-playing.O In
Proceedingsfdi GRA Nordic 2010: Experiencing Games: Games, Play, and Plag&%0; Sarah
Lynne Bowman. OSocial Conflict in Role-playing Communities: An Exp loratory Qualitativ e
Study Ointernational durnal d Role-Playing 4 (2013), pp. 17-18.

Stark.

M unthe-Kaas; Sarah Lynne Bowman, ed. The Book ®¥Mad About the Boy(2012 US Run).
Copenhagen: Rollespilsakademiet, 2012. http:// www .rollespilsakademiet.dk/pdf/books/
book_matbus2012.pdf.

Stark.

Stark.

Fatland; Bowman, OSocial ConflictO p.19; &rk.



otherwise take place, working through conflict and incr easing
trust.

Some players further emphasize nurturing their physical and
emotional well-being after alarp, taking care of mind and body.
They insist upon players sleeping, eating, bathing well, and not
pushing themselves too hard. Human touch is also said to be
helpful, if one feels comfortable with hugs.}” Depending on the
intensity of the larp, sometimes people can take days to recover.
For the mind, some players find it helpful to write about their
experiences after events. Players may share these memories or
keep them priv ate. The mere act of committing events to paper
helps individuals externalize and order their experiences in a
meaningful way.'® Players may also seek to simply distract
themselves, moving from one immersiv e activity to another:
watching a few episodes of a television show, reading a book,
playing another role-playing game, and so forth. Transporting
the frame of reference from one to another may smooth the
transition f or some players.

Lastly, one effective strategy to easethe transition back to the
mundane world is the act of showing gratitude to the other
larpers and the organizers themselves. This act of storytelling
can boost morale. It dignifies the presenceof all involved, and
lets everyone know that they mutually enhanced each other®
experience. The organizers in particular expend a great deal of
time and energy to create a fulfiling experience, and players
who acknowledge that effort may find the overall experience of
returning to lif e less deflating.

Not all players experience post-larp depression, however. Some
fluidl y transition back to their daily lives. Other participants

have noted an inverse phenomenon called Opostlarp charisma,0
in which players are fueled with an abundance of creative

17. Fatland; Bowman, OSocial ConflictO p.19.
18. Fatland.
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energy.’® Others still object to the use of psychological terms

such as @epressionOor the more conversational phrase Opost

larp bluesOpreferring to refer to the phenomenon as Opostlarp O
to avoid the connotations of mental dysfunction. *° Responsesto

intense game events can vary and no one strategy works for all

people. The most important point remains, however: the effects
of larp on the players are often too significant to ignor e, asare

the impact of the techniques outlined her e.

19. Fatland.

20. S¢ren Ebbehgj. OThe Geat Player Safety M essO Pesentation at Knutpunkt 2014: Sharpening
the Cutting EdgeGullbrannag@Eden, Sveden, April 4, 2014.
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RULES FOR WRITIN G RULES: HOW
INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN IMPACTS GOOD
GAME DESIGN

BY IBRAHIM YUCEL

Rules are the building blocks of all games, providing all the
structur e and boundaries to which players consent.! Yet they
can quickl y become the most frustrating aspectsof agame? The
task of reading and memorizing atextbook -sized list of rules for
mor e complicated gamesintimidates many players, particularl y
new ones. As players discuss and try to parse out poorly-
organized rules, a game can come to a standstill, breaking what
we would see as OimmersionOor OfunOWhile much has been
written on the need to playtest to discover a game® feedback
loops (e.g.,how aplayer multip lies his/ her in-game rewards) and

. Editor' s Note: We recognize the striking affinity betw een this piece and Seven Pinker's
recent essg on the clarity of academic writing, w hich also makes reference to psychological
organization techniques such as "chunking." Seven Pinker. "Why Academics Sink at
Writing. " The Chronicle é Higher Education September 26, 2014. http:// chronicle.com/
article/W hy-A cademics-Writing -Stinks/148989/.

. Raph Koster. A Theory d Fun for Game DesignPhoenix, AZ: Paraglyph, 2004; Robin
Hunick e, Marc LeBlanc, and Robert Z ubek. OMDA: A Formal Appr oach to Game Design
and Game Research O InProceedingsfdahe Challenges in Games Al ékkshop, Nineteenth
National Conference dArtificial | ntelligence Evanston, IL: N orth western Univ ersity, 2004.
http:// www .cs.northwestern.edu/~hunick e/MD A.pdf; Russell B. Williams. OA Nine
Component F ramework f or the Design and Analysis of M eaningful Games.O InProceedingsfo
Meanindul Play Conference Lansing, MI: Michigan S tate Univ ersity, 2008.
http:// meaningfulp lay.msu.edu/pr oceedings2008/mp2008_paper_32.pdf.

ANALOG GAME STUDIES 167



168

dominant strategies (i.e.,a strategy that defeatsall other options)
in games,vaguerules still plague the best of games,especially in
games where specific rules (i.e., rules on individual cards) may
contradict the general rules of the game. It is thus important
to write rules in clear, understandable, and easily referenced
manner to allo w players enjoyment of the game.

One game plagued by vaguerules is the Heroclix (2002) collection
of collectable miniatur e combat games, in which comic book
heroes and Vvillains battle each other utilizing various
superpowers. Collectable gamesthat sell individual components
in booster packs such asMagic: The Gathering(1993) and Heroclix
are often prone to open rules conflicts, due to booster packsO
constant intr oduction of new elements. Players must frequently
consult the dir ections, deliberate with others about vague rules,
and adjust meta-game strategies B emergent strategies of the
player community beyond the strictur esof the game b ascertain
elements of a game privilege certain modes of play over others.
At best, poorl y-written rules and abilities receive attention from
the community of players itself, which leads to errata, or rules
published after the initial release. These errata then become
paratextual references outside of the rules themselves? and
incr ease the difficulty of comprehending the game. Acting as
rules arbitrators, the Heroclix HCrealms community dedicates
whole sections of their discussion forums to game rules and
player interactions with these rules. Often, game judges must
search and read pagesof discussion to discover how a particular
game element interacts with other game elements. If an issueis
not discussed, players must post a new discussion in the forum
to seek clarification. The HCrealm forums, specifically the unit
rulings thr ead, also constitute the main archive of these rulings.

The HCRealms forums represent a needed communication

. For mor e on paratexts as a theoetical concept, see GZrad Genette. Paratexts: Thesholds o

Interpretation Cambridge, UK: Cambridge UP , 1997.



channel between the designers of the game and its community ,
patching up points where the rules have failed to provide clear,
unambiguous instructions. Game designers focus on the ability
of rules to work in conjunction with each other, and achieve a
specified game Qesthetic® While flow, engagement, and fun are
always the primary goals of games,the compr ehension of rules
remains essential to those goals® PlayersGexperiences could be
greatly impr oved with some general princip les of design applied
to the crafting and presentation of rules. Below, | suggestsome
princip les of design and instruction to improve legibility ,
reviewability , and comprehension of rules.

Designers often craft a series of statements that form the rules.
These statements are often presentedin paragraph formats, with
the designer describing the elements and defining terms used
in a game. However, those with experience in writing legal
documents, where meaning and interpr etation carry the upmost
importance, sympathize with the difficulty in writing something
that is both easy to comprehend, yet unambiguous. Game
designers utilize the tricks of various forms of media including
text, web videos, and interactive flash presentations to
communicate the basic rules of agame. Thr eeareaswhich make
a large impact on making rules clear and easy to read are
chunking figures and flowcharts

CHUNKIN G

Chunking is one of the simplest and most common ways of
taking complex setsof rules and organizing them to make them
easier to memorize and reference. William Lidw ell, Kritina
Holden and Jll Butler define @hunksOas Ofeferring] to a unit of
information in short-term memory Na string of letters, a word,

.Hunick e, LeBlanc, and Zubek.

