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REVIEWS
Over The Edge, Sorcerer, 
Tribe 8, Magical Medley, 
C&S Light

MAGIC MOMENTS
Tom McGrenery asks why 
rolegames are always so 
fixated on fantasy.

’ERE REF
Getting rid of the referee: 
or at least dividing 
creative opportunity more 
equitably

OUTLAWS LIGHT 1
A 1-page role-playing 
game

COLLOQUY
Letters to the Editor

Issue 33
I JUST  couldn’t resist it. I know that the
compulsive desire to redesign is a force o
Evil, a near relative of that Emasculator o
Heroes, system-tweaking.

But I realised how long it is since I’ve
done any design. I’d set up imazine to be
dead simple, in order to save myself th
hassle of design work. But I’d forgotten
that design work isn’t just hassle. Some
times it’s fun.

So we have a new look. Yeah, yeah,
know. Most of you couldn’t care less wha
the zine looks like, so long as it’s readable
Well, look at it this way: this issue, like the
last one, is out considerably earlier tha
recent performance might have promise
That’s entirely due to my motivation to ge
it finished, and see what it looks like. So i
you think that a more frequent imazine is
a good thing, then you have the redesign 
thank.

This issue my series of articles on th
conduct of gaming takes a slightly unusua
turn, discussing possibilities for ditching
the referee. It’s another of those topic
which is hardly new, but which needs to b
brought up every now and again, if only s
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as to give us a clearer understanding 
what a referee can do. Maybe we can’t r
ourselves of referees, but at least we c
learn how better to tie them down and stu
gags in their mouths...

For those of you who have been da
gling on tenterhooks, bated breath char
ing the air, I can reveal that I managed 
get my second Masters ‘thesis’ propos
accepted. It’s not actually a thesis, but
‘creative project’, which in this case mean
I finally get to write one of the novels I’ve
been hoping to for the last few years. Or 
least, that’s the theory. Given the word lim
its I may end up only writing half of the
novel I’ve been hoping to write! But that’s
nothing to the realisation that apparent
what I’m writing is postmodernist. Could
have blown me down with a Derrida.

Finally, you may notice that this issu
sort of has a theme: in the immortal word
of Freddie Mercury (or was it Frank Side
bottom?) ‘It’s a kind of magic!’ Don’t
worry, it’s entirely coincidental, and I have
no intention of making theme issues 
habit. But then I’ve said stuff like tha
before and been proved wrong. ▲
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reviews
YOU MAY NOTICE  there are several reviews I
promised last time which do not appear here. Par
these are games which I don’t seem to have an U
for (in which case there’s not much point me review
ing them) and partly I just felt that I didn’t have muc
of use to say about them.

For next issue I’m interested in volunteers t
review the new Hogshead game, John Tynes’ Puppet-
land. I would also appreciate any offers to review
Swords of the Middle Kingdom. I really don’t feel I
can review this fairly, as I’m just too close to the sub
ject matter. Moreover, if I review it you’ll have to pu
up with a load of tedious pedantry about China, wh
all you probably want to know is whether it kicks as
I’d like to give it a fair crack of the whip, so any tak
ers?
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over the edge
Reviewed by Paul Mason

I know it’s an old game, but since Over The Edge has
become something of a quality watchword, I think it’s
worth taking a look at it. I’m reviewing here the 2nd
Edition of the game, as well as the Players’ Reality
Guide, which has something that no other role-play
ing game has: a puff by Pete Strover on the ba
(taken from abortive UK fan/prozine The Last Prov-
ince).

Starting at the beginning, physically these book
are absolutely nothing to write home about. The co
ers, as you can see, are lacklustre pictures, though
the main book is slightly better than the
Player’s Guide with its messy, semi-
readable text. The latter is a
design-free zone if ever there
was one.

Inside, the game is perfectly
readable, but again it’s clear that
there hasn’t been a designer within
several metres of the Players’ Guide.
The typography is extremely messy,
and comes from the ‘I’ve got Word so I
don’t need to bother learning how to lay
out text properly’ school of production.
(Someone will no doubt tell me that the
game was laid out with Quark XPress or
Pagemaker—well yes, it’s perfectly possible
to produce inept typography and layout with
these, too).
2 im▲zine
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I only mention this because the game is so semin
and because around the time OTE came out I was
being told by Andrew Rilstone that my draft desig
for Outlaws was ‘pedestrian’ and out of touch with
that of the marketplace. Too right it was—even in th
crude form I presented it, it was ahead of this!

But these are quibbles based purely on presen
tion, and I’m supposed to be more interested in co
tent, aren’t I?

The content is indeed, despite Pete Strover’s cla
on the back of the Player’s Guide, very well written.
One of the most refreshing things about it is that it 
blunt on some subjects that are often treated with ca
tion. The disclaimers are hilarious, and the auth
writes in the Player’s Guide: ‘I included information
for playing African PCs because too many US playe
are just too ignorant when it comes to that continen

The setting is the imaginary island of Al Amarja
and I’ll come back to it later. Actually, there’s little
point in me saying much about it anyway, as one 
the key points of the game is the keeping of ‘secre
both on the part of players and, especially, the GM. 
yes, this is a contemporary-setting postmodern co
spiracy game.

In fact, the game seems to go out of its way to g
up my nose. The bibliography at the back of th
Player’s Guide looks like an extended cv for someon
trying to get a job posing at parties saying ‘Look ho
kewl I am!’. Now I’m not criticizing the material
itself: I like Burroughs and Dick as much as the ne
droog. Actually I was surprised, but not impressed, 
see A Taxing Woman in the list but not A Clockwork
Orange, and I find the omission of that and Angel

Heart in a game purportedly about ‘surrea
danger’ absolutely baffling. The problem
with the inspiration, however, is the way i
points out the game’s superficiality so
clearly.

The game’s ‘culture’ is modern US,
even if the Al Amarja setting throws a
few curve balls. Like setting it rather
improbably in the Mediterranean, for
one. And being a load of bollocks,
for another. Really, Burroughs and
the estate of Dick should sue
Perhaps Jonathan Tweet is
being ironic in his nationalistic
ravings here (apparently all
modern technology was cre-
ated by the US: try telling

that to the inventor of the
computer, and the man who spli

the atom). However there are plenty o
places in the book where he is ironic, and th

styles just don’t seem to match.



e

t
t

i

i

 

n

w,

e
h
o
n-
u-

-
 a

t
s

’t

-

-

-

l

is
r.
-

 to
e,

d-

,
er-

d

te
ed
is
g,
t

is
yer
d,

g
s

I’m reminded of the story Michael Moorcock told
about trying to script a (never made) Arthurian mov
for Irwin Kershner. Kershner made loads of nois
about the movie being modern, and non-racist, and
kinds of stuff, but it slowly started to dawn on Moor
cock that the words didn’t match the actual wan
beneath all the PC posturing what Kershner wan
was a cod-medieval buddy movie. Over The Edge
seems to be making a lot of hip noises about libert
ian and anarchist political structures, and politic
control in general. Scrape beneath the surface, ho
ever, and it’s just another chauvinistic libertaria
tract.

Thus Al Amarja is (deliberately) a parody of th
contemporary USA. That’s USA in a North Amer-
ica which does not include Mexico (p43).
Although Al Amarja is supposed to be cosmos-
politan, and contain a multitude of value sys-
tems, in fact it’s an MTV diversity—the only
foreign elements in it are mere decorations.
It’s like the D&D  character who carries a
katana and pretends to be a samurai.

I recognise, however, that this par-
ticular dislike of Disneyfication
marks me as something of an eccen-
tric. I would probably be very
happy if I felt that Over The
Edge was parodying the eradi-
cation of the Other, but I con-
fess I don’t feel that.

As I mentioned earlier, Wil-
liam S. Burroughs and Phillip K.
Dick are evoked as influences. Far more
evident (though perhaps perceived as hav-
ing less cachet) is the influence of Shea and Wil-
son’s Illuminatus! trilogy. And the X-Files. In fact
any old pile of nonsense involving conspiracies, ps
chic powers, magic, parasites and piles of gloop.

Despite the above, though, I believe that OTE proba-
bly does deserve its reputation. This is because it is
excellent example of a stripped-down rules system
particularly admire the rules, because it is evident th
the author started from a blank piece of paper a
asked crucial questions: what do we need to know
about a character? what is the best way of stor
information about them?

There are none of the traditional attributes and sk
system superstructures. Instead you just descr
your character, limited by a particular number o
‘slots’—for example, you have one ‘central’ trait an
three ‘side’ traits. You also come up with entries 
other categories which relate a character to the ga
story: motivation, background, an important perso
and the inevitable secret.

The mechanics are phenomenally simple. Each
your traits has a number of dice associated with
You also have some hit points. As far as numbers 
concerned, that’s pretty much it. The core mecha
is similarly simple: the GM assigns a difficulty
number and tells you how many dice to roll (whic
will depend on your traits). If you roll more than th
▼
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number you succeed (equal to the number is a dra
obviously).

The author writes: ‘This reliance on common sens
over game mechanics frees you to role-play wit
vigor. Instead of trying to learn these rules and t
devise ways to manipulate them to your best adva
tage, forget the rules and run your character nat
rally’.

Truly, Jonathan Tweet is the Bruce Lee of role
playing design. The above quotation is based on
philosophy that is extremely popular in role-playing
design. I agree with it to some extent, but I worry tha
those who follow it are making the same mistake a
Lee. He urged Jeet Kune Do practitioners to be natu-
ral. The problem was that unlike him, they hadn
spent years honing their Wing Chun skills, and thus

what was ‘natural’ to him was not quite as ‘nat
ural’ to them!

Bruce Lee was, whatever the failings
of his teaching phi losophy, a

superb martial artist, and I
would say that Over The Edge
is a masterful example of this

type of game (but see also
Patrick Brady’s Mayhem which

takes similar approaches, with
some neat quirks). The question

begged by the game, however, is
where this takes role-playing, espe

cially in terms of the role of the referee
(a topic explored in an article later this

issue).
Tweet also comments: ‘complex mechan

ics invariably channel and limit the imagina-
tion.’ Unfortunately here he undermines a

reasonable comment; indeed turns it into tota
bollocks. Would it really have hurt him so much to

replace ‘invariably’ with ‘usually’?
One of the most interesting sections of the book 

the set of essays collected in the ‘GM Rules’ chapte
Here Tweet makes explicit the inevitable conse
quence of stripped down rules: that it is a godsend
referees who like to dominate and control the gam
the auteurs that Dave Morris dubbed ‘Thatchers’. He
rather ironically sets the seal on this with an (uncre
ited) quotation from Gary Gygax: ‘I roll those dice
just for the sound they make’ (p180). This, for me
was the quintessential Gygax quote, expressing p
fectly the man’s overwheening will to power.

