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REMARKABLE, ISN'T IT? Imazine is now
operating according to what | call the ‘Lon-
don Bus’ principle. If | carry on at this rate |
will put ‘Quarterly’ back in the title. And then
when | finally overtake my own age | can fold
the zine. itself is likely to be misunderstood.
Nah, only kidding. It's very common to work by projection:
Recent issues have set me thinking a bitthose who feel that the only possible reason
more about the level of ranting, and the they might have for producing a magazine
shooting from the hip. To be quite honest, | would be to make money, might easily jump
believe this is best categorised as a necessany the conclusion thamazine is the sort of
evil. Jonathan Tweet was recently kind magazine that | would consider ‘pro’, or
enough to refer to me as the ‘opinionated and'semi-pro’. My own definition of ‘fanzine’,
pedantic publisher obutlaws of the Water which combines a connotation of ‘independ-
Margin’ and | felt ‘Well, someone has to be, ence’ (a vague concept, if truth be told: inde-
don’t they?’ At the same time, | have also pendence ofvhat? with not-for-profit
recently been accused of being ‘serene’ andoperation, is not one that is widely known or
‘agreeing with people’. As long as | manage shared.
to be both of these extremes simultaneously, So let me state again for any new readers:
I'll be happy. while | do indeed have an axe to grind, it is
One more thing that makes me happy is thenot one with strings attached, nor is it for sale.
international nature afmazine, something | also change my axe as often as | can. Come
made possible by the Internet. We have read+o that, it isn’t double-headed, anddrtainly
ers and contributors from across the globe. Atisn’t one of the silly polearm thingies that
the same time, the ‘ideological’ base in the Gary Gygax insisted in putting ikdvanced
UK, and ‘physical’ base in Japan, prevent the Dungeons & Dragonall those year ago.
zine from becoming yet another US-domi- Is that clear?a
nated forum, with all that that entails. One

problem of being international, though, is the
tremendous potential for misunderstanding.
Not only is my habitual combination of oblig-

uity and bluntness a veritable multicultural
minefield, the very nature of the magazine
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I eVIews

AS USUAL, there was loads of stuff | forgot last cated actions, it is stat+speciality+D20 vs. opposing
issue, such as the Web site for that bastion of UK fanstat+speciality+D20. Whoever rolls higher is successful.
zines,Carnel So from this issue I'm going to include an Also in this chapter, player’s stats—Skill, Muscle,
odds and sods section in some convenient space in tf&peed, Toughness, Brains, Cool and Chi—are
zine where | can put all these miscellaneous mentionsgxplained. Specialties are specialized skills that are dif-
apologies, and so on. ferent from the SKkill stat, which represents dexterity,
coordination and balance.
Chapter two’s title is a misnomer. Although called
Kung Fu, it is about combat and not about various mar-
S Wor S 0 t e tial arts. Combat initiative is determined by Speed +
D10. There are two constraints. The first is internal:
: : what you want to accomplish. It ranges from doing noth-
I l I |dd|e k |n dom ing (a difficulty of 10) to moving, attacking, casting a
spell and doing stunts (a difficulty of 25). If the player’s
initiative roll is less than or equal to the target number,
> > > he can only perform one action. For every point by
Reviewed by Chuan Lin which his initiative roll exceeds the target number, a
player gets an action. It is possible for a highly agile
Swords of the Middle Kingdofimence forth, SMK) is character (speed of 20) with luck (roll of 10) to perform
published by Event Horizon Productions, the same folksa complex manoeuvre of running (1 action), attacking (1
who brought aboutiong Kong Action Theatghence  action), jumping down a cliff (1 stunt action) and casting
forth, HKAT). Unlike HKAT, Swordss very genre spe- a feather fall spell (1 spell action). And he still has an
cific; namely, a fictitious China—called Wulin—during action left for defence, or for boosting his to hit or dam-
the Manchu occupation. Players are heroes from variouage bonus. The second obstacle is external: comparing
martial arts schools and gather to overthrow the Chindhe player’s initiative to an opposing roll to determine
dynasty. Like its predecessor, various Hong Kengia who goes first.