. Jenova Chen. Flow in GamesMFA Thesis. 2006. http:// www .jenovachen.com/flo wingames/
Flow_in_games_final.pdf; Jenova Chen. "Flow in Games (and Everything Else)"
Communications bthe ACM 50 (2007), pp. 31D34. http:// www .ccs.neu.edu/home/lieber /
courses/cs4500/sp09/r esources/p31-chen-flo w-in-games.pdf; K oster.
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or a series of numbers. The technique of chunking seeks to
accommodate short-term  memory limits by formatting
information into asmall number of units. The maximum number
of chunks that can be efficientl y processed by short-term
memory is four, plus or minus one.®

While much debate surrounds the precise optimal number of
chunks our memory can handle, fewer chucks generally mean
easier recall by readers! For this reason,gameplay containing a
long series of stepswill often be broken into phases,converting

chunks to mor e manageablelists. Examples of chunking a series
of stepsin aturn can be found in Magic: The Gathering® phase
system, Dungeonsaind Dragong2014), and the board game Agricola
(2007), among others. In most editions of Dungeonsand Dragons
for example, fighting requires a pre-combat chunk that
establishes who is aware of the enemy, an initiativ e chunk to
establish turn order, and finall y a combat chunk for actions to
be taken. This allowsthe dungeon master to be aware of specific
rules for each chunk, and give considerations to each player at
the table in turn. Agricolasimilarl y useschunks sothat important

game events are not ignor ed. Chunks also allow each player
ample time to consider the strategy they will use that turn. Its
chunks are divided into: start the round, replenish, work, return

home, and harvest. Each of the phasesare further chunked in the
rules to sub-phases,all of which must be followed to ensure fair

play.

This technique also often reflects the aesthetidbasis for a game.
For example, many tabletop role-playing games feature a large
set of rules and terms for defining the abilities of one®character
and their application. While there are rules regarding how

. William Lidw ell, Kritina H olden, and Jll Butler . Universal Principles bDesign: 125 Véys to

Enhance Wability, Influence Rrception, hcrease Appeal, kke Better Design Decisions, andath
through Design2nd edition. Minneapolis, MN: R ockport Publishers, 2010, p. 40.

. George A. Miller . OThe Magical Number Seven, plus or Minus T wo: Some Limits on Our

Capacity for Processing Information. OPsychological Bview63.2 (1956), pp. 81D97; Alan D.
Baddeley. Human Memory: Theory and Ractice New York & O xford: Psychology Press, 1997.



capable the character is in combat, we chunk the rules into
@ombatO sections rather than @haracter creation.O Chunking
also works well on smaller-scale games such as war, poker, or
backgammon. Many board games will chunk their setup rules
separately from the game sequence rules just br this r eason.

The proper number of chunks needed for any particular set of
rules is a compr omise between its subject matter and a player®
limits on memory. Complex games, such as war and empire-
building games,rely on reference cards for players to remember
chunks and their contents, since the game has an otherwise high
cognitiv e load. In best practice, chunks are easy to find, and
organized via lists and outlines.

FIGURES AND EXAMP LES

A great rulebook is one that shows aswell astells. Figur es such
as photograp hs of the initial game setup may be necessary in
some gamesin order to convey placement without resorting to
onerous and confusing details. However, such images also prove
vital in examples of gameplay, to show the before- and after-
states of complicated moves outlined in the rules. Figures and
visual examples scaffold the player, providing needed context
to the rules and may show how a number of rules interact to
create dynamic gameplay.? The use of scaffolding techniques is
also vital to design in educational video games, as the scaffold
provides the needed context and starting point for all players.?
Figur es, diagrams, and examples help when the rules become
complicated enough that any chunking remains a difficult
proposition. Finally, figur es help accommodate those players

. Hunick e, LeBlanc, and Zubek.

.M. B. Rosson, and &ck Carroll. OScafblded Examples for Learning Object -Oriented
Design.OCommunications bthe ACM 39 (1996), pp. 46D47; Alexander Repenning, David
Webb, and Andri | oannidou. OScalable Game Design and the Deglopment of a Checklist f or
Getting Computational Thinking into Public Schools. O InProceedingsfdahe 41st LM
Technical $mposium on Computer Science Educatibrew York: A CM, 2010, pp. 265D269.
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with diff erent kinds of learning preferences, increasing the
game® appeal to diverse audiences.

Those who utilize figur es,however, needto pay special attention

to the design princip les of comparison framing, highlighting, and
iconic representatiort® Each of these princip les has an impact on
developing the user® mental model of the game itself and how
the rules of the game fit into that mental model. Comparison
helps the user distinguish between states of the game. A series
of figur esshowing N via comparison N how stateschange from
one point to the next allows the user to mimic and then
internalize how a rule is implemented in actual play. Framing
provides the context for the player, so that the pictur e is not just
a seriesof unr elated objects and the placement of game elements
makes mor e senseto the user. Highlighting inf orms the player of
key game elements they might otherwise overlook. Finally, iconic
representationis usually used in place of photograp hic depictions

because of the increasedclarity and (often) univ ersality of the
figur e. Rule authors would do well to avoid arbitrary iconic

representations, however, asthey may confuse players mor e than
help them.

FLOWCHARTS

Sid Meier once said @\ [good] game is a series of inter esting
choices@ Choices available to the player can be represented
using a flowchart of the decision points. Rules are often
misinterpr eted around timing and sequencing effects, for which
flowcharts often provide the best guidance. M any gamesfeature
abilities for diff erent players to enhance the tactical options and
aesthetics of a particular choice of play. However, since these
abilities need to interact with both the standard rules of play
and other playersabilities, the resolution of said effects must be

Lidw ell, Holden, and Butler.

Lidw ell, Holden, and Butler.

M eier, quoted in: Andr ew Rollings and Dave Morris. Game Ar chitectur e and Design. San
Francisco, CA: New Riders, 2004, p. 38.



considered. Magic:The Gatheringis suchagamein which the state
of cumulativ e effects plays a vital importance. As aresponseto
this design challenge, Magic has developed the gold standard of
effect rules: the GtackOwhich meansthe last effect declared is the
first to be resolved. Even with this simple rule, resolving effects
can be wery difficult to parse without a flo wchart.

A flowchart also provides the clearest visualization of how to
transition between states in a game. They usefully supersede
the paragraph format of written rules when dealing with very
complex, multi -stage games that require players to act either
simultaneously or semi-simultaneousl y. Despite their usefulness,
flowcharts are often not provided within tabletop games.Players
usually resort to fan communities that share homemade
flowcharts clarifying the rules, again creating a paratextual layer
of rules interpr etation. Fans archive flowcharts on sites such as
Boardgamegeek.com, so that others in the community can find
them.