In contrast to this, however, Tweet has enliste
Robin D. Laws (author of Feng Shui) to put the case
for player power. So we have something of a deba
conducted in this chapter, a debate which has help
me finish the ’ere Ref! article that appears later th
issue. The two propose two aspects of role-playin
the ‘author’ aspect and the ‘artist’ aspect. Twee
argues that placing players in the ‘audience’ role 
better for suspense and secrecy, and also for pla
immersion in their character. Laws, on the other han
suggests that ‘the GM is not a “storyteller” with the
players as audience, but merely a “first amon
equals” given responsibility for the smooth progres
im▲zine 3
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of the developing story.’ (p192) You can see that I’
likely to be sympathetic to Laws’ approach. Cur
ously enough, he goes on to describe a means
structuring the game, allowing characters to do th
own thing and cutting between them, while layerin
plots, whch closely resembles the way I’ve been ru
ning my Outlaws game for the last year or two. T
one point where I part company from Laws is th
he’s keen on this idea of role-playing being an a
form, and that we should be ‘making the artistry co
scious’. This, it has to be said, is a very min
disagreement on my part, and I’m far more with hi
than against him.

The ‘GM Notes’ chapter also contains an intere
ing essay in which Tweet walks us through how 
ran a particular adventure, including his mistakes
well as his successes, explaining why he made 
decisions he did. I felt that this was an excelle
resource for an inexperienced referee, and is the 
of thing that should always appear in beginne
games. Shame OTE isn’t a beginners game...

I’ve been reviewing the Player’s Guide as a bundle
with the main game here because this is a good th
Or maybe not so much ‘good’ as necessary. In a ga
based on secrets how do you <cynicism on> sell pr
uct to other players <cynicism off> or provide th
rules to players who would like to see them? Thus 
Players’ Guide presents an expanded version of th
first chapter of the main rules at a reasonable (o
might even say ‘Hogsheadian’) price. I read the Play-
ers’ Guide before I read the main book, and I have 
say, it made me feel far more impressed by OTE than
the main rules did! This was probably because th
was less conspiracy nonsense, just a set of rules 
reminded me of projects I considered running yea
ago.

You will probably have noticed a certain level o
schizophrenia in my reaction to this game. On the o
hand, it represents the epitome of the pseudo-po
modern game against which I have railed for so lon
There’s even a suggested plot which is self-reflexiv
the player characters slowly discover that they a
player characters in an Over The Edge game. Yawn.

Despite my dislikes of the background con-
cept, and the unimpressiveness of the
production, I must still recognise that
this is a very good game. I can see why it
has become the cult classic it has, and
more importantly, I can see why so many
people have advocated using the Over The
Edge rules and philosophy divorced from Al
Amarja. In fact Bruce Baugh, who indexed
OTE, advocated on the Usenet using these rules
to run a Judge Dee style Chinese game. He
claimed that all he needed was OTE and Patricia
Ebrey’s Chinese Civilization. I’m sure he’s right,
but what he seemed to miss was that he wa
answering a question of how someone else could
run a Judge Dee game, and his solution wasn’t goi
to be much use to them. This is the crux of the OTE
philosophy: improvisation and ‘anything can happe
4 im▲zine
▼

m
i-
 of

eir
g
n-

he
at
rt-
n-
or
m

st-
he
 as
the
nt
sort
rs

ing.
me

od-

are fine things, but are often the bedfellows of dom
nation and vanilla-blandness. Or the sort of self-co
scious artiness which leads to silly ideas like the C
Ups rules from the OTE supplement Weather The
Cuckoo Likes (in which followers of one of the innu-
merable secret societies do things by pulling wor
from a hat and justifying their relevance to what th
want to do).

One final point, though, which bears on a questi
I am often asked (‘Why don’t you do Outlaws for an
established game system?’). The author of OTE is
Jonathan Tweet. However the game and its setting
copyrighted by John Nephew. Now these two may 
the best buddies in the world, but I still regard th
habit of publishers stealing author’s copyright a
rather obscene, as well as being unnecessary, an
constitutes one reason why I wouldn’t consider doi
Outlaws as, say, a GURPS supplement (the shit ro
alty rates and the awfulness of the GURPS mechan
being other, compelling reasons).

Over The Edge: Players’ Survival Guide, and Over
The Edge: The Role-Playing Game of Surreal Dang
are published by Atlas Games. Both can be orde
from Amazon.
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sorcerer
Reviewed by Paul Mason

Magic. It’s a bit of a goose really isn’t it.
Ever since everwhen, role-playing games have 

magic in. It’s part of the statutory EU composition 
the genre, and in this age of genetically modified v
etables and growth hormone beef, let us not buck
trend.

But there are some shadows which loom over 
whole genre. Commercially speaking, there is th

skilfully marketed eponymous waste of tim
involving cards. A near relative in title term
(sharing the rather ludicrous word patter
is Mage: The Ascension. For old lags like
me, however, the shadows which loo
over the world of magic are far older: th
Chivalry & Sorcery magic system,
which made of mages something mo
than just slot machine dispensers 
adventurers’ comforts, and Bonew
itz’s seminal Authentic Thauma-
turgy, a fascinating documen
written by a real, live nutter (and
recently published in a new ed
tion by Steve Jackson Games)

Sorcerer is a shareware
game which attempts to put 
bit more interest back into

magic from a slightly different tack. 
deliberately place it in this position in th
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zine because it is a post-Over The Edge game. The
author is quite upfront about this influence, which 
a healthy sign.

Although it isn’t limited to this, Sorcerer is basi-
cally a contemporary game. The distinctive feature
that rather than presenting magic as a spell-list, it re
resents it purely in terms of summoning and bindin
demons. Old lags may recall that this was th
approach taken in the old Chaosium Stormbringer
game, and that game is namechecked here too.

In order to make this work as the entire foundatio
of the game, the details on demons have to 
extremely flexible, and this game does succeed
allowing for a wide variety of situations, with
extremely simple mechanics.

There are many refreshing elements to the gam
Consider the following quote, for example: ‘Sorcer
is a dice-based RPG. It doesn’t matter what sort
dice are used, as long as they all have the sa
number of sides.’ This may clue you in to the fact th
it is, like Over The Edge and many other modern
games, a dice-pool system. It is driven by a simp
system of three attributes: stamina, will and lore. F
each of these you must write a description which ju
tifies (or interprets) the score being what it is.

You also have humanity points, which can be lo
by morally charged acts, and the process of deal
with demons. When your humanity reaches zero, lo
ically enough, you become an NPC.

The game takes this basic idea and provides a la
number of ideas on how to make games out of it. I
really frustrating having a game lecturing you abo
how free you are to develop the concepts anyway y
want. This, after all, is something you already kno
Sorcerer keeps the lecturing down to a minimum, bu
instead provides numerous directions, way beyo
the standard clichés.

Finally, I will just say that the game’s presentatio
is no-frills, to say the least. It’s perfectly readable, a
the artwork is good, but won’t be winning any desig
or typography awards in this or any other dimensio

Sorcerer was written by Ron Edwards. The Appren
tice version of the game can be downloaded fro
http://www.sorcerer-rpg.com, where you can als
find details about ordering the full version.
ue-
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tribe 8
Reviewed by Tom McGrenery

Several years ago, a small games company from Q
bec called Dream Pod 9 released a game called Heavy
Gear. It was based around anime-styled mecha—
Heavy Gears of the title—but with somewhat mo
hard science. The reviewer in Dragon hated it, which
is, for many people, a huge recommendation. Heavy
Gear was followed by Jovian Chronicles. Both games
▼
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featured mecha heavily in the background, both h
artwork to die for, and both used a rather nifty rul
set called Silhouette. Each book contained rules fo
role-playing game and a war-game, with each usin
the Silhouette system, and easily integrated with 
other. This was an interesting move, and develop
quite a following. 

The latest product from Dream Pod 9 departs fro
the previous games in that it is ‘just’ a role-playin
game (that is, there is no war-game component)
also has very different artwork. 

Tribe 8 is set at an undisclosed time in the futur
Civilisation has been shattered by an alien invasi
The human population, having been put in concen
tion camps by these attackers, the Z’bri, were lib
ated by eight ‘Fatimas’, avatars of the Goddess, w
fought back the Z’bri. One of these eight, Joshua, 
only male Fatima, was killed at this time. Now, ea
of the seven living Fatimas rules over her own trib
which is named after her. But the Fatimas have cea
to be benevolent protectors. Now, they are oppres
dictators. The tribes have been liberated, but they
not yet free. Those who do not obey the dictates of
Fatimas are made outcast, or Fallen. Their trib
Fatima ‘withdraws her love’ from the Fallen, ostens
bly stripping them of their magic, called Synthes
and connection to the Goddess. Some Fallen, h
ever, retain their use of Synthesis, which would se
to indicate that the Fatimas are not being entire
forthright.

The name Tribe 8, as well as being shared wit
little-known rock group who will turn up wheneve
you search for the game on the Internet, refers to
‘eighth tribe’, made up of the Fallen. The origins 
this eighth tribe is with Joshua. He left a prophe
which many Fallen believe unites them as a tribe, a
gives them a destiny to overthrow the Fatimas to f
the tribes. All player characters in Tribe 8 are Fallen. 

The setting described in Tribe 8 is the island of
Vimary, the home of the tribes. It is expected th
most games will take place there, as only the Squ
(those born outside the tribes) and the Z’bri live o
side Vimary (and some within, too). It is implied i
the book, though, that adventure further afield may
possible. It seems this idea may be developed fur
im▲zine 5
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by DP9, most likely just to sell more books. Inspec
tion of the map of Vimary and of south-eastern Ca
ada reveals that, more likely than not, Vimary is bu
on the ruins of Montreal (the name comes fro
‘Ville-Marie.’ a part of Montreal). 

In the east of the island live the Keepers, who h
underground during the time of the Z’bri and wh
hoard ancient relics. Like guns, for instance, or ca
Only Fallen characters are given character creati
rules—I suspect Keeper PCs will turn up in a suppl
ment—but it should be simple to create a Keeper i
player really wants firepower. They may be playin
the wrong game, though. 

A hundred and ten of the two hundred-odd pages
the book describe the world of Tribe 8, and contain no
rules whatsoever. They are put at the front of th
book. This is very good. The information is general
presented as memoirs of various characters, or co
spondence, and the illustrations serve to make cl
the text at various points. This section is excellent
done. Through the stories which unfold in the voice
of the ‘writers’ of each fragment, an overall picture i
built up of Vimary before you even realise it. Eve
those things which are not true are valuable in und
standing the game’s setting.