films have influence®words of the Middle Kingdom. Optionally, a character can performpasedown
As an oriental genre RPG, does it play Meo Goo Gai  which is often seen in Hong Kong movies and Japanese
Panor Vegetarian Chop Suey? anime Nameless NPCs are often portrayed as being
awed by the main character’s posture (the most popular
" being a guy who usechi to pop off his shirt prior to a
p resentatlon fight) before rushing to be slaughtered. It is a contest of

The most noticeable feature of this book is its physicarolling Cool + D20. If the player rolls higher, opponents
size. A typical RPG book is about 11" (27.94 cm) x 8 42" lose a number of actions equal to the difference between
(21.59 cm); whereas SMK is 9 4" (23.5 cm) x 7 3/8” the two rolls. Of course, it only works against nameless
(18.73 cm) or about the same size as a computer ganidPCs. Named NPCs are much more confident with their
guide. It is very portable. A first glance reveals that thisfighting prowess and not impressed by PC poseurs. The
book is divided into three logically progressing sections:posedown option does contribute to the cinematic feel of
Players, Adventures, and Game Master. Each chaptehis game.

has a watermark of appropriate Chinese characters In order to hit someone, a player rolls Skill + appro-
denoting its topic. It has a table of contents and usefupriate martial art speciality (punch, kick, bite, etc.) +
indices. Art within SMK is divided into two categories: D20 against a target number. This depends on the tar-
scanned movie scenes and black & white drawings. Thget's importance: if it is a minor mook, you would need
scanned movie scenes are much more interesting tham20. Most player characters are considered to be of
the b/w drawings. My initial impression was that this is major importance and require a 30 to be hit. The villain

a methodical, well-designed book. of an adventure is extremely important and needs a 35.
Damage is fixed at the character’'s Muscle x martial art

r eCl eS speciality (punch = 2, kick = 3, etc.). A character’s hit
points are equal to both Chi x 10 and Toughness x 10. He

Ingredients. The player’s section consists of game has the option of deciding which stat absorbs damage. In
mechanics, kung fu/wire fu, stunts, magic, character creerder to simulate those movies where the hero takes a
ation and kung fu sects. Starting with the game mecharhuge amount of damage and is still able to make a come-
ics, SMK explains the core mechanism asback, a character regains hit points equals to his Cool x
stat+speciality+D20 vs. target number (ranging from 10,2 at the end of every active combat round.