CONCLUSION

Basic princip les of instructional design come into consideration
whenever rules to gamesare created, and certain best practices
effectively convey authorial intent to the players. Arguments
over rules often appeal to this authorial intent, and unclear
communication through unreflective rules design can destroy
even the most carefully-designed game. Player
misunderstandings are a given in the playing of any game, but
they can be minimized and productiv ely channeled thr ough a
well laid-out set of rules.
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STORIUM'S ANALOG HERIT AGE

BY LILLIAN COHEN-MOORE

EditorOsNote: Analog Game Studies solicited this piecefrom its
author with regad to designdecisionsn Storium , and is in no way
officially associatedwith or receivingany remuneation from the
Storium creators.We think it is an interesting designstudy as an
analog-digital hybrid, and we hope you think so toovala Torner

Sorium (2014)* is an analog game for collaborativ e storytelling

adapted to an online, asynchronous mode of play. Writers
compose Storium Worlds filled with genre-appropriate tropes
and types, which arethen used by N arrators to generate conflict -
laden scenarios for a group of players. Players advance the story
by playing Storium World-determined cards and writing

fictional prose to illustrate these cardsCeffects. The completed
Storium reads like a short story with a strong focus on the
characters.

Since my early playtesting for the service, | have engaged with
Storium both asplayer and Narrator , and | have also joined many
other creators as a Storium World writer during this summer@
Kickstarter campaign. To date, it is one of the most fascinating
game spaceswith which | have interacted. Though Storium is

http:// storium.com/.



situated online, it has inherited much directly from tabletop
design® and quite literall y a part of the Qtory games® design
school.

INHERITED DESIGN PRINCIPLES

Storium is played asynchronously and lacks the verbal/ facial
expressions of players, which one normall y readsfor cuesin a
tabletop or larp setting. Despite this, Storium shares much with
the design and implementation of tabletop RPGs and larp.

As you play through a Storium, you select new goals for your
character, create new Strength and Weakness cards signifying
her/ his capabilities, and take other actions that have significant
effects on your character® narrative arc. The number of
Strength/ Weaknesscards you can play never incr eases,and you
never become mechanically superior to your fellow players. The
card hands a player has are much smaller than, say, the kind of
skills spread you@ seein Dungeons& Dragons(2014), or a World
of Darkness(1991) game, which limits the number of mechanical
moves a player can make in a given round. This structur e is
reminiscent of D. Vincent Baker®tabletop RPG Apocalypsé\orld
(2010) and those gamesthat share its creative DN A, denoted by
the label OBwered by the ApocalypseO

This sort of game manipulates the ways that characters interact
with each other and the game world by specifically defining
their potential moves. Tight budgeting of playersOmechanical
influence on the narrativ e pushes players to carefully consider

. For mor e on tabletop design, see Greg Costikyan and Drew Davidson, eds. Tabletop: Analog
Game DesignPittsburgh, PA: ETC Press, 2011.

. Story games as a gene have been defined by multip le authors, such as Arery M cDaldno and
Ben Robbins. Generally, they are defined as games "in which the players create fiction, and
the fiction can in turn influence the p lay of the game.' Okdw Story Games are Diff erent
from Other Games.OStory Game Codexhttp:// sgcodex.wikidot.com/ho w-story -games-are-
diff erent-fr om-other -games; Avery M cDaldno. "W hat Are Sory Games?"Buried Without
Ceremony http://buriedwithoutcer emony.com/w hat-ar e-story -games-and-w hy/; Ben
Robbins. "Defining Story Games." Ars Ludi. October 29, 2012. http:// arsludi.lamemage.com/
index.php/460/defining -story -games/.
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their moves, as well as to think creatively about how to use
their small pool of resources (in this case,their cards) to best
achieve their narrativ e goals. The collaborativ e scene framing
and the shared narrativ e contr ol in Storium evokes games lik e
Jason M orningstar(s Fiasco(2008), and the brevity and scarcity
of mechanical tools in player® hands is reminiscent of Will
Hindmar ch® Always/NevefN ow (2013).

Card limits keep the narrativ e moving without letting any one
player take over the narrativ e and shove fellow players out of the
scene. In every scene, a player can only play a maximum of 3
cards. Players are freeto add mor e descriptiv e text to the scene,
but cannot influence the narrative® outcome once their cards
have run out. In the game® Commentary sidebar, players note

how many and what kind of cards they have left at the start of
a scene. Though not every Storium seesthe level of narrativ e
authority distributed to the point where one might ask Okey, can
| fail this challenge becauseit really fits my character to do that?0
players are often exceedingly generous about sharing narrativ e
authority . In the Storiums where there is a fairl y open (often

unspoken) agreement among players to share that narrativ e
authority , the out-of -game discussion often keepsthe gameitself

moving smoothl y thr ough the scenes and $oriums themsel ves.

Characters confront adversity and challenges in most tabletop
games, be they ones thought of as mainstr eam, such as D&D ,
Shadowrun (1989), Pathfinder (2009), or story games such as
Monsterheart$2012) or Lady Blackbird (2010). Sorium also focuses
on adversity, and encounters are quite explicit about what thr eat
they pose. A Sorium is pr opelled forw ard via Challenge cards.

Challenge cards driv e conflicts, form mysteries, and can help
create dramatic stakes from nothing. Tasks players can try to
perform include swaying an NPC to your side, getting out of
a heist gone wrong without kiling anyone, or conducting
surveillance to catch a monster. But challenge cards are also



easyto write and frame poorly. When a player gets through a
Challenge with a O% ongOor OWakOOutcome, they choose to
write exactly how that win or loss looks. The Narrator only
deals with uncertain outcomes. Cards with extremely specific
outcomes give players very little room inside the narrativ e to
exercise their agency and narrative authority . Open-ended
guestions help, and offering success-ata-cost can intrigue
players. Some Storiums live and die on the strength of the
Challenges their Narrators write. This is fascinating to observe
with regard to Storium® analog heritage, becauseit mirr ors how
diff erent GM styles around atable or at alarp can causea group
to embrace or walk away from a game.

Storium players have a genuine choice about whether their
characters succeedor fail to a greater degree than some players
realize. | do see some Storiums where players OhoadO the
positiv e cards that give them the greatest possibility to contr ol
the narrativ e to their charactersCadvantage. As players get more
acclimated to Storium, however, they tend to choose failur e mor e
often. Lik e tabletop games, Storium depends heavily on GM
facilitation skills, savvy useof its system, and buy-in from players
and Narrator alik e into Storium & foundation of collaboration.

WHOSE TURN IS IT?

For players in a tabletop or live-action role-playing game, one
determines turn order by a mix of in-character proximity to
an event (narrativ e determination ), and the skills listed on the
character sheet (mechanical determination ). With Storium, there
is neither formalized nor mechanical enforcement for
determining turn order. Instead, the game offers tools to help
people keep taking turns. Every Storium offers its players the
same feature: the OpoleOlt sends an automated messageto the
person being poked, telling them who poked them and
reminding them to log in soon sothey donOhold up the story. As
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an engine that driv esasynchronous cooperativ e fiction, Storium
has little use for a mechanically-enforced turn-taking sy stem.*

Thr ough the poke function, a thematic solution exists to keep
players engagedand moving the story along. We canremind each
other to take aturn, finish turns, and make sure the fiction being
written doesnot grind to ahalt. Storium needsonly enforce that
the turns are taken, not who takes them. Such communication

can also be achieved by using the Commentary built into each
Storium to leave messageseveryone in the Storium can seeto
remind people to take turns.

Since Storium is an environment that allows for asynchronous
play, participants of agiven Storium can stay in touch, regardless
of geographic and scheduling diff erences.