A huge pat on the back should go to DP9 for th
design of the Seven Tribes. Each of them has enou
that a player, and thus their character, might partia
identify with them, but the Fatimas and the triba
structure are just repulsive enough to prevent anyo
actually wanting to be a member. Each tribe provid
a character with two Eminences to choose from
which reflect their outlook on life, and thus
in  which areas they may be
expected to do better than
normal .  An Emi -
nence is also chosen
upon a character’s
Fall. They can be used
once per session to gain
a bonus on an action,
which is a fairly neat
way of tying in some very
basic personality mechan-
ics with the game system
proper. 

The Tribes also provide
the plot-sparking device of
faction conflict, as well used
in White Wolf games, for
example. It seems unlikely that
any of the ‘clan stereotypes’
which afflict Vampire will be
present in Tribe 8, though, as
none of the tribes’ stereotypes,
from the Evan nurse to the Sheban
judge seems particularly appealing. 

The standard Silhouette system is used, in whi
one rolls a number of D6s equal to the relevant sk
level and count only the highest result. A modifie
based on an attribute is added, and if more than on
is rolled, then additional 6s each add one to the res
6 im▲zine
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Clean, simple, and not suited to those keen on char
ter advancement, as there are only four realistica
obtainable levels of skill. 

On the down side, Tribe 8 can be inconsistent. It is
at times too mysterious and then not mysteriou
enough, rendering the Z’Bri, for example, about a
frightening as something encountered in AD&D.
Another problem is the spelling. It’s awful. There ar
more typos in Tribe 8 and its accompanying books
than I’ve seen in The Guardian lately. Grammatical
errors also creep in from time to time, though less fr
quently than spelling mistakes. Normally, I wouldn’
mind this so much—there’s nothing which makes 
sentence unintelligible. But in a book that relies o
atmosphere so heavily for its effect, breaking conce
tration in this way can spoil the enjoyment of readin
to some extent. 

In many ways, Tribe 8 is refreshingly new. The
innate mystery of its setting means that there is n
need to buy any supplements to run the game pro
erly. It’s also nice to see a fantasy game with nothin
approaching orcs and elves. It is a mix of post-apoc
lyptic and fantasy gaming, two genres I thought we
dead in the water. I am very glad to see that this is n
the case.

Tribe 8 is published by Dream Pod 9.
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medley
Reviewed by Paul Mason

I reviewed Sorcerer above, so keeping
with the magical theme here’s an inte
esting little morsel for you to consider
It’s subtitled ‘A Magic-Rich Supple-
ment for FUDGE and Other RPGs,
and it is published by Grey Ghost
who publish the non-shareware ve
sion of FUDGE.

Now that we have a market ful
of role-playing games, and peopl
are sick of seeing yet another sys
tem, it is common to hear peopl
crying out for more generic sup
plements, and this books demon

stra tes both the st rengths an
weaknesses of the idea. Along the way it al

demonstrates the flexibility of FUDGE as a means
presenting gaming information that can be applied
other games.

The book opens with some general notes ab
how to apply its contents to ‘other role-playin
games’. The only one specifically mentioned 
GURPS, and the book plugs GURPS Magic quite
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generously. It’s followed by notes on how to desig
your own magic system. The guidelines given he
are very much in the FUDGE mold of ‘toolbox’ rathe
than ‘prescription’.

The bulk of the book is given over to section
exploring magical traditions, and modelling them 
FUDGE terms. There is African Spirit magic, Bioen
ergetics, Celtic magic, pseudo-medieval magi
occultism and Chinese magic (so you can see wh
ordered it).

Although it is largely inevitable because each se
tion is written by a different author, the most fascina
ing idea here is the way in which these approaches
magic differ. Indeed, in the introductory sectio
explaining how to design a magic system, the bo
explicitly suggests the idea of having multiple mag
systems to represent different traditions.

Thus the African Spirit Magic section details 
magic in which pretty well all effects are produced b
manipulating spirits (so this might be an interestin
chapter to read in conjuction with the Sorcerer game
reviewed earlier). Bioenergetics is really a means
reproducing slightly mystical psionics, like the Forc
from Star Wars.

I could really do with someone more learned in th
subject to comment on the authenticity of the Cel
magic system (certain parts made me vaguely unea
but there was nothing specific enough to mention). 
a magic system, though, it’s interesting, with a
spells being constructed on-the-fly by sorcerers (w
learn general categories like ‘Transformation’ an
‘Healing’). I associate this approach with a school 
thought developed in Alarums & Excursions, and cer-
tainly Lee Gold’s Lands of Adventure was the first
published game I can recall employing it. I used
myself for a long while when the intricacies of C&S-
derived systems seemed ill-matched to the simpli
ties of the rest of my game system.

Talking of C&S, ‘The Grammarye’ is a chapter
dealing with pseudo-medieval magic, and
it bears a clear resemblance to
both C&S magic, and
the system used in the
surprisingly good SPI
ro legame, Dragon-
Quest (like the latter, it
uses the term ‘colleges’
to distinguish types of
magic).  Similarly,  the
Occultism chapter basi-
cally reproduces a Call of
Cthulhu style magic system.

Obviously I  was most
interested in the Chinese sys-
tem, and I was shocked and
pleased in equal measure to see
how closely it resembled what
I’ve already done with Outlaws.
Not that I’m suggesting plagia-
rism—although my game was up
on the Web well before this was
written, it seems highly improbable
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that the authors might have seen it. Their system s
arates Buddhist and Taoist magic, includes spe
divided according to the Five Elements, and has
attribute called ‘Joss’ which represents the char
ter’s oneness with the Tao.

Overall it’s nice enough, and free from howler
My main disagreement is the way they identify th
non-Taoist or Buddhist practical magicians as ‘Fe
Shui men’. Not really a major objection, when all 
said and done.

The book has a list of magic items, some of whi
are interesting because they are presented as sto
or have some mythic atmosphere, and the res
which are tedious D&D -style items. It’s then wrapped
up with a selection of adventure seeds which prov
examples of applications of the magic system
included. I wasn’t too impressed with this. The Ch
nese adventure, especially, was weak (and the ed
didn’t bother to find a correct spelling for jiangshi).
Basically it consists simply of ‘A village is being
menaced by a stiff corpse/hopping vampire’.

Overall, then, it’s an interesting enough book, b
I’m not entirely convinced it’s worth the $20 I pai
for it. However it does demonstrate the possibiliti
that FUDGE offers for producing ‘generic’ materia
which nevertheless includes rules mechanics.

A Magical Medley is published by Grey Ghost Pres
Inc, and can be ordered online from Amazon.
of
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C&S Light
Mentioned by Paul Mason

I can’t really review this for two reasons: firstly
I don’t yet have the finished version of the
game, and secondly, because I’m putatively o
the C&S team of writers (fingers crossed tha
I can get some momentum going on m
project) I’m not in a position to give it an
objective review.

However, I thought I should mention the
game, as the mere title will no doubt strik
many as an oxymoron. It demonstrate
that the spirit of the age is short, reason
ably-priced games, and that spirit ha
even affected the epitome of complex
ity: the venerable Chivalry & Sorcery.

Even in ‘light’ form, it’s by no
means a simple game, but is consid
erably stripped down from the 1s
and 2nd editions, and it does correc
some of the dodgier aspects of th
Highlander 3rd Edition. For C&S
is now published by a triumvirate

of companies, one of which is based in th
UK. Somehow this seems ‘right’ to me. More o

C&S in future issues.
im▲zine 7
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by Tom McGrenery
THE MYSTIC CONNECTION 

BETWEEN ROLE-PLAYING & 

MAGIC : WHY ARE WE ENSLAVED 

BY THE FANTASTICAL?

GO TO YOUR  local shop that stocks RPGs, or jus
look at your bookshelves. Now, try and find one gam
there that doesn’t feature something ‘magical’, lik
elves or wizards or vampires or psychic powers 
Elder Gods which Man Should Not Ken. Doesn
leave much, does it? Probably all you have left 
‘hard’ SF like Cyberpunk or some obscure sma
press outing you picked up in a shop you stumbl
across while on holiday. Why? Well, let’s see.

The first ever RPG was a fantasy game. The fa
that Dungeons & Dragons was about adventure in a
magical world almost certainly is one of the majo
influences on the games that followed it. Exactly wh
greater identification with the lead figures in Chain
mail came about in a fantasy game, rather than, sa
Napoleonic game, is hard to say. Perhaps it w
because the designers were consciously trying
emulate novels rather than real life. War stories a
easily as popular a form of literature as fantasy, b
unlike them, the general kind of event depicted in fa
tasy novels does not occur in real life. Not to me, an
way. At any rate, to dwell on D&D  would be fruitless
as, while its influence is undeniable, it is not the b
all and the end-all. If it were, there would be no oth
genre RPGs.

genres
Shortly after D&D , many of its emulators were fan-
tasy games—Tunnels & Trolls, for example—or, like
Traveller, explored genres which are generall
lumped in the same category, no matter how vocife
ously readers of SF attempt to disassociate the
selves from those of fantasy. So, an evolution 
gaming concepts, rather than revolutionary new on
despite the claims of back-cover synopses, wou
logically lead to many games having a common el
ment. This doesn’t help much. There is no reason th
someone familiar with the concept of role-playin
would not choose an entirely different genre to wo
in, and indeed this has happened on more than o
occasion. Such games, like Gangster!, died a death,
8 im▲zine
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and the rolegaming market has learned not to be
impetuous in its production since. The answer, th
must lie not with the creators of games, but the buy
(and, by extension, players, though the two are 
necessarily synonymous). 

Fantasy and rolegaming have something in co
mon that is at the core of both forms—escapis
While varied and valid arguments have been made
both RPGs and fantasy literature that places them
the same level as any other form of art, it is unden
ble that books about worlds other than our own a
games about pretending to be other people are
entirely grounded in reality. It has been argued tha
is precisely this freedom of ideas that gives them th
appeal. Still, rolegaming has often relied on enthu
asts of genres of film and literature to be drawn i
the hobby by a game that models that style. The 
cess of Vampire: the Masquerade almost certainly
owes a debt to the success of Anne Rice’s Interview
With The Vampire, for example.

films
The vast array of popular arts outside rolegami
though, rarely, if ever, has any fantastic content. F
fantasy films are even made, and science fict
rarely tops any most popular movies survey, thou
Star Wars is a notable exception. Citizen Kane is rou-
tinely voted the Greatest Film Of All Time, an
before that it was usually Eisenstein’s Battleship
Potemkin. Both are based on fact, grounding the
even further in reality. So what is wrong with the re
world as a game setting? Essentially, nothing.