easy, to 40, impossible) for simple actions. For compli- This chapter wraps up with additional combat
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manoeuvres and discusses lin and Wu Dang also appear in Wulin. There is also a
various weapons of sect that is specifically run by women, the Emei. Each
Wulin. However, | found sect has a history, headquarters, master, martial style,
it strange that there is no wire-fu, signature weapon, bonuses, favourite colour,
mention of armour nor strength, weakness, views on other martial arts schools,
shields. Even in the and sample character.
world of Wulin,
surely there must be SaucesThe next four chapters deal with the culture,
some sort of mythology, geography and history of Wulin. The author
armour to protect claims the mandate of artistic license to pick and choose
massed ranks of from nearly five thousand years of Chinese culture and
soldiers from compress them down to around two thousand years. The
player charac- book includes a map of Wulin. Descriptions of various
ter martial arts  major provinces and cities do sound Chinese at first but
experts? on deeper reading, they aren’t. Instead, they remind me
Chapter 3 concludes the more of Machiavellian Italy, from the way city mayors
game mechanic description by compete for local resources, provincial governors
explaining how to apply it to situations other scheme for better transfers, to imperial courtiers contriv-
than combat. Some possible circumstances are stunisg for their amusement. Other than that, the Wulin cul-
and chase scenes. It also explains how to use hero poirttsre is supposed to be like early Ching dynasty sans
(affecting external surroundings) awti (affecting gunpowder technology and Western influence. They
internal state). The latter is also used to activate wire-fubelieve in a healthy mixture of Confucianism, Taoism
simulated kung fu powers based on Hong Kengia and Buddhism. Besides taking the civil service exams,
movies (such as jumping and fighting in mid-air). Sam-joining kung fu sects was a way to advance one’s lot in
ples of wire-fu are detailed in the Kung Fu Sects chapteijfe. When the Manchus take over, life becomes harsher,
but this chapter has charts on how to customize wire-flgovernment positions are for pro-Manchus only, and all
much likeChampion’scustom power building. kung fu is prohibited. It is up to our heroes to overthrow
Whereas the previous chapter deals with wire-fu, thehe Manchus.
next focuses on magic. The entire magic system is based The mythology of Wulin pretty much follows the Chi-
on thel Ching. The eight basic trigrams have macro nese. Heaven, Earth and Man define the universe. Man
effects and the sixty-four hexagrams have micro effectsattempts to govern Earth in accordance with the celestial
A brief description is given under each trigram and hexa<court. If he governs in a manner agreeable to Heaven, his
gram to give ideas on spell improvisation. A system ofdynasty will flourish. If not, there are others who are
customized spells is detailed and sample spells round ofager to replace him via the Mandate of Heaven.
the chapter. Spells also require the expendituohiab Wulinese worship some of the more popularly known
cast. The only glaring error | found in this chapter is ongods: Shang-Ti, Hsi Wang Mu (Mystic Queen of the
the opening page where it declares that a dashed line re@/est), Kuan Yin (I know, she’s Bodhisattva, it's more
resents Yang and a solid line represents Yin. | guess thirtistic license) and the ever-mischievous Monkey King.
is ‘artistic license’. Other lesser-known demigods, the eight immortals or
The next two chapters start to involve players in theBa-Xian, also grace Wulinese mythology. Then there is
world of Wulin. A system of randomization determines Hell. Here, it seems there is no escaping a Judeo-Chris-
a character’s stats and provenance. Initial skill pointgian concept of Hell as evil. However, the Chinese view
(for lack of better words) are the sum of Brains @i of Hell is not that it is a malignant place. It is simply a
Additional points can be acquired by choosing disadvanplace where the spirits of malicious sentients are pun-
tages. These points are used to purchase specialities aistied. The Ten Judges of Hell and their minions are not
advantages. Outfits are included and notes on how tmalevolence personified. Rather, they are spirits and
improve character abilities conclude this chapter. This islemi-deities sent to administer proper chastisement.
one of the more confusingly laid out parts of the book.They do not plot to overthrow Heaven and to enslave
Various circular charts, showing where a characteEarth.
comes from, are randomly placed in the latter part of this
chapter. These inconsistently sized charts distract th&@ echnique. Advice on how to game master, build-
reader. Character names are randomly determined witing a campaign, antagonists and artifacts make up the
no meaning behind them. Surprisingly, Erick Wujcik’s remaining four chapters which comprise the final sec-
Mystic Chinahandled Chinese names better than othetion. It starts with a chapter devoted to how to be a refe-
Chinese-oriented games. ree. After explaining referee duties, the chapter offers
Chapter 5 has to be the most exciting part of SMK, asdvice on how to run adventures in Wulin. Melodrama
it describes various Kung Fu Sects. Unlike the previouss heavily emphasised, with a clear distinction between
chapter, it has very well-structured layout, and the addedood and evil. Likevuxia genre movie heroes, player
effect of correct Chinese character watermarks undecharacters are expected to go through series of hard-
each sect really make it a thrill to read. There are eighships. To quote from the book, ‘Cantonese Melodramas
major kung fu sects in Wulin with the eighth being the typically put the hero through hell and more often than
school of sorcerers. The well-known and popular Shaonot, the hero gets only a pyhrric [Pyrrhic] victory at the
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end.” The book suggests several ways to make life morat understanding Chinese culture. However, they do list
interesting for players. a fair number ofwvuxiafilms. The problem with these
The chapter on how to build a campaign is missingwuxia films is that they are bits and pieces of Chinese
something. There is advice on how different sects mighfantasy with heavy doses of artistic license. So what we
work together, on how to create NPCs, and on how tdiave here is a copy of a copy. But then maybe for a game
run various types of campaign. But what about a sampléhat simulates Saturday afternoon kung fu action, a bare
adventure to get players started? A simple adventure caminimum of information is sufficient. After all, it does
show the referee how to runmmauxiagenre game. There detail various kung fu sects and the hated Manchus very
is no lack of inspiration, since most of the authors’ ideasvell. That may be sufficient for a cinematic adventure.
obviously came from watching videos. Instead, the bookNot to mention the fact that, unlike the Japanese, there
offers several adventure seeds. are few English translations of works on ancient Chinese
Everything a referee needs to know about the Maniife and culture. Perhaps it is sufficient just to say that an
chus, and other nefarious sects, is included in the chaptadventure begins with a party staying in an inn on the
on antagonists. The Manchus are northern barbariansdge of a desert while on a mission to deliver two kids
who had always wanted to get into the rich southerrwho are being pursued by elite eunuch-led Manchu cav-
lands of Wulin. Finally, they succeeded. They broughtalry, and there is a dust storm ahead of their destination.
their own Manchu-style martial arts and wire-fu to teach The referee section is well thought out and progresses
the people of Wulin, whose martial arts are superiorlogically. It has chapters to teach the novice referee and
Less conspicuous is the Ngam Sik Yuet, a cult of sorcerit provides ideas for the veteran. If they had included a
ers who also believe that they have received the Mandatample adventure it would be perfect. An adventure is a
of Heaven. They are secretly getting rid of various kungvery useful tool to guide a referee and set up the tone of
fu sects before kicking the Manchus off the Jade Thronethis genre. This is especially true for a setting which
They, too, have their little marital arts, wire-fu and most people know little about.
spells. Of the remaining chapters, one gives brief Who might be interested i8Bwords of the Middle
descriptions of popular monsters of China, while the lasKingdom?Obvious candidates are those who missed out
chapter offers a variety of magical artifacts to makeor enjoyed thd&=eng ShuRPG, and fans of the original