THE NARRATIVE OF FAILURE

Storium® design encourages collaborativ e storytelling, which
means it must establish a social and emotional envir onment that
lets the players productiv ely negotiate which character should
do what. These negotiations are surprisingl y mechanics-centric,
asopposed to indie games,where negotiations tend to be about
story decisions. Is Myka the better choice to talk someone into
letting them into abuilding becausethey know her from school?
Is Vanessathe best choice to feel out someone for the coven
because she® the most charismatic of the witches? These are
negotiations about guiding the narrativ e.

| was intr oduced to indie RPGs thr ough princip les such as Ofail
forw ard® and Opaying to lose®to make failur e inter esting. Yet it
is still rare,in my experience, to seeplayers @Gign upCfor failur es.

. Editor' s note: One can find digital inspiration f or Sorium's digital design in mobile-app

games that emphasize asynchronous play, such asFallen London

(http:// fallenlondon.storynexus.com/)

See http:// www .story-games.com/f orums/discussion/comment/434842.
See http:// nor diclarp.org/wiki/Pla ying_to_Lose.



In Storium, | have watched players negotiate who would provide
the Obesfailur eGn ascene.These negotiations deal with failur es
as beats that would guide narrativ e forw ard, allow players to
empty their hand and reshapetheir character cards, bring about
intr ospection for characters, or cause opportunities to bond or
fall apart to the characters asagroup. They negotiate thr ough the
OCommentaryGunction of the Storium website, which is running

down the side of the screen.

People playing Storiums often become deeply committed to the

narrativ e, without any jockeying to be martyr or hero in ascene.
This emotional state comes from Storium® design: narrativ e

authority is genuinely shared, so a player® decision to have a

character fail in the sceneis imbued with psychic weight. Players

usually agree upon a failure that would be motiv ated by

something beyond pure mechanics, a failur e that would pack the

most short or long term narrative weight. Horror as a genre

works by imperiling its protagonists; Sorium does the same.

M eta-level discussions draw out more than just playersO
emotional commitments, but also their very collectiv e notion of

how a satisfying story is told.

M echanical concerns (such as scarcity of cards) and short or
long-term emotional pay-off become weighted thr ough these
meta-level negotiations about failur e. If a demon worshipping
bad boy fails agirl he grew up with, that might be the keystone to
aredemption narrativ e. Each failur e hasthe potential to rewrite
a character and their futur e, and meta-level discussions let
players processtheir emotional investment in their characters
to determine the @ppropriateOfailur e for the moment. Players
retain ultimate narrativ e authority over their character in any
case.As far asmechanical incentiv esgo, being the one to saywhat
failur e looks lik e hasits own appeal.In addition, participating in
Challenges also means the players plays cards from their hand,
which reinforces their connection to the story world as they
narrate.
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INTELLECTU AL PROPERTY, FANB ASES, AND STORIUM
WORLDS

Storium is unlik e fanfic and play-by-post communities in a
number of ways,with its relationship to intellectual property (IP)
as a core point of diff erence. Fan-based communities often use
well-known [P, like Harry Potter or Star Wars, whereas Storium
usesits own IP to avoid copyright infringement. Storium makes
efforts to attract fan communities while avoiding legal issues,
as seen in their successful Kickstarter . More than 30 authors
contributed Story Worlds to Sorium, drawing an audience
wanting to p lay worlds written b y their fa vorite cr eators.

Storiums are created by an active fanbase,and writers willing to
adapt their existing works onto a diff erent platform may choose
to clear the rights and do so. Storium is not held back by the
absence of widely known IPs such as the Marvel superheroes
or Star Wars, but rather enabled by fans and writers being on
equal footing. Fans get to follow the work of their own favorite
creators on the site, and creators get the support of world
building tools f or their writing.

When Storium becomes mor e widel y available, it will give digital
gamers and storytellers access to many mechanics and
techniques currently used by the analog role-playing game
community , and analog role-players will finall y have an online
role-playing system playable with people from around the world
that requiresa very similar skill -set to that required by the type
of role-playing they alr eady do.
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REGARD IN G BOARD GAME ERRATA

BY JAN VELCH

Lik e any other product, physical manif estations of games come
with their share of errors, typos, glitches and other phenomena
which possibly undermine the designer® intention of how the
game should be played. Game designers create errata documents
to have players OfixQhese problems. In this respect,errata work
to retroactively enforce the producer@ contr ol over the game.
Interpr eting errata as paratexts can help us understand
corr ections within a historical context aswell as seethem both
as a surrounding text and a part of the w hole game artifact.

Games are complex entities which can be seenboth as systems
and processes(activities).! While the definitions of games are
contested and some scholars even question the need for the
OultimateGlefinition, 2 for the purpose of this article we can settle
on a basic classification of game constituents B worlds (and the
narrativ es that structur e them), rules and play. Errata can
emphasize and prioritize some of these Obuilding blocks,Cbut we

N ote that some languages (br example Czech) have only one word for both game and play.

. See dnne Arjoranta. "Game Definitions: A W ittgensteinian Appr oach: Game $udies14.1

(2010). http:// gamestudies.org/1401/articles/arjoranta; J esper diul. "The Game, the Player,
the World: Looking f or a Heart of Gameness! In Level Up: Digital Games Rseach Conkrence
ProceedingsEdited by M arinka Copier and Joost Raessens. Ur echt: Utrecht Univ ersity,
2003, pp. 30-45.
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should bearin mind that theseparts can be neither easily isolated
nor changed without altering the game as a w hole.

ERRATA AS PARATEXTS AND PREFERRED USE

Gerard Genette coined the term OparatextOto talk about
surrounding texts that inform the reader about the main work,
frame the text and also influence the reader®interpr etation of
it.®* While Genette focused on literary works, we can easily find
parallels between literary paratexts and game paratexts. Analog
game errata often fulfill the same functions and take similar
forms as Olater(prefacesand notes:* OThefirst minor function
[of later prefaceq consists of calling attention to the corr ections,
material or other, made in this new edition. We know that in the
classical period, when it was hardly common to corr ect proofs,
original editions were usually very inaccurate. The second
edition (or sometimes an even later one) was therefore the
opportunity for atypograp hical cleanup that it wasentir ely to an
author® benefit to point out. &

Later notes can perform a similar function of @alling attention
to corr ections made in the text of this new editions, stressing[the
author®] modesty in the face of justified remarks® even though
they usually refer to particular segments of a text instead of a
text asawhole. M any physical manif estations of errata consist of
such notes put together, aslonger texts which, in fact, step-by-
step address individual parts of a game.

Pointing out the impr ovements and corr ections is only a minor
function of errata. Their main role is to reinforce the preferred
use after it was hindered either by designer® fault” or

. Gerard Genette. Paratexts: Thiesholds fol nterpretation Cambridge: Cambridge U niv ersity

Press, 1997.

. OLaterO means that a paratext as published after the original publication of the main text.

For example, second and later editions often intr oduce new prefaces, postfaces or notes. In
Genette® framework, such paratexts are labeled as Olater paratext€

. Genette, p. 240.
. Genette, p. 329.
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unpr ecedented emergent gameplay: Otorectify in extremisa bad
reading that has already been completed® | draw the terms
Opeferred useOand its opposite D the aberrant use B from the
work of Umberto Eco® and Stuart Hall*®* who held similar
perspectiveson the reception of media content in the 1970s. Any
actual play of an analog or digital game can then be positioned in
a continuum with both preferred and aberrant usesasextremes.
Various levels of aberrant usescan be to some extent predicted
and simulated by playtesting, but they are also frequently
reported by players interacting with a published game pr oduct.