Arguments could be made that the introduction
the violence often seen in RPGs into a game wo
not substantially different from reality could cau
the young or easily-influenced to entertain the po
bilities of carrying that violence outside the gam
Then again, similar complaints have been ma
against AD&D, and one would hope that rolegame
might be a little more responsible than that. Besi
that, screen violence has marked differences betw
settings that would seem to be in favour of a ‘realis
setting. If we take, for example, the two stalwarts
Star Wars and Battleship Potemkin, the first as an
example of fantasy, then we see that while large n
bers of people are killed in both, it is seen as more
a bad thing in the latter. 

One boon to role-playing in general if it were 
adopt more popular genres as its subject matter w
be perhaps to give it some more credibility. Picki
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continued on page 20
the Dragonlance trilogy as your favourite book is
unlikely to win you as much esteem as choosin
Foucault’s Pendulum. Whether or not this is merely a
snobbish fad is irrelevant. The end result is the sam

realism
So, why don’t more contemporary-set games get pu
lished? It’s nothing to do with the setting itself being
unpopular—the real world is the most popular settin
there is. One reason may be, simply, than in mode
ling reality one must be realistic. If you create a fan
tasy world, superior research to yours won’t catc
you out on the details—no one knows more abou
your world than you (unless you have really die-hard
fans). With common knowledge, however, you hav
to actually know your stuff. With In Nomine, for
example, Steve Jackson Games really messed u
Every single attempt at metaphysics or theology i
the book was laughable. A severely misguided gam
background does a writer’s credibility no favours. On
the other hand, unless your game is to be about som
field with which the man in the street will be largely
unfamiliar (brain surgery, perhaps), then you don’
need to write very much background—most people
are quite familiar with their own planet. 

And this, I feel, may well be where the problem
lies—why should people pay good money for some-
thing they already know about? Then again, it’s bee
asked why people pay for printed role-playing game
at all, when they could just make them up. It’s merel
a matter of convenience. 

escapism
Another argument against the real world as a gam
setting is the escapism I mentioned at the beginnin
and which links role-playing with fantasy. It is the
possibility of being completely disassociated from
ordinary life that can bring a game to life. Yet escap
ism doesn’t have to leave the planet. When I was 
primary school, we didn’t run around the playground
playing Wizards and Rogues or even Space Pirates.
We played Cops and Robbers. But, and I think this is
the important part, we weren’t encouraged to do s
It’s considered quite odd (and for good reasons) fo
people to grow up still enjoying having pretend shoot
outs. Those who do may well join the Territorial
Army. 

Maybe that’s the reason we like to add magic to ou
games. We don’t actually want to have to think abou
such matters as ‘Well, my character shot the evil sc
entist—would I do the same?’ For some, that kind of
thought is unwanted, and besides, there are plenty
other places in which to discuss such matters. It
worth noting that in that first game, D&D , one of the
most important functions of magic was to hea
wounds. If we have magic spells, or cantrips, o
blood-powered disciplines, we don’t need to worry
about getting hurt—things can be made better. Th
phenomenon known as the power-gamer (as distin
from the ‘munchkin’, though precisely why midgets
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should be combat monsters is beyond me) is co
monly held to stem from this. The character h
greater abilities and more power over the wor
around him than the player does in his world. T
supernatural element, in this case, makes the cha
ter concerned special in some way. 

However, many role-players play for the sake 
assuming another persona. Why would they shy away
from a ‘realistic’ game? A great many people enjo
character-driven dramas, as found in soap operas,
no one would for a moment consider playing a soa
opera style game in a serious vein. Even to tho
would-be actors, the appeal seems to lie in play
not simply another character, but one who does som
thing out of the ordinary—even those games whi
encompass such character concepts as physicists
to have them concentrate on the physics of large El
Gods. An interesting thing to study here may be t
distinction between traditional (sometimes calle
‘table-top’) rolegaming and the ‘live-action’ (or
‘L(A)RP’) variety. Social LARP games, as sprea
quite impressively by White Wolf’s Mind’s Eye The-
atre rules, would seem to be an ‘actor’-type (if I ma
take the liberty of calling them such) gamer’s par
dise. And in many ways, they are—they focus almo
exclusively on inter-personal relationships, eve
character in the game is as fully fleshed-out as y
might expect the average ‘table-top’ player charac
to be (though with exceptions, as with all things
simply because everyone present is an active player.
However, there are some things that LARPs do
handle well. Nasty combat wounds, for example (an
arguably, combat at all), or in fact any strenuous ph
ical action, because the physical abilities of chara
ters may surpass those of the players. Landsca
dissimilar to the local countryside are also far hard
to evoke in LARP than in ‘table-top’ games. 

adventure
It is evident from the preponderance of games w
fantastic elements that, simply, people in general, a
role-players in particular, want what they can’t ge
An adventurous lifestyle may be one of them. A
adventurous lifestyle and the ability to throw fireballs
is definitely unattainable. On the other hand, it is th
oretically possible, however unlikely, for the playe
themselves to become maverick policemen, or to 
searching for hidden gold in the Amazon rainfore
Is that it, then? We use roles that are complet
impossible in order to make sure none of our ima
nary actions impinge on our real lives? This impos
bility of a fantasy world is often used as a defen
against those who claim a corrupting influence 
RPGs. But perhaps it would be better to bring ima
nary actions in to the realms of possibility, and th
bring responsibility with it. Perhaps not—the lack o
responsibility, and the freedom allowed by the gam
format, seems to be, for most people, why rolegam
are fun. 
im▲zine 9
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DOING AWAY  WITH  THE GREAT 

DICTATOR OF ROLE-PLAYING; IS IT  

POSSIBLE TO HAVE A  PLAYER-

ONLY GAME?

OVER THE  past few issues of imazine I’ve been
developing a rant, with much assistance from corr
spondents, based on a reasonably simple proposit
This is that the great creative contribution of role
playing is the way it frees us from the totalitarianism
of Art. Art is consumption. We accept what the auteur
bestows upon us, and this Author-Audience divisio
is a source of alienation. In role-playing we adopt el
ments of both roles.

Into the midst of this rolling rant dropped Hogs
head’s Baron Munchausen. I perversely started going
on about how it wasn’t a role-playing game, a pos
tion I still hold. But there are some other useful poin
to be drawn from the game, and I want to tackle o
of them here.

plot points
Last issue, in ‘No Limits,’ I described in passing how
the introduction of the referee as an essential feat
of the game experience enabled the development
role-playing. I also sketched how the role mutate
from its wargaming origins. In the latter part of th
article I identified the problems arising from the
imposition of the plot on the players by the referee.

In Baron Munchausen there is no referee. Perhap
it is also significant that in Baron Munchausen there
is also no plot, at least no single plot. At this point
will have to introduce some literary terms. Unfortu
nately (or perhaps, luckily) this is one of the mo
confused areas of terminology, with some peop
using ‘plot’ to mean what others call ‘story’, or wha
others call ‘narrative’. One of the most interestin
definitions is that of E M Forster:

Let us define a plot. We have defined story as
narrative of events arranged in their time
sequence. A plot is also a narrative of events, t
emphasis falling on causality. ‘The king died
and then the queen died’ is a story. ‘The kin
died, and then the queen died of grief’ is a plo
The time-sequence is preserved, but their sen
of causality overshadows it.
10 im▲zine
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While Forster’s definitions of story and plot contra
dict those of numerous others, one idea that we 
take from this definition is that, while role-playing
games allow players to contribute to the sequence
events, when it comes to causality the referee tend
be dominant. Players can influence the details of what
happens, but the referee controls the why.

I mentioned that the above definitions of story an
plot are by no means the only ones, so I’m going
fling at you the only stable terms in the whole mes
namely fabula and sjuzet. The former refers to ‘a
series of real or fictitious events, connected by a c
tain logic or chronology, and involving certain acto
[characters]’ while the latter refers to the ‘narration 
this series of events.’

You will see that fabula corresponds to Forster’s
‘plot’, while sjuzet is something else again: some
thing which is often referred to as the ‘narrative’.

The nature of narration is one of the biggest su
jects in the field of literature, and it should be imm
diately obvious that this bears on the whole issue
plot and freedom in games. Think of a typical rol
playing session. How is it narrated? Actually, you w
realise, it is related in quite a complex manner, w
no obvious authorial presence. Well, none save 
referee, that is. Yet even in the most highly Thatch
game, the sjuzet is by no means a single voice relatin
events from a single perspective.

Moreover, where does the fabula come from?
Again, the amount varies depending on the Thatc
eresque tendencies of the referee, but in genera
will be generated by a synthesis of ideas from all t
participants. Unfortunately, auteur theory has a lot of
pull, and according to auteur theory, a creative work
cannot be art, and therefore cannot be any go
unless it is subject to authorial control. A plot must 
crafted: the author or referee must be in control of t
causality. As you know by now, I reject this positio
for role-playing games.

baron bones
And yet, my role-playing game still has a referee (m
at present). Seeing the referee-less model presente
Baron Munchausen made me wonder if it wasn’t pos
sible to take my position to its logical extreme—th
abolition of the referee—without abandoning the
concept of a fabula. In that game, there is no fabula
save the conceit of a group of nobles gathered i
drinking establishment and swapping tall tales. The
are, it is true, a set of framed narratives, Chine
boxes, related by the participants. But these narrati
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are not connected by any logic other than the nec
sity of the game, and do not feature the same char
ters—unless the players of the game contrive to ma
them do so (something which is unnecessary, as 
game is written). While the questions are framed 
‘Tell me, Baron...’ and so the implication that the pro
tagonist is the same person, in fact there is no con
nuity in any but the most trivial sense. There is n
causality between the narratives, so what we have
only a highly developed sjuzet.

It should also be obvious that, apart from the stim
ulation and intervention provided by other partic
pants, the narratives in Baron Munchausen follow a
solidly traditional line, pretty much in keeping with
auteur theory. I’ve recently been reading a little abou
the storytellers of China, and it is evident that man
of their sessions were conducted in the Baron Mun-
chausen style, with audience intervention and cha
lenges, the movement of money, and the consumpt
of alcohol. The principal innovation of Baron Mun-
chausen is that everybody takes it in turns to be th
auteur. Oh, and the money doesn’t really matter.

relegated ref
So let’s look again at this idea of putting the ref out 
a job. It’s by no means a new idea. Just as dicel
games preceded Amber by a decade, this one has bee
tried many times, and, some might say, spawn
whole other hobbies. Much of the field of interactiv
literature operates this way, and some might say t
the role of referees in LARPs is often different to th
of traditional RPGs, and that the LARPs themselv
are effectively refereeless in many places. Then th
is the whole field of MUDs.

What is the importance of the referee, and how c
we keep a tight hold on that baby’s bumfluff as w
pull the plug on refs around the world?

As I mentioned last issue, the referee role that w
inherited from wargaming was that of rule arbiter. 
the experience of the last twenty or so years has de
onstrated anything, it has shown that this particul
role isn’t always necessary. Ironically, though, 
should be clear that ‘hip’, ‘modern’ games like Over
The Edge and Feng Shui are the ones which most rely
on the presence of the referee as arbiter, because
rules eschew the apparent structure of older sets fo
more interpretive approach. The ‘looser’ the rules, t
more likelihood of disagreements arising from diffe
ing interpretations of what the rules mean.

Defenders of these games suggest that the ab
isn’t true so long as all the players really care abou
good game, and are prepared to be creative and a
lutely tolerant. This isn’t really a defence. For a sta
such a situation is rather unusual: I’ve never encou
tered it. Whether you agree with Steve Jessop
approach in the last issue’s article or not, you have
accept that he identified quite accurately the ‘optimi
ing’ mentality that lies behind many peoples
approach to role-playing games. Why should ta
ented, thoughtful role-players cheat with their dic
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rolls? While it’s hard to come up with an explanation
the fact is that some do.

Moreover, and this is probably rather contentiou
I think a slight element of tension between players 
actually healthy for a game. I’m not advocating Par-
anoia-style backstabbing and competition. It’s jus
that some of the more interesting moments in th
role-playing games I’ve experienced have come abo
as a result of an element of friction between players.

Baron Munchausen solves the problem by provid-
ing a highly structured method of play rather than
structure in the rules. On second thoughts, perha
they are the same thing. The rules are highly struc-
tured in that they provide a simple resolution metho
for precisely this problem: how to handle player inter
action. The model works as follows: players take it i
turns to be god. While one player is god, other playe
can be tricksters. The interaction between god a
tricksters is handled according to a simple set 
mechanics allowing tricksters to disrupt the god’
sjuzet with challenges. A red herring victory condi-
tion is set up towards which one may direct one
competitive urges (and the rules are structured in su
a way that doing so is likely to enhance the pleasu
of the game for all). Yet the game, and the game
author, make plain that this ‘victory’ is not the poin
at all. It does, however, introduce the element of te
sion between players that I mentioned above, a te
sion that is not in any way incompatible with co
operation in order to have a good time.

The result is a set of interrupted narratives. The
are interactive in the sense that any interrupted nar
tive is interactive. This includes the Chinese storytel
ing to which I referred earl ier, gamebooks
improvisational comedy, or even good old Englis
pantomime. So perhaps it is necessary to stipulate
more rigorous level of interaction, one that seems 
be important to my enjoyment of role-playing: joint-
creation. I would define this as a method whereb
both the fabula and the sjuzet are fully shared and dis-
tributed, and causality is open to all.

player power
How are the fabula and the sjuzet shared and distrib-
uted in a traditional rolegame? Leaving aside th
extremes, the majority of the events arise as a res
of the referee’s creation, and are resolved accordi
to the characters’ responses. The logic by whic
events are connected is either ignored (the connect
is simply that they happen to the same actors) or t
result of the referee, or less frequently the player
deriving the inspiration for new events from the con
sequences of previous ones.

The first step in removing the referee is to shar
responsibility for the fabula, and this is effectively the
topic I’ve been addressing in previous articles. Rath
than events and causality being imposed on the ga
by the referee, they should arise naturally out of th
actions of the characters, and those of the world, a
the interactions between these.
im▲zine 11
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Here, though, we have the problem. If we abolis
the referee, what happens to the rest of the wor
What happens to all the people who aren’t the play
characters? What about nature? For in addition to
role as rules arbiter, the referee became the person
cation of ‘the world’ in most games: the living
embodiment both of its physical characteristics, an
its inhabitants other than the player characters.

There are a number of possible solutions to th
problem. The most obvious involve what basicall
amounts to tag-refereeing. Players take it in turns
be referee. The may be done from game session
game session, or within the game session by so
agreed mechanism.

Problems which arise at this point include those 
logistics and surprise. If refereeing duties are shar
in quite such an even-handed way, it becomes ve
hard to deal with non-player characters, as they’ll 
interpreted by different players. Very post-moder
and disorientating! In previous imazines I’ve ranted
about the tendency towards games with a se
reflexive element (this includes Baron Munchausen,
coincidentally), something which characterises mo
ernist and post-modernist styles of literature. I st
don’t believe that there’s much point in stressing th
fictionality of role-playing.

Planning a game in this style would be very diff
cult: it would have to be mostly improvised. There
nothing wrong with highly improvised games, but t
work successfully they usually have to be set in a ve
familiar milieu.

Baron Munchausen, of course, is a form of tag-
refereeing, and is highly improvised. It goes beyon
this, though, because in it players take it in turns n
only to be the referee, but to be all the player chara
ters at the same time. The contribution of other pla
ers can be likened to that of rules and dice in
traditional rolegame.

These problems can be reduced by applying a lit
thought to how the ‘refereeing duties’ are share
While it may seem attractive to assign refereein
duties according to the presence or otherwise of t
particular player’s character, it might be preferable 
take a leaf out of the way many ‘open’ D&D  games
were run in the old days. Divide up the area of th
game, and the major non-player characters, and d
them out among the players. This way, players w
have to negotiate with each other out-of-game abo
important interactions between their areas of contr
and of their non-player characters with other player
non-player characters. Properly handled, though, t
could lead to a whole extra level of game experienc

A logical derivative of the above approach woul
be to explode the rigid structure of the party. This has
been suggested many times in role-playing, but t
party remains resilient because, when it comes do
to it, role-playing is a group activity. If we distribute
referee powers among players, however, we find th
we have a structure which actually works even bet
for single protagonists (which, let’s face it, is th
dominant form in most other types of fiction). On
player is the session’s protagonist, and all the oth
12 im▲zine
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players control a large number of non-player chara
ters, as well as elements of the world. If you’ve ev
run with multiple referees you’ll be aware of how thi
could work. The trick would be to make sure each re
player had reasonably clearly defined areas of resp
sibility without limiting plot options.

shared sjuzet
The ideas presented above should make it clear t
the most fundamental problem to be faced in abolis
ing the referee is not a fabula based one, but derives
from the sjuzet. How is the game narrated? How is th
game actually conducted?

I think the single-player, multiple-ref suggestion
above is one of the easiest solutions to the proble
mainly because it resembles a traditional game 
many ways. All it would need would be a little
thought about how a session should be prepared 
conducted. The single player would set the ball ro
ing by establishing a potential plot: in its simples
terms a goal for their character. The ref-players cou
then go off and make up the essential points relati
to this. Once they had divided up the NPCs involve
(and perhaps established simple protocols on h
‘spontaneous’ non-player characters would be ha
dled) they could start playing. The single playe
would announce their actions, and the ref-playe
would then respond, mostly through the medium 
their non-player characters (somehow that ter
doesn’t seem appropriate), but also with the usu
description of scenery and so on which characteris
a typical game.

I think a game like this has a lot of potential, esp
cially if there is a little tension between the ref
players. If nothing else, it would make for an interes
ing experiment.

But I clearly haven’t entirely got rid of the referee
in this new structure. I’ve actually proliferated th
refs, though I would argue that dividing the job
among a number of people prevents any one of th
from exercising the dictatorial power available to 
traditional referee.

An alternative derives from my article of last issue
You can limit the scope of the game so that it does
involve any non-player characters, and so that loc
tons aren’t really that important. This might work fo
the occasional oddball game of Amber, I suspect, but
wouldn’t sustain a long-running game.

rigid roles
Following the above in various directions also bring
us back to Baron Munchausen, and James Wallis’s
claim that it is a role-playing game, but not 
‘character-playing game.’ While this was actually lit
tle more than a piece of sophistry designed to defe
an indefensible position, it does direct us to thin
about these words ‘role’ and ‘character’. The trad
tional definition of role-playing is based on the ide
that a player ‘plays’ the role of a character, and th
word ‘play’ can be understood as being more or le
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analogous to acting. A problematic element of th
definition is introduced by the referee. Is the refere
role-playing? If yes, and playing an array of non
player characters can be considered role-playin
then why shouldn’t players have their own battery 
characters? Indeed, why shouldn’t each player ha
their own world to play?

Things got even more complex when peop
started messing around with the basic concept of o
player, one-character, and taking it in new direction
In terms of published games with which you might b
familiar, there was Ars Magica, with its ‘troupe’ play,
for example, and Wraith, with each player controlling
the ‘shadow’ of another player’s character. Ideas li
these, and others besides, had been knocking aro
for years, of course. But they do complicate that sim-
ple definition of role-playing. Hence Baron Mun-
chausen, a game which involves no more role-playin
than I used to do when writing a Fighting Fantasy
book. I was telling a story, sure, and I was imaginin
what characters would do, and trying to see thin
from their perspective. So was I playing a role
playing game when writing my FF books? Was I bo
locks!

This doesn’t mean, however, that I am advocatin
a One True Way of gaming in which players must ta
a single character. I don’t do it in my own game, fo
starters. On the other hand, identifying what cons
tutes role-playing may reveal not only the borders 
the definition (the old chestnut about Monopoly being
a role-playing game has been done to death). I th
it also demonstrates what we’re up against in trying
remove the referee from our games.

player paradox
The term ‘role-playing’, as everyone knows, is use
in a number of different fields, and it is very easy 
drag a usage from a different field to attack any pr
posed definition relating to games. I’ll try to limit
myself to role-playing in a game-related sense. Bu
think, and here I’ll draw on Over The Edge to help,
that role-playing involves identification with a char-
acter. Players identify with their characters at diffe
ent levels, from full immersion (speaking ‘as’ th
character, first person identification) to a more dista
control. These levels intersect with, but are not ide
tical to, the Artist-Audience dichotomy identified by
Jonathan Tweet in Over The Edge.

Whatever the nature of the identification, howeve
it is clearly meaningless to dub any game, or activity,
in which we experience some slight identification a
role-playing. This definition would encompass jus
about every game ever made, as well as most of 
daily activities! To be role-playing, there has to b
some focus on the idea of (pardon my triteness) ‘pla
ing a role’. Telling a story, while it may form part o
the role-playing experience, is a defining character
tic of (again, pardon my triteness) storytelling game
not role-playing games.

So even though I wouldn’t push for immersion, o
identification at the very least, as the be all and end
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of role-playing, I would argue that they have to b
dominant for a game to reasonably be considere
role-playing game. Diplomacy involves a tremendous
amount of the sort of thing that happens in many ro
playing games. It isn’t a role-playing game, howev
because the participants are not identifying wi
someone else.