FORMS AND DISTRIBUTION

We can trace the default form of errata to the practice of second
(or subsequent) editions, also noted by Genette in the context
of literary works. Such updated editions often come with the
explicit information about corr ections and impr ovements made
to a game, potentiall y becoming an incentive to buy a new
version of a product. For example, the second edition of A Few
Acres of Snow (2011) board game' comes with an updated
rulebook explicitl y stating the changesmade and also supplying
designer® comments on what led him to such decisions. In this
particular case,the errata was prompted by feedback from the
Board Game Geek community and various critics who
complained about the lack of game balance between the two
playable factions.*

For example of impact of v ague rules see Ibrahim Yucel. "Rules for Writing R ules: How
Instructional Design Impacts Good Game Design. " Analog Game fidies1.3 (2014).
http:// analoggamestudies.org/2014/10/the-rules-f or-writing -rules-ho w-instructional -
design-impacts-good-game-design/.

Genette, p. 239.

Umberto Eco. "Towards a semiotic inquiry into television message. " Working Papers in
Cultural Sudies3,(1972), pp. 103D121.

Stuart H all. Encoding and Decoding in theelevision Discourséirmingham, UK: Centr e for
Cultural S tudies, Univ ersity of Birmingham, 1973.

M artin W allace. A Few Acres 6 Snow Treefrog Games, 2011.

For a mor e detailed account of this, see &sse Dears account of the games criticism on
Board Game Geek: http://boar dgamegeek.com/blogpost/9073/f ew-acres-snow-and-
critical -silence-biggest-flawed.
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A Few Acres & Snow Second edition rulebook
contains erata. Image courtesyfdreefog

Games.

Errata can also be incorporatedb if rather looselybinto a game
product by way of an errata insert This form and type of
distribution happensthanks to the production cycle of an analog
game. Publishers often outsour ce manufacturing to specialized
companies, such that quality contr ol, assembly and shipping can
sometimes take place at entir ely diff erent locations.** During the
whole production cycle, mistakes and design flaws can reveal
themselves, leaving an opportunity to put errata (and any
corr ected game components) into a box even after the rulebook
was printed. For example, the first printing of the Mansionsof
Madnesg2011) board game' included an Errata/ FAQ sheetand
seweral replacement cards. N evertheless, even this paratext could

13. For example, Fantasy Flight Games are quite open about the production pr ocesses on their
website and reveal diff erent stages of a poduction cy cle:
http:// www .fantasyflightgames.com/edge_upcoming.asp.

14. Corey Konieczka. Mansions 6MadnessFantasy Flight Games, 2011.
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not account for all the errors presentin the first printing of the
game. Subsequent corr ections were distributed via the Internet
on the official website of the publisher Fantasy Flight Gamesin
PDF file format.

Peplaospent Cards

v card € e el b e

Errata insert from the first printing d Mansions 6Madness.

Image courtesyfd-antasy Flight Games.

Digital distribution of analog games errata is a very common
practice. Yet this rather inexpensive mode of distribution poses
serious problems for players. While such errata may be officiall y
released to anyone inter ested, the information about their
existence may not reachthe whole player base.This may lead to
potential ObadplayingOand an unsatisfactory game experience.
We can argue, from the designer® perspective, that preventing
an aberrant form of use is more effective than rectifying it. In
this aspect,we can seethat video gamesin general have a much
easierposition in this form of prevention, asthey can often force
the patch B along with patch notes that are effectively an errata
paratext b onto a player if she/he wishes to continue p laying.*

15. M any video games requir e online connection. Online multip layer games can bar a fayer
from entering the game without the latest patch.
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RECEPTION AND RESPONSE

It is rare indeed to simply release a flawless game that does
not require any rule clarifications and errata. One needs errata
to both enforce the game®authorial vision and satisfy players.
Reception of corr ections, however, can vary from gratefulness
to annoyance. For example, the errata insert sheet approach
(accompanied by corrected game components) was praised by
some players in the caseof City of Remnants(2013),'® but it was
criticized in the case of Mansionsof Madness’ It is important,
however, to note that City of Remnantserrata dealt exclusively
with misprinted game components, whereasMansionsof Madness
errata also intr oduced alterations to its rulebook. Quite
curiously, Plaid Hat Games later releaseda digital eleven page
errata for City of Remnantsfocusing on rules clarifications. Yet it
seemsthat the first impr ession of City of Remnantsmight have
experienced a mor e positiv e reception, even though B down the
road b both publishers had to digitall y distribute amor e detailed
errata.

Audiences may negatively perceive the acknowledgement and
the correction of a mistake or a design flaw. But an ongoing
ignorance of game® errors can cause even worse player
responses. A conscious approach to errata and post-release
support in general can help establish a publisher®& good
reputation and influence the sales of futur e games. Errata
incorporated into later editions can also function as selling
points to p layers who havenOt puchased prior OflavedO editions.

We also should not overlook the dual nature of errata as both
an isolated paratext and as part of a larger text. Channeling
Alexander Galloway® notion of the Ointerfaceeffect® | propose

Isaac \ega and Colby Dauch. City of Remnants Plaid Hat Games, 2013. For the praise, see the
discussion about the errata insert on Boar d Game Geek forums:

http://boar dgamegeek.com/thr ead/919953/errata-included-bo x.

For example, see the eview on Old Board Gamers Blog: http:// obgb.blogspot.cz/2011/03/
review-mansions-of -madness.html.



that we not categorize a work® paratextuality based on the
position, structur e and subordination of ancillary texts, but
rather on the relation betweenthe text and the historical context.
In this way, we can see errata as being both an important part
of a game B usually of its rules B and also commentary on the
social world from which it emerged b the acknowledgment and
corr ection of agame®flawsvis-"-vis its audience. The paratextual
effect may open a game to criticism asit explicates errors, but
the textual effect of errata actually maintains the authorial vision
and preferred use of a game, therefore contr olling its long-term
reception.

CONCLUSION

Errata, rules clarifications and FAQs are a part of analog game
ecosystem and B as such b they should not be overlook ed as
marginal texts made only for the most dedicated players. While
the forms and modes of distribution may vary, publishing errata
is a common practice within the industry. Both Genette®
paratextual approach and Galloway® notion of interface effect
let us seethem as an important tool of designer® vision and
audience management which allows for maintaining a working
game system, re-negotiating the preferred use and
communicating valuable historical context of an analog game.
In this schema, games are no longer static objects, but become
unfinished artifacts with  histories mutually shaped by
developers, players, critics and other stakeholders.

18. Alexander Gallo way. The Interface Efect Cambridge, UK: Polity , 2013.
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THE CURSE OF WRITIN G
AUT OBIOGRAPHI CAL GAMES

BY LIZZIE STARK

My famil y® story is one of epic generational tragedy. It begins
with the three childr en in my grandmother( generation, the
sisters Trudy, El, and Meg (my grandmother), in order of age.
They@ suffer a combined six casesof cancer that took two lives.
Trudy probably began developing breastcancer in her late 20s.
Shewasanurse and knew shehad the disease but feared the only
treatment at the timeban extreme mastectomy that took parts of
ribs and collarbonebso much that she didn Oseektr eatment until

it wastoo late. By age 31, Trudy was dead. Unfortunatel y, she
wasmy famil y& canary in acoal mine. Six years later, the middle
sister, my Great Aunt El developed breast cancer after the birth

of her fourth child. Shewasin her late thirties, and remembering
her sister® tragic death, she did not delay treatment, but had
a disfiguring and lif e-saving mastectomy. Five years later, the
youngest sister, my grandmother Meg, who was then in her
thirties, also developed breast cancer. She had a botched
mastectomy that aff ected her self image for the r est of her life.