On the other hand, no definition of ‘role-playin
game’ that I’ve heard relies on the presence,
defines the role, of the referee.

jerry japes
All of which brings me to a rather indeterminate co
clusion. I’d be interested in readers’ suggestions 
any other possible means of removing the referee
the meantime it has occurred to me to go back to
idea I had over a decade ago, at the time Gam
Workshop allegedly acquired a license to ma
rolegames of all of Michael Moorcock’s works. 
started planning a Jerry Cornelius game, and read
Over The Edge recently brought it back to me. How
ever much I dislike the background, OTE is going for
very much the same sort of radical, surreal feel tha
was aiming at.

One idea that I had with the Jerry Cornelius gam
was to try to represent one of the stranger charac
istics of the books: the way the characters seem to
wresting the script away from each other all the tim
One moment one of them seems to be running 
show, but the next moment one of the others h
grabbed it.

My solution to this (and also a means of modifyin
the traditional role of the referee) was that the play
would write the scenario. Or at least, they would wr
parts of it. Each would write up a series of location
plots etc, perhaps involving their own character. T
referee would then collect these together and run 
scenario from them. Thus there would be times wh
a player had the sort of grasp of the plot that char
ters in the JC books had—for the simple reason t
the player had written that section!

I think this approach would still work, and coul
perhaps be done with OTE rules. With a little thought,
it might even be possible to run a Jerry Corneli
game without the referee, as suggested earlier, 
with players taking over refereeing duties as app
priate. It might be possible to come up with 
mechanic to deal with the transitions (in the way th
Baron Munchausen did), and I offer that as a projec
for readers. I’m not certain that a mechanic is the b
solution, but I’m prepared to be convinced.

What this does suggest, however, is that only c
tain types of setting are likely to lend themselves to
refereeless game. The traditional party of advent
ers, however attached to it we may be for reasons
nostalgia, and the way it suits current styles of pla
may well be the greatest obstacle to developmen
new forms of role-playing.

Anyone out there ever tried a game without a re
ree? Any players of Baron Munchausen want to
explore its possible implications? ▲
im▲zine 13
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HERE IN  ONE PAGE—THE ‘ BOT-

TOM FLAT ’ ROLE-PLAYING SYS-

TEM THAT DRIVES OUTLAWS

WE’VE SEEN all kinds of cut down systems,
from GURPS Lite to C&S Light. It would be enough
to bring a smug grin to the faces of all those Over The
Edge fans, if there weren’t one there already. Wel
ever ready to jump on a bandwagon, here’s a on
page role-playing system explained in levels of com
plexity. You can add complexity by adding a new
level. It’s possible to run a game with just level 1.

Like all core systems, it’s a task resolution system
Although it is designed for Outlaws it can be used for
other games, such as Empire of the Petal Throne (and
indeed was, in prototype form, by Gail Baker). Nex
issue I’ll present an alternative Outlaws Light ②
which instead focuses on how you conduct the gam

Level 1
DESCRIBING CHARACTERS: Write down what your
character is like. Then go through and write a bon
number for each area in which they differ from th
average. The number can be positive or negative
indicate aptitude or ineptitude, and can range from
to 5 (though most areas should be 1 or 2). If you are
‘mature’, then you might want to agree some nume
ical limits with the referee.

THE DICE MECHANIC: Actions range from very diffi-
cult (1) to very easy (10). To succeed at a task, a
any relevant character bonuses to this value to ge
Chance of Success. If the result is over ten, you don’t
need to roll the dice—you’ve succeeded. Otherwi
roll, and if you get less than or equal to the Chance of
Success you have succeeded.

OPPOSED ROLLS: If two characters’ actions are
opposed, the character with the highest successful 
wins.

Level 2
QUALITY  OF SUCCESS: If you succeed at a task, then
the higher of the two dice rolled indicates how we
you succeeded, again on a scale of 1 to 10. If y
rolled a double, you can add the dice together (exc
for a snake-eyes double one).

PHYSICAL LIMITS: Your character has a body score,
which indicates how much physical damage they c
take before they are fatally injured. Your charact
14 im▲zine
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has an energy score, which indicates how much
fatigue or shock damage they can suffer before bei
stunned. The energy score is also the maximum
number of bonus points that can be applied to a giv
task at one time.

SPECIAL EFFORT: If you have a Chance of Success
over ten you can roll to try to get a higher quality o
success (if you don’t roll it’s automatically 4). A dou-
ble six indicates failure, any other roll is a succes
and you can add to the higher die the number of poin
by which your Chance of Success exceeded 10 (this
means you can’t get doubles).

Level 3
TECHNICAL TASKS: Certain tasks are very difficult if
you aren’t trained at them. A character attempting o
of these tasks without a bonus that indicates traini
suffers a penalty of -2.

COMBAT: The ease of fighting depends on wha
weapon you are using. A basic combat weapon 
sword) has an ease of 8. Other weapons can be re
sented as follows: for each reduction of 1 in this eas
you get a bonus of +1 to either damage or protectio
An exception is unarmed fighting, which has an ea
of 7, -1 damage and -2 protection.

Combatants make opposed rolls. The higher su
cessful roll inflicts the degree of success as dama
A lower successful roll subtracts its degree of succe
from the damage (this is called protection).

For standard weapons, the first 2 points of dama
reduce energy. The rest reduces body. For impaling
weapons only the first point reduces energy. For
crushing weapons the first 3 points, and for unarme
the first 4 points.

SNAKE EYES: While a roll of double six is always a
failure, which usually means something bad, a roll o
double one is a success, but one which involves so
bad luck. The degree of success is 1.

Level 4
APTITUDES & SKILLS: Abilities can be divided into
aptitudes the character was born with, and skills th
have been acquired. While this may resemble the t
ditional characteristics/skills divide, that’s not how 
use it. It should be possible to have both an aptitu
and a skill for most abilities.

BELLS & WHISTLES: Everything else on top of the
above counts as bells and whistles. Having esta
lished a basic core system, it should be possible
develop a superstructure for handling any eventuali
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AS YOU might expect, the relatively short tim
between imazines (in other words, I seem to hav
fallen back into a quarterly schedule) has choked
a certain amount of feedback. I’ve still received a re
sonable amount, and I also have an opportunity
include some letters that were left out of last iss
owing to personal incompetence on my part.

Comments by me are indented, and preceded
that bloody annoying, ubiquitous ▲. 

reactions
Tom McGrenery
Issue 32 was adequate. Only joking, I liked it, at le
partially because I was in it, obviously, but noneth
less...

▲ This could be a new imazine catchphrase, along
the lines of lovely Alan R Merrett’s ‘WAKE UP
MASON!’ which spawned a horde of imitators back
in the old days, including the hit song ’WAKE UP
BOO!’ by the Boo Radleys. And look what hap-
pened to them!

Viktor Haag
Did you notice that the number in the big waterma
on the front page was actually ‘31’ not ‘32’?

▲ Er... give me a moment to think up an excuse for
that one.

Rob Alexander
Imazine, the freely-distributable document of th
gods. Many a day have I spent beneath the shade o
apple tree wondering at its radiance and ability
please. I wear gloves to read it, lest I should smud
the lettering and thereby despoil it, forcing me to b
myself with a yew branch. Again.

▲ Nah—I think ‘adequate’ has more of a ring to it...

Tom McGrenery
‘Ye Olde Inn’ was a surprise, being more the sort
thing I would have expected to see in Arcane, but the
imazine tone came back with a vengeance for Pu
RPG, so that was all right.

▲ Arcane? Punk? Now there’s a thought. Yes, the
‘31’ watermark on the cover (later corrected in the
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online version) was a deliberate punk homage to
Arcane’s cock-ups, a post-modernist questioning of
the straitjacket of sequential numbering convention.
Yeah, that sounds like an imazine sort of an excuse.

Rob Alexander
Issue 32 was very good (see that, that’s me being p
itive that is). I’ve long shared the opinion you espou
in the Punk RPG article, even if I do struggle with
in practice. As you say you used to be, I’m often d
appointed with amateur stuff. Perhaps it’s my pri
skill in action, or rather inaction—I read, I think, 
maybe talk—but bugger do I do. The wonder is in t
doing. In the middle of a game a tattered bit of pap
is all you need.

Robert Irwin
Good issue—possibly the best ever (no less).

▲ Well, as long as it was adequate.

Tim Harford
I must say that imazine looks great: I know that I’m
supposed to pretend that the appearance of the m
zine is superficial, but we all know it’s important. Al
your readers are lucky that you take so much pride
imazine’s appearance—keep up the good work.

▲ It’s always nice to get nice things said about the
appearance of the zine just as I redesign it. Actually,
of course, imazine is lashed together pretty much
as haphazardly as it always was. If it looks OK then
it’s just because I follow a very simple set of rather
conservative design rules. I still can’t draw a
straight line to save my life, though...

Paul Watson
Since I got my name mentioned in imazine three
times in one issue does that mean I’m now part of 
Hooby Quiche? Where do I pick up my membersh
badge?

▲ The Hooby Quiche? What might that be then?
Some amusing wheeze invented by culinary role-
players in times gone by?

Tom McGrenery
Oh yes, any chance of getting those little arrows at 
end of each bit back on the PDF? They were ve
handy.
im▲zine 15
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▲ Now you’ve got handy little triangles to click on if
you want to. One of them is a secret prize-winning
triangle: click on it to reveal the code word, email
me the code word and you could win £5000!

As for navigation, try clicking on the text, and
you’ll find it is sorted into articles, which Acrobat
automatically scrolls for you.

winners
Phil Ferris
Come on Steve, we all know winning is when you g
to stuff the character of the guy sitting two down fro
you, the guy who has been trying to wind you up f
the last hour.

Dave Morris
I assume that the article about winning was a n
spoof along the same lines as the ecology of 
Piercer? ‘Characters’ actions need to maximize th
chance of success... So wherever possible th
should... hit a bad situation hard, and don’t let up un
you’re done.’ Every single character should alwa
behave like that? Plus, what did the article say th
wasn’t said adequately by the last two sentences?

▲ Most articles can be adequately summarised by
their last two sentences. I think it is interesting that
there is a culture of ‘co-operation’ surrounding role-
playing, and yet many participants clearly actually
conduct themselves according to the principles out-
lined in Steve’s article. It’s very difficult to deliber-
ately play a ‘loser’ character, and it happens less
often than you seem to be suggesting. Most player
characters seem to be acting according to scripts
which identify them as winners in some way (even
if they don’t actually succeed).

Robert Irwin
‘“If everyone has fun, then everyone has won
Frankly, that’s just not good enough.’

To which I reply, WHY??? It works for me, and th
article hasn’t disillusioned me of my quaint ol
notion. There follows the dodgy definition of winning
as achieving ‘a set of predefined goals’. I sincere
hope that the majority of people have a more dynam
personality that this. Take a ‘real life’ example of m
career—I started off training as a graphic design
and got fed up with the lack of money, so have drift
off into the hazy world of middle management. Hav
I won or lost?

‘Winning’ in life is better described by the sayin
you’ll commonly hear ‘Are you winning?’. This isn’t
a yes/no question, it is a reflection of your outlook o
how you are actually getting on.

Another quote: ‘We can also assume that the ch
acters know a bit about reality, and that this is par
accounted for by the player’s knowledge of the gam
system. Provided the system is reasonable, then if 
know that swords potentially do more damage th
shotguns, using a sword is not “rules-hacking”—it
a sensible character looking at his option...’
16 im▲zine
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WTF is this all about? The example above is a b
tant abuse of rules to flaunt common sense. If we e
end up having a duel to decide this argument, I’ll ha
the pump-action, OK?

Tim Harford
Steve Jessop certainly lives up to the billing you gi
Oxford role players by divertingly saying nothing fo
far too long and finishing by being absurd and th
trite. Leave aside the fact that anyone who takes ti
out to comment that role-playing is really all abo
having fun should be given a sound drubbing (an
know where Steve lives).

Steve suggests that the numbers on a chara
sheet are a complex set of constraints within whi
the player should struggle for optimisation. He’s n
happy with players who seem to waste the potentia
the numbers by all kinds of dangerous dicking abo
‘in character.’ In one article we’re back in the land 
multi-classed fighter-clerics and Method V. I know
there’s a 70s revival on, Steve, but this is taking thin
too far.

Steve’s complaint—although he never comes o
and says so—is about players who seem to delib
ately screw things up. The problem with ‘loser’ role
players is not that their characters have persona
traits that are awkward. It’s that the player view
those traits in an authorial manner.

As an example, consider a player whose charac
is supposed to be very impulsive, watching the act
carefully and thoughtfully for an opportunity to b
impulsive.

No wonder everyone gets wound up.
Steve’s antidote is that the player should play 

win, watching the action carefully and thoughtfull
for an opportunity to be successful.

That’s just as bad.
The point is that players shouldn’t be watching th

action carefully and thoughtfully at all: they shoul
be right in the thick of the fray, neither ignoring th
fictional persona nor trying to simulate it, but tryin
to live it.

▲ So say those of us who are interested in an
immersive approach to the act of role-playing a
character, anyway. The problem comes, I think, in
assuming that this is the only approach. If I am to
rail against White Wolf and others for the way they
appear to consider role-playing ‘storytelling’ and
very little else, then it is hardly reasonable of me to
disport myself as if role-playing must be done
immersively.

I mean, just look at the flak I get over my com-
ments about a certain excellent and reasonably-
priced British roleplaying game.

Tim Harford
I quite agree with Paul’s proposal that games sho
be well described beforehand, and characters cho
to fit. Having started like this, the players shouldn
try to help the referee out by sacrificing the charac
conception to jolly along (what he thinks is) the plo
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This kind of ‘help’ is worse than willfully destructive
play to any ref worth his salt. If the world’s interestin
and the characters are interesting, we’ll all have fu

Steve’s article comes from the same direction 
the frantic parent at a children’s party running aroun
trying to make the kids enjoy themselves. Put yo
party hat on and join in, or leave us all alone...

▲ The ‘purity of the character concept’ argument
has a long and venerable history, and perhaps
because of this, I am slightly suspicious of it. I cer-
tainly agree that players shouldn’t try to jolly along
the plot, but there are times when a loose interpre-
tation of the character may be in order. But maybe
I’m only saying that to justify myself being lily-liv-
ered on the occasions when my character should
have killed a fellow player’s character, but I found a
way to avoid it?

Phil Nicholls
Steve Jessop’s piece on winning was just the type
article that makes me want to play in an epic cam
paign where I can explore an exciting world. As a G
at the moment, however, it left me with the feelin
that some of my players may not actually want th
type of game that is advocated by Steve. I suppose
very essence of role-playing is that groups can pl
exactly the sort of game that they want. This is fa
enough, but the conflict arises when some of the pla
ers want one style of game that they do not want
can become frustrating when the players simply 
not want to play the sort of game that the GM wan
to run. I suppose that I am making my players out 
be awkward, which is unfair. It is quite possible tha
they are happy enough to allow the active players
dominate, thereby entertaining them. There is usua
plenty of laughter on a gaming night, so things cann
be quite so bad. Perhaps I should distribute copies
imazine and see if that would encourage them to b
a little more active.

▲ Naturally I would be very happy for you (and any
other referees who are reading) to distribute copies
of the zine among your players. Remember: it’s
freeware. Feel free to photocopy, pass it round, dis-
tribute the file or whatever.

inn praise
Dave Morris
Bill Hoad’s article, on the other hand, was excellen
(It’s almost as if Mythago had finally started up, only
11 issues late...!)

▲ Somehow that seems appropriate...

Robert Irwin
Some good ideas in there. Another practical article
imazine—what is the world coming to?

▲ An end, if the latest news from Kosovo is any-
thing to go by... Whatever the reputation of imazine
▼
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may be, I am perfectly happy to print ‘background’
material and practical articles—and even, as issue
31 demonstrated, scenarios. The limit, for me, is the
sort of ‘Great Little Earners For Clerics’ style arti-
cles that appear in prozines, which take some silly
element of the AD&D approach to role-playing, and
treat it with utmost seriousness and a totally 20th
century US worldview.

ponk ruck
Tom Zunder
Loved the punk rpg article. I like that punk ‘I know i
all and I’m gonna pretend not to give a fuck’ approac
to zines. It’s a pose, but it’s refreshingly iconoclasti
Of course the deep and meaningful stuff is a bit hipp
but of course we all changed from punks to hippi
and ended listening to the Doors, T-Rex and the M
sion. Well not too much of the Mission, that was a b
proto-Vampyre: TheMunchkinAid

▲ The modern generation, of course, has Marilyn
Manson to serve as a dire warning of the perils of
Gothdom. If that doesn’t work, they should perhaps
be forced to watch the revivified Fields of the
Nephilim. But who am I to carp? After all, I saw Bau-
haus in ’83.

Robert Irwin
Interesting, but I’m not sure it is really relevant an
more. I don’t have financial figures but I would doub
if the RPG industry is worth half what it was 15 yea
ago. The idea of the published scenario seems to
on the way out, with the new games instead givin
sourcebooks for background. While I find even th
distasteful, my experience is that the hobby is movi
in the ‘right’ (cough) direction.

▲ It wouldn’t be the first time imazine has been
irrelevant, and it wouldn’t be the last. As for the
hobby moving in the ‘right’ direction, I thought that
was exactly what the article was about!

hogtied
Dave Morris
James is justified in doing anything that will sell him
extra copies and yank attention away from nihilist
vampire poseur games. I’m just surprised that t
role-playing label is much of a cachet these days
James, you should have called it ‘The panel game t
didn’t quite get onto the BBC.’

Tom McGrenery
If there’s anything bad about this issue, it’s the wa
you keep sniping at that Wallis character. Once 
twice, okay, but by the end of the zine, I was startin
to feel sorry for him. I know there are some positiv
comments in there as well, but perhaps you could l
off him a bit.

It was certainly interesting to read his words in th
Colloquy. I agree with many of the things he sai
im▲zine 17
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too—the arrival of the Men in Black RPG left me
overjoyed, I can tell you, at its startling originality
and value for money.

▲ I guess I’m just cynical. To me it’s hardly a reve-
lation to say that RPGs are overpriced and unad-
venturous. They’ve always been that way, with the
odd exception. I obviously didn’t make it clear
enough, but I do feel that Baron Munchausen
clearly fits into the category of ‘exception’.

Dave Morris
The fact that James seems to be bored with actua
playing RPGs doesn’t, of course, invalidate his arg
ment that they have become fat and complace
(Much like many of their former authors, sadly.) Cur
rently there’s a little bit of a debate on the Tekum
mailing list about which system is best. Some peop
like GURPS, the loonies like Gardasiyal, others
favour RuneQuest, a few even advocate my own
Tirikelu rules. But all of these are the same old sam
old, just like James says. I’m interested by the fa
that, after writing Tirikelu and getting it out of my
system by playing it for six years, I designed a 3-pa
system for Tekumel called ‘Skein of Destiny’ which
was perfectly adequate. It even had the virtue of bei
based on Tsolyani metaphysics, so I guess we co
call it ‘immersive’. Steve Foster published it in The
Eye of All-Seeing Wonder and it garnered absolutely
no response whatsoever. So, while agreeing w
James in many ways (like him, I believe that Keit
Johnstone’s book Impro is far more useful for
rolegaming than any number of rules supplements
have to say that the buying public seem to be getti
what they want.

Incidentally, what about Patrick Brady’s Mayhem
game? That truly is role-playing, and it’s a genuine
innovative approach to role-playing, and it’s the so
of thing that appeals to veteran gamers while bei
perfectly accessible to newcomers. So if Hogshe
are looking to break the mold, there you are.

▲ I have to confess, I have seen relatively few of the
role-playing games which have been produced over
the last ten years. But then, I’ve never believed too
much in the importance of commercial rolegames.
As for the failure to seize on Skein of Destiny, per-
haps EPT players are accustomed to not really giv-
ing a toss about rules? Maybe that’s the point to
take away from the lack of response: it’s back-
ground and play style that are important; to take a
leaf from Francis Fukuyama, we are now living after
‘The End of Rules’.

I also think a number of readers will be intrigued
by the reference to Impro, especially Phil Nicholls’
comments last issue about techniques which can
be used to stimulate improvisational ability. And
talking of Phil...

Phil Nicholls
How do you feel about the idea that storytellin
games can act as an aid to learning how to run 
18 im▲zine
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impromptu role-play game? While you may not ag
with the particular mechanisms in Baron Mun-
chausen, is there any benefit for a role-player in lea
ing storytelling skills? Would this improve the
abilities as a role-player?

▲ I have no disagreement with the particular mech-
anisms of Baron Munchausen. I think they are
rather good, and that it is an entertaining game. I
also address some points it suggests about role-
playing in this issue’s article. The specific question
you ask, however, is controversial, and is related to
my objections to the game. A game which improves
your fluency and ability to think on the spot should
improve the performance of both referees and play-
ers.

I have two anxieties: that playing Baron Mun-
chausen might be more difficult for a beginner than
playing a simple role-playing game (or what James
would call a ‘character game’). Easier to explain,
sure, but more difficult to play. My second anxiety,
explored somewhat in this issue’s article, is that it
relies on the narrative being an Author construct,
which I believe is counterproductive.