For the next decade,things were quiet for my grandmother and
her surviving sister. But in 1974, the 50-something EI was
diagnosed with the late-stage ovarian cancer that would kill her,



and my grandma, still in her 40s, was diagnosed with a second
bout of breast cancer in her remaining breast. By 1976, El had
died horribl y of ovarian cancer after spending yearsin and out
of comas, confined to awheelchair after the cancer movesto her
spine. Meanwhile, my grandmother survived her second bout
with breastcancer. In 1981, | wasborn. In 1982 my grandmother

developed late stage ovarian cancer, and miraculousl y surviv ed.
One year later, my mother wasdiagnosed with aggressive breast
cancer at age 30. One of EI@ daughters later told me, OWhen |
found out about [your mother] | thought oh, it& going into the
second generation. The prophecy is being fulfilled. This horrible

thing is now coming into the second generation.OWithin five
years, every woman in my mother® generation would have her
healthy breasts removed.

In 1994, the BRCAL gene is discovered. Certain mutations on
this gene dramaticall y raise awoman®risk of breastand ovarian
cancer, along with certain other cancers, and raise a man® risk
of developing breast and other cancers. My grandmother tests
positive for such a mutation, and so does my mother, and at
age 27, so do I. I@n given the choice of having many medical
tests each year to watch for cancer or chopping off my breasts
and ovaries to permanently lower risk. Now, | have the ultimate
unwanted hipster cred: | had a preventive mastectomy before
Angelina Jolie made it cool.

| put my famil y experience into ashort freeform game called The
Curse(2013) for two reasons:l wanted to prove an aesthetic point
about larp to myself, and | also wanted to prove that my decision
was not, as many mean internet commenters and clueless
strangers had asserted,extreme and irrational. At the time, | was
working on my second book, Pandoa®DNA, a reported memoir
about the history and science of the breast cancer genes. For
years, | had been telling people that larp was simply a medium
for storytelling. This wasa chanceto put my game design where
my mouth wasBwhy not adapt Pandom®DNA into alarp? | also
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felt that popular narrativ es about BRCA mutations had left a
vital angle outbthat watching multip le family members sicken
and die of cancer, that this fear of cancer, has a powerful and
understandable effect on the decision-making process of
patients. | also wanted to show the considerable emotional cost
of near-constant cancer screening.

In adapting my story to the freeform format, | had to make some
adjustments. A novel is not the same as a movie, and a game is
not the sameformat asa nonfiction book. | wanted my game to
fit into the typical constraints of scenariosthat run at the Danish
convention Fastaval, where it eventually premiered. That meant
it would require only a handful of people, a strong game master,
and a nondescript room. No fancy props or costumes would be
necessary

Writing a short game is a bit like writing a short essgN you
have to be selective about which points you hit, since time and
space are limited. My BRCA ordeal offered seweral potential
episodesNthe processof learning about my family history , my
relationship with my mother, deciding whether to take the
genetic test, taking the test, making decisions about what to do,
and so on. Initiall y, | struggled to settle on a particular topic,
becausel felt conflicted about what | wanted to do and what |
thought | ought to do. At that point, | felt pretty bored by the
Owvhether to testOquestion, but | thought it might be inter esting
to players. Thankfull y, Fastaval assigned me a sparring
partner ban experienced designer | could bounce ideas off of.
Mine was Troels Ken Pedersen, who suggested| focus on what
inter ested me most right now. | decided to concentrate on how
patients decide what to do after testing positive for a BRCA
mutation.

For me, the most crucial component of my BRCA experience
was being forced to choose a path from a series of unappealing
options. Would you prefer to eat the gristle soufflZ or the snot



soup? Unfortunately, for BRCA patients, choosing another
restaurant is not an option. The emotions around making a
terrible decision in uncertain circumstances would sit at the
center of the game experience. This design choice, in turn,
suggested others, and meant | had to sacrifice fidelity to my
personal biography in the service of producing the emotions |
wasinter estedin. If | wanted the players to feel the struggle and
weight of these decisions, then within the frame of the game,
the decisions had to be unfettered and and have meaningful
consequences.Players had to be freeto choose diff erently than |
had chosen. The Cursequickl y becamean experiment of whether,
given similar starting conditions, strangers would make the same
choices | did. Were my own choices the product of an over-
determined backstory , or of my individual personality ?

The Cursehasfour characters, the sisters Rita and Elle, and their
partners, Jared and Peter. Rita and Elle represent diff erent facets
of me. Rita was a writer in her mid-thirties ruled by emotion,
who had a mastectomy a few years back and was now facing
decisions about whether to have childr en and whether to have
her ovaries removed. Sherepresentswhere | am now in my life.
Her younger sister, Elle, is a logical businesswoman in her late
tw enties, who has just tested positiv e for a BRCA mutation and
hasto decide what to doNsituationall y, she®me as| wasin my
late tw enties. Rita® husband Jared is a methodical scientist, and
Elle® boyfriend Peter is an unreliable artist. Each couple has
one partner who relatesto emotion and the body, and another
who venerates science and intellect. This diff erence propels the
dramatic energy within each couple. As much as this game is
a story of women making decisions, it also belongs to the men
and their feelings of being pushed aside. The men® story asks
them what they would do if they were forcedto be supportiv eN it
is also a story about how it feels to be powerless bystanders,
reflecting some of my husband® experience of my diagnosis.!

1.1feel that it is important f or Peter and Jared to be male characters (hough they need not be
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The sisters Rita and Elle are not mere translations of my own
experience. | also tried to use these characters to represent
experiences of other BRCA patients | interview ed for Pandora®
DNA, and of other women in my family. For example, |
interview ed many women who felt strongly about their bodily
integrity and really questioned the necessity of the surgeries, so
| wanted it to be possible for the characters to choose something
other than surgery .

Lik ewise, 10e heard numerous stories of boyfriends and
husbands who canOtdeal with a partner® BRCA diagnosis. My
Great Aunt EI@ two daughters both had unsupportiv e husbands
at the time they were making decisions around their inherited

risk, and in both casesthe decision to have a mastectomy ended
up being a flashpoint in their marriages that pushed the already
unstable relationships over the brink into divorce. | chose to
reflect some of this in the relationship of Elle and Peter, which

begins the game on somewhat shaky ground. | think | succeeded:
during one play test, Peter@ player was wearing a shirt with his
girlfriend®s name on it. He changed out of it during a break
because he wanted his reallif e relationship nowhere near this
fictional and somew hat dysfunctional one.

The starting conditions for the characters in the game were
identical to my own. My extreme famil y history of cancer made
me terrified of the disease,and this fear played a vital role in
my own medical decisions. After altering namesand professions,
| provided a version of my family tree to players, along with a
timeline of cancer diagnosesin my family, and some medically
accurate details about inherited BRCA mutations. Presenting so
much context for the scenario made for along workshop before

played by men) because | think it is difficult f or men to understand the cultural context of
breasts and osaries that women wear under their skins ev ery day, further upping the
tension betw een the couples. It® true to my own experience with m y very loving and
supportiv e husband, as vell as to the experience of many other BRCA carriers | spok e with
during my reporting.



the game, but hopefull y one that heightened the experience for
players.