Paul Watson
Before I start ranting I’ll declare my interests first
work for an independent shop/Mail Order compa
(that ’s POP Enterpr ises at  ht tp: / /www.p-
p.demon.co.uk, by the way) selling second-ha
RPGs, 2nd hand miniatures, wargames stuff e
read James’ posts about Baron M. on the newsgroup
and liked the idea of the game.  I especially liked
idea of the price because I thought it would not
such a commercial risk for our business to take o
low-priced product. I asked my boss if I could lo
into it and he agreed. So far so good. Then we hi
usual barrier which was that the ground-breaki
non-stagnant Baron M. was being distributed by th
usual monolithic distributors which demanded t
you buy about £100 worth of products before you 
free postage (without which you end up selling 
games at a much higher price than your compet
and no one buys from you). From what I remem
about Punk (and I was younger than Paul Ma
when the Pistols were on the Bill Grundy show) it w
the catalyst for the creation of hundreds of small in
pendent record labels some of whom manage
avoid the distributors and supplied their reco
directly to small independent record shops.  

Admittedly, if you’re going to distribute your ow
product then it’s a lot more work, but you (the pu
lisher of the game) get a much bigger slice of 
cover price of the game (distributors usually tak
pretty big slice of the cake). We approached a co
of distributors about selling our products in the 
and they were asking for about 60%. In the end
advertised on the net for retailers in the states wil
to stock our products, and we’ve found one who 
already put in a £500 order, and there are a few ot
who are interested. It took a bit more work, but it w
worth it.
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Phil Nicholls
Your No Limits article was quite a trip down memor
lane for me. While I have not been role-playing fo
quite as long as yourself, a lot of what you wrote ra
true. I can remember when dungeons were the pl
to be and the only SF game was Traveller. The car-
toon strip in White Dwarf was brilliant, but then so
were Thrud and Gook. Ah, those were the days. Any
way, I totally agree with your conclusion that w
should be trying to recapture the frisson of exciteme
from the early days of role-playing, only without th
10’ poles and iron spikes.

▲ The funny thing about the comic strips you men-
tion was that The Travellers only appeared in White
Dwarf because Ian Marsh liked it (so did I, but that
didn’t count for much). Reaction from readers and
bosses alike was generally anti. Conversely, we dis-
liked Thrud, which explains why Ian was kind
enough to do a Thrud parody for imazine 14. It was
even reprinted in splIT, the spin-off from Interna-
tional Times which I did an article for at the time. But
nostalgia aside, what were we on about?

Rob Alexander
I like the sort of article that No Limits was. A snatc
of RPG history and some serious practical ideas. N
thoughtful idling, not whining, but ideas that can b
used. Ideas that seem hopeful. In the article y
address my sacred cow—I dream of running (may
playing in) a campaign in a wide world, a campaig
where the players have real choices. Also a campa
where there is an objective reality beyond the actio
of the players and their characters, but that’s anot
can of wyrms.

▲ I still think that my analogy of role-playing with
music is sound. (An analogy of role-playing with lit-
erature would be equally sound, but more obvious).
The trick, and the challenge, is to preserve the
freshness: as our heads become balder, to aim in a
John Peel direction rather than a Phil Collins...

Andy McBrien
It’s clearly stupid to bemoan the fact that it’s not po
sible to provide an unlimited fully-developed back
ground world for a rolegame, and that the freedo
granted to the players is not unrestricted. But freed
for anyone is limited, and people in the real world a
probably happiest when they have a clear direction
their lives.

What I think is most important to a game, and is 
often neglected, is not that the options for the char
ters are always completely open-ended. This is ess
tially unrealistic.

It is that a game offers the players at least some real
choices. Difficult choices. And that some of thes
determine the direction of the game.

The problem has not been that every choice that 
players faced has not been genuinely open, but t
▼
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for many games the players are not confronted w
even a single real choice which might have mad
them think. Or argue. Or take a third direction wh
faced with a choice of two difficult ones. Or figh
amongst themselves. Or split up. Or abandon th
goals. Or just about anything except do what is p
dictable (and can be calculated by the referee befo
hand).

Things are so stale in some games that when
players are faced with a choice which doesn’t have a
obvious response they search desperately for c
which might indicate which option leads to the ne
stage of the scenario.

Of course everybody already knows all this. B
they have learned to pretend that they don’t as par
the co-operative effort to make the games work.

Perhaps what it really demonstrates is a comp
lack of faith that rolegames can actually work. I su
pose it’s quite funny really that the more success
they are in their efforts the more they guarantee t
the games don’t work.

Robert Irwin
Liked this one. The idea of limitation seems to ec
very strongly of the idea of the ‘game contract’ whic
was bandied around years ago, but is a bit more 
encompassing. From a player point of view this
definitely the way to go. Character creation und
these terms is a dream compared to your aver
game—there is none of the danger of creating som
one who is, from the outset, redundant in the pl
Also I suspect people find it more satisfying being
big fish in a small pond.

▲ You’re absolutely right to identify the connection,
though Iconfess my own prejudice leads me to dis-
like the word ‘contract’. For some reason, I find the
nuance of the word ‘agreement’ far less offensive.

Paul Watson
I liked your definitions of explicit and implicit limita-
tions—I think these things are important. The ma
problems I’ve encountered when running games is
clash between my view of the campaign world a
the players’ expectations of how the campaign wo
is.  The problem is in making sure your players kno
the ‘limitations’—making the implicit explicit.

Dave Morris
Robert Irwin was talking about stats on charac
sheets. The reason for these is not so that play
know their own abilities (surely all referees wou
rather they only thought they did) but so that the
mechanics of dice-rolling can be parallel-process
by players to spare the ref an additional burden
only in real life we could find the sheet that listed o
actual stats, as opposed to the ones we like to think
have!

But I agree that rules do tend to steer playe
towards using the actions that are clearly defined
rules. This is particularly the case where the wo
you’re playing in appears to have no cultural rules,
im▲zine 19
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Magic Moments, continued
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So, by sticking with settings that keep the even
depicted therein well away from the real world, RPG
allow a freedom of ‘action’ and lack of responsibilit
for those actions. As in Star Wars, where the audience
rarely feels sorry for the hapless stormtroopers (es
cially now they’ve edited out that one banging h
head on the door). Maybe by making games ab
detectives, or emergency ward surgeons, or crimi
psychologists with a troubled home life, a drinkin
problem and a dodgy heart, rolegaming might gain
wider audience. Then again, a wider audience is
necessarily better—as someone once said, ‘You kn
the average IQ of this country? Well, half the peop
in the country are less intelligent than that.’ Maybe by
making games about fresco painters during the R
aissance, or tormented souls in west London trying
set to rest the memories of a tragic air accident,
comical, darkly surreal journeys through Dublin i
the 1960s, rolegaming might gain the respect of 
cognoscenti. Or maybe we’ll just do what we lik
which is, apparently, playing games about being s
cial and about standing out from the crowd, and ab
having a certain magic. ▲
where the rules of the culture are regarded as rela
and thus no more valid than whatever rules the play
characters decide amongst themselves. Then 
players will tend to resort to violence, since that 
what most rules systems emphasize. How do I out
a dim character if the player won’t roleplay him a
being dim? How do I humiliate a character if th
game system has no formal method of dealing w
face? With a good player group you can do all the
things and the rules don’t matter—we know that—b
I think the rules should teach you everything so that
you can go beyond them to something better.

Andy McBrien
I wonder if perhaps the most effective way to plan f
a game is not so much to think of a series of situatio
to confront the players with, which will occur in a se
order, but to think instead in terms of a ‘deck’ of si
uations which may occur in any order, some of whi
can challenge the players with very difficult choice
Situations which may become connected (or not), a
which may follow on from each other (or not). Or pe
haps only one of the situations occurs or a couple
none. Etc.

This idea has clear similarities to the Once Upon A
Time game. Perhaps that’s where it springs from? I
also analogous to the potential situations a pa
might face in a dungeon adventure.

▲ I’m always a little suspicious of the idea of plan-
ning ‘situations,’ though I appreciate you mean this
in a rather flexible sense. I prefer to take a step back
in the causation and plan ‘stimuli’. Obviously, when
thinking about ‘stimuli’, certain situations will
present themselves as possible outcomes, but I
think you have to avoid allowing these to become
creative blocks. Get too wedded to set-piece ‘situa-
tions’, and you end up the auteur.

Granted, though, certain ‘stimuli’ will be ‘situa-
tions’ which present themselves to the characters.
This will be particularly true at the start of a game
(campaign). After that I prefer to just let the blend of
player reactions and stimuli work themselves out,
while throwing occasional new ingredients into the
stew.
ive
er-
the
is
it

s
e
ith
se
ut

r
ns
t

and finally...
Louis Porter Jr
I am looking for editors, playtesters and feedback
my RPG that I am creating called Haven: City of Vio-
lence. This RPG is a cross between Frank Miller’s Sin
City, John Woo’s Hard Boiled, James O’Barr’s The
Crow, and your worst urban nightmare come to li
We have just acquired the services of Tim Bradstr
(White Wolf’s Vampire) to do the cover for Haven:
City of Violence, so you know it is going to look good
If you would receive additional info please see m
web site at http://www.on-net.net/~seven.

▲ Talk about coming full circle: 13 years down the
line from my brief stint at White Dwarf and I find
myself once more in charge of the small ads...
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a few tedious 
notes about the 
design
IT  HAS  been years since I
actually devoted attention to
design. The previous imazine
design was intended to be sim
ple for me to make, easy to
read, and nothing more. So 
started redesigning imazine
✔
for a little practice. When I looked at th
results of my first experiments I realised I h
simply gone back to the only design I kn
and like: the work of Neville Brody. But I wa
aping the look rather than trying to learn 
the principles.

I’m not a trained designer, and certainly n
an artist, so there’s no way I am ever going
be able to reproduce the subtleties of th
designs. But a number of points struck m
Brody insisted that the typography, wheth
done with typesetting equipment, hand-dra
fonts, DTP or Letraset, should be no more t
a tool, under the control of the designer.

I found myself turning to Times and Helve
ica. These two fonts are on every compu
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which has Acrobat, so if I used them it woul
keep the file size down. But Times and Helve
ica? Urgh! So the redesign of imazine became
an exercise in working with these two font
alone. I later realised that Zapf Dingbats,
symbol font also supplied with Acrobat, coul
also be used to liven up the pages.

I don’t think the result looks very Neville
Brody, though it is, perhaps, a logical succe
sor to the teen-period imazine. I also think I’ve
managed to get away from that horrible com
puter-manual Times-Helvetica look. If anyon
has any trouble printing it, or any problem wit
the fonts (given that they are mostly distorte
in some way, this is possible) please let m
know. ◆

http://www.on-net.net/~seven
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