The final format of the gameis thisNafter some brief discussions
about playersOpersonal interaction with cancer and a guided
meditation imagining what it feels like to be a cancer patient,
the game master assignsroles to the players. Working from the
famil y timeline and famil y tr ee,they impr ovise some scenesfrom
the famil y history focusedaround cancer. This prologue is aimed
at making players feelthe pathos of coming from acancer famil y.
Next comes a series of five pre-set scenes, played in parallel
for each couple and designed to highlight certain parts of the
BRCA experience. After an initial discussion about what to do
next, each couple plays out the anxiety and tension of medical
monitoring, as the women begin bringing home ambiguous
screening results. By the end of the piece, the siblings must both
make their decisions about what to do about their genetic
mutation right now. Rita and Jared must decide whether to have
childr en. If they do want kids, they must decide whether to do
so by natural means, or through an IVF procedure that could
screen out her BRCA mutation. Elle must decide whether to
pursue screening in the long term, whether or when to choose
mastectomy, or if shewants to take no action. Peter must choose
whether to stay and whether/how to support her. Both couples
have to decide what missing breastsand ovaries might mean to
their relationships. The game ends with a brief flash forw ard
imagining the effects of whatever the sisters have chosen. If Elle
keeps her breasts,is she in the hospital ten years later? If Rita
has childr en, are she and Jared explaining the family curse to
them? After the game, players and game master debrief about the
experience.

Overall, the reception of the game has been positiv e, earning
mentions in The Guardian as part of Jenn Frank@® Boob Jam,
a collection of games presenting non straight-male views of
breasts. It@ been played in Denmark, Norway, Sweden, the
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United Kingdom, New Jersey, and New York by a mixtur e of
seasoned freeformers, medical students, and artists. Many
players arrive with the expectation that this will be a Very
Serious Game About Very Sad Feelings, and later express
surprise that though the choices are difficult, The Curseis more
a game about living and deciding than mourning the dead.
Typically, players find the workshopN which asksthem to work
thr ough some of their own personal feelings about cancerN mor e
affecting and sad than the game on its own. The Fastaval judges
critiqued the game for not offering more happy slice-of-lif e
scenesto lighten the mood of scenesfocused on cancer and
BRCA. | understand the concerns about thematic heaviness, but
that focus was true to my experience with BRCA. | know it
sounds dramatic, but between my diagnosis and the completion
of my mastectomy, | basically lost the capacity for joy. | couldn Ot
bear to be around carefree people and withdr ew from social
life. If 1 wasnOforcibly occupied with another activity , my mind
lasered in on cancer, my family history, and my futur e. | wept
almost daily. It was the worst ten months of m y lif e.

The responseto the game by players and facilitators, and their
judgments of the characters have also intrigued me. After one
run, the facilitator contacted me to assure me that Rita had made
the OrightQdecision to have a baby thr ough in vitr o fertilization

(IVF) to avoid passingon the BRCA geneto her childr en. | found
this fascinating becausel do not view the question of whether
or how to have childr en as a choice with a OrightGanswer, and
IVF is not the choice | am making for myself. Responseslik e
this make me feel that | succeededin not unduly prejudicing the
game materials in one dir ection or the other. They also unsettle
me, becausel wanted to work against the idea that there is a
univ ersally corr ect decision in the context of BRCA. With BRCA,
there are no absolutes, only Oright for me, right now OPerhaps
my favorite feedback came from a group of medical students,
facilitated by afriend in anarrativ e medicine program, who said



stuff lik e, Ointensebut good,Gand Ollearned alot.OThis feedback
pleasedme, becausethe attitudes of medical professionalsshape
patient experience. 10e seen both sidesPdoctors with great
bedside manner make the experience lesstraumatic. Insensitiv e
doctors, nurses and receptionists who did not understand my
situation had the power to make adifficult situation much worse.
Knowing that medical students got something out of the game
made me feel like it had realworld impact that could benefit
futur e patients.

On a personal level, releasing The Curse to the world felt
frightening but liberating to me. It did what | most want my
gamesto doNopen me to personal connection with other people.
After the game debuted at Fastaval, friends talked to me about
how cancer had touched the lives of their families, friends and
lovers,or the way in which other chronic inherited illness shaped
their existence. It also gave them the opportunity to ask
guestions about my own experience, and offered me to show
them my soft inner parts, my trauma and my fear, and to be seen
for my artistry as w ell as the pathos that makes me me.
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Santon® Candylandwith Julia Ellingboe, and Uwe Boll® X-M as
Speciawith Evan Torner. Jnes is also interested in how
sociology can aid the study of analog games. She® written
for RPG = Role Playing Girl and her piece OGary Alan Fine
Revisited: RPG Research in the 21st CenturyO was published
in Immersive Gameplay: Essayson RolePlaying Games and the
Media.

Adam Lazaroffis a Philadelphia transplant from Connecticut.
He is a graduate of the Art Institute of Philadelphia, majoring in
Video Production. Thr oughout his career he hasworkedin every
facet of the video production industry, from entertainment,
event production, mark eting, to corporate, and curr ently filling a
need in the legal industry .

Roleplaying hasbeena part of his lif e since his father intr oduced
him to his first D&D campaign back in the late 80®. Since that
time, he has been a troll, a vampir e, a ghost, a werewolf, and
perhaps most entertaining, a simple man in a strange world.
Each of these have existed thr ough the arts of pen and paper,
storytellers, and the imagination. LARPing proved to be an
evolution in what wasonce solely in the minds of those around
a table, into the ability to step into the flesh and live as your
character lives.To date, Adam hasinvolved himself with multip le
diff erent styles of LARPing groups including One World By
Night, MindGs Eye Society, and Eras Chronicles.

Nicholas Mizer is the co-chair of Game Studies for the Popular
Cultur e Association / American Cultur e Association. He
received his Ph.D. from the Department of Anthr opology at
Texas A&M University in 2015. His reseach focuses on
understanding the experience of collaborativ ely imagined
worlds in the context of modernityGs tensions between
enchantment and rationalization. His dissertation explor esthese
themes at four ethnographic sites around the United States.
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Besides role-playing games his research interests include
folklor e, mythology, ritual, phenomenology, interpr etive
anthr opology, performance studies, and geek cultur e. He is co-
editor at The GeekAnthropologistwhere his contributions include
SpotCheck a video seriesdocumenting his dissertation reseairch.
He can be reachedat nicholas.j.mizer <at>gmail.com, and some
of his manuscripts ar e available on his Academia.edu page.

Jason Morningstar , M.A., M.S.I.S., is a game designer and
information technology professional who lives in Durham,
North Carolina, USA. In addition to Bully Pulpit Games, the
imprint he co-owns with partner Steve Segedy Jason works at
the UN C School of Nursing. Best known for his game Fiascg
which earned him his second Diana Jones Award for Gaming
Excellence, Jason® game design credits include The ShabAl-Hiri

Roach Grey Ranks Durance and many other games. His most
recent roleplaying game, Night Witcheswill be published in early
2015. Beyond roleplaying, Jason consults on the use of games
for teaching and learning in medical education, most recently
with the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Kaiser-
Permanente Health Care and the Inno vation Learning N etwork.
In addition to design, Jason has written extensively on game-
related topics. His article OBepnd the Game M asterQco-written

with Emily Care Boss and Ivan Vaghi, appeared in Statesof Play:
Nordic Larp Around the World. His essg on impr ovisation,
@greement, Endowment, and Knowing When to Shut UpOwas
recently featured in the anthology Unframed: The Art of
Improvisation br Game Masters

William Robinson is a PhD candidate in the Humanities
program at Concordia University. He is on the board of the
Digital GamesResearch Association and an active member of the
Center for Technocultur e, Art and Games, where he completed
his M aster® thesis on the aesthetics of game play in 2012. His
theoretical work focuseson serious game design, the political
economy of game creation, media archaeology, digital
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http://nordiclarp.org/w/images/a/a0/2012-States.of.play.pdf
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humanities, e-sports, toxic gamer culture and procedural
rhetoric. His art practice deploys strategy games as political
arguments. His doctoral work on M ontr eal®early 20th century
labour movements explor esthe possibilities for game design, as
historiograp hical research-cr eation.

Lizzi e Stark is an journalist, game designer, and legit genetic
mutant. She is the author of two nonfiction books: Pandora®
DNA, about the so-called Obeastcancer genesC)Nhich wasnamed
an ALA Notable Book of 2015, and Leaving Mundania, which
explored the past and present of larp in the US and Nordic
countries. Her essys and journalism have appeared in The
Washington Post Daily Beast io9.comand elsewhere. While
wearing her mystical hat of larp, she®written several fr eeform
games (The Curse In Residency,andbwith Nick Fortugnob This
Mir aclé, published atopical monograp h (PocketGuideto American
Freebrm), co-edited a collection of two dozen Norw egian larp
scripts (Larps from the Factory), and organized numer ous N ordic
larps and freeform games for US and Canadian audiences.
Currently, she® co-editing the anthology #Feminism, a
collection of 30+ feminist nano-games from around the world.
She blogs about larp atLeavingM undania.com.

Jan velch is a Ph.D. candidate at the Institute of
Communication Studies and Journalism at Charles Univ ersity in
Prague. He received his B.A. and M.A. in Journalism and M edia
Studies, respectively. His research focuses on video game
paratextuality , glitches, fan communities and fan cultur es.
Besides research, he works as a freelance journalist covering
video games for various Czech magazines, including the
M etacritic -aggregated Level and Games.cz.He can be reachedat
honza <at> svelch.com and some of his texts can be found at his
blog http:// videogamedelver.blogspot.cz/.

Co-Editor -in-Chief, Evan Torner (Ph.D. Univ ersity of
M assachusetts Amhers), is Assistant Professor of German
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Studies at the Univ ersity of C incinnati. His dissertation OThe
Race-Time Continuum: Race Pr ojection in D EFA Genre
CinemaO expor es East German westerns, musicals and science
fiction in terms of their r epresentation of the Global South and
its place in M arxist-Leninist historiograp hy. This reseaich has
been supported by Fulbright and D EFA Foundation grants, as
well as an Andrew W. Mellon Postdoctoral F ellowship at
Grinnell College fr om 2013-14. His fields of expertise include
East German genre cinema, German film history , critical race
theory, and science fiction. His secondary fields of expertise
include r ole-playing game studies, Nordic larp, cultural

criticism, electr onic music and second-language pedagogy.
Torner has contributed to the field of game studies b y way of his
co-edited volume (with W illiam J. White) entitled Immersive
Gameplay: Essays onoiePlaying and Rarticipatory

Media(M cFarland, 2012). He organized the Pioneer Valley Game
Studies Colloquium in 2012, and helps organize J iffyCon,
Origins Games on Demand, and W estern M assachusetts
Interactiv e Literatur e Society (WMILS) events. His freeform
scenario OMetropolisO was nominated for OBest Game DevicesO
at Fastaval 2012 in Hobro, Denmark, and several other scenarios
have been selected br the pr ogram. These scenarios constitute
part of a larger book pr oject that teaches German cinema

thr ough the medium of liv e-action games. He has also written
prose for the Knutepunkt books as w ell as Playground
magazine. He can be reached at e\an.torner <at> gmail.com.

Co-Editor -in-Chief, Aaron Trammell is beginning a position at
UC Irvine as an Assistant Professor of Interactive Media and
Digital Games in July 2016. He is presently a Provost®
Postdoctoral Scholar f or Faculty Div ersity in Inf ormatics and
Digital Kno wledge at the Annenberg School for

Communication and J ournalism at the U niv ersity of Southern
Calif ornia, and he earned his doctorate fr om the Rutgers

Univ ersity School of Communication and Inf ormation in 2015.
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Co-Editor -in-Chief, Emma Leigh Waldron, is aPh.D. student in
the Performance Studies Graduate Group at the University of
California, Davis and a graduate of the MA Performance
Research program at the Univ ersity of Bristol.

Emma@ research focuseson affective communities that coalesce
around intimate performances of touch. She is currently
researching the mediated intimacy of ASMR videos on YouTube,
and how sex is represented in larp (live-action role-playing
games. She is especially inter ested in how definitions and
manif estations of sexuality are negotiated, reified, and
transformed through these practices. Her work lies at the
intersection of performance studies and media studies, and
guestions the role of embodiment in sexuality, intimacy , and
touch. Her work is informed by feminist theory, queer theory,
affect studies, and phenomenology . You can find Emma online at
www .emmaleighwaldron.com

Ibr ahim Yucel is an Assistant Professor of Communications,
Humanities and Technology at the State University Institute of
Technology at Utica/ Rome (SUNYIT). He received his B.S.and
Ph.D. degrees in Information Sciences and Technology from
Pennsylvania State Univ ersity. Yucel is a scholar of New M edia,
Digital Cultur e, Online Communities, and Game Studies. His
researcch focuseson the evolving forms of communication and
community taking place within Internet -enabled social groups
and the use of video gamesin serious ways. Yucel teachesfor the
Communications and Information Design program at SUNYIT ,
as well as their Information Design and Technology masters
program. His overall reseaich inter estsinclude Socio-Technical
Analysis, New M edia, Digital Cultur e, Online Communities,
Game Sudies, and Serious Games.
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ABOUT THE ETC PRESS

ETC Pressis apublishing imprint with atwist. We publish books,
but we@e also inter ested in the participatory futur e of content
creation acrossmultip le media. We are an academic,open source,
multimedia, publishing imprint affiliated with the
Entertainment Technology Center (ETC) at Carnegie Mellon
University (CMU) and in partnership with Lulu.com. ETC Press
has an affiliation with the Institute for the Futur e of the Book
and M ediaCommons, sharing in the exploration of the evolution

of discourse. ETC Press also has an agreement with the
Association for Computing M achinery (ACM) to place ETC
Presspublications in the ACM Digital Library , and another with

Feedbooks to place ETC Presstexts in their e-reading platform.
Also, ETC Press publications will be in Booktr ope and in the
ThoughtM esh.

ETC Press publications will focus on issues revolving around
entertainment technologies asthey are applied across a variety
of fields. We are looking to develop arange of texts and media
that are inno vative and insightful. We are inter ested in creating
projects with Sophie and with In M edia Res,and we will accept
submissions and publish work in a variety of media (textual,
electronic, digital, etc.),and we work with The Game Crafter to
produce tabletop games.

Authors publishing with ETC Pressretain ownership of their
intellectual property. ETC Presspublishes a version of the text
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with author permission and ETC Press publications will be
released under one of two Creative Commons licenses:

¥ Attributi on-NoDeri vati veWor ks-N onCommer cial: This
license allows for published w orks to r emain intact, but
versions can be created.

¥ Attributi on-NonCommer cial -Shar eAlik e: This license
allows for authors to r etain editorial contr ol of their cr eations
while also encouraging readers to collaborativ ely rewrite
content.

Every text is available for free download, and we price our titles
as inexpensively as possible, because we want people to have
access to them. We@e most inter ested in the sharing and
spreading of ideas.

This is definitel y an experiment in the notion of publishing, and
we invite people to participate. We are exploring what it means
to OpublistOacross multip le media and multip le versions. We
believe this is the futur e of publication, bridging virtual and
physical media with fluid versions of publications as well as
enabling the creative blurring of what constitutes reading and
writing.
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