players drool. Hong Kong Action Theatett is also perfect for those
who watch Saturday afternoon kung fu and want to play

t a.Ste test a fast-paced cinematic RPG. For those who want more
depth in the background, there are SilitlawsandSen-

In terms of game mechanics, this is a clean and simplgoku: Chung Kuadn process.
system. Everything can be resolved by appropriate traits So what did it taste like? Image yourself entering the
+ speciality + D20 against a target number or opposinglade Lantern Restaurant and orderindao Goo Gai
roll. The idea of being able to take multiple actions Pan When the waiter brings you the food, everything
within a combat round encourages players to simulatéooks and smells great. However, after you take a bite,
stunts commonly seen in action movies. The ability toyou reach for a heavy dose of soy sauce, salt, or pepper to
strike a pose grosedownsllows us to gleefully act out add flavour to it. And only later do you find out that the
our best Bruce Lee, Jet Li, Jubei [dihja Scrollfame), chef learned his trade from watching Ken Hom on TV.
or Brigitte Lin imitation at the start of any major melee.
And to start the adventure with a fairly powerful charac-Swords of the Middle Kingdoris published by Event
ter is also a welcome change for those who are sick dflorizon Productions.
playing young Luke Skywalker when they wanted to be
Han Solo.

The most significant problem for me is magic. Why
bother with it if there is wire-fu? Granted, the ideas ofGURPS t rave er
using thel-Ching as magical spells is very interesting
and by-passed the ever-popular, yet soon—to-be-overe>—
posed, five element system. However, by introducing > > >
magic, SMK demonstrates an inconsistency accordindReviewed by David Platt
to Chinese philosophy; namely, the harmony of three:
Heaven—Man—Earth, Confucianism—Taoism—Bud- | must admit that | had been looking forward to this for
dhism, and New Hope—Empire Strikes Back—Returnquite some time. Good things had been said in various
of Jedi. So, logically, when we read wire-fu, and spells,places abouGURPS TravellerAlthough | am by no
we are then expecting to see a third type of power—Budmeans araveller fanatic, | have played in a couple of
dha investiture, for example. Instead, with only two, campaigns and am interested in the background. Conse-
both seem to be repetitive and unnecessary. Personallguently, a battered copy bfegaTravelleris in my pos-
I would be much happier if they had just stuck with wire- session, and I've lingered over later editions in the
fu. It would have made the game stand out more, likeshops. | also liksURPS am very impressed by a
say,Pendragon number of their worldbooks and hold Steve Jackson

I have mixed feelings toward the background sectionGames in quite high regard. What | found when | bought
It seems to be the weakest link. Looking at their bibliog-this book was by turns pleasing, disappointing and wor-
raphy shows that they have made only a superficial stabying.
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[ Most of the background takes the form of a reprinted
resematlon Imperial Encyclopaedia, updated as necessary. Only a
The first thing that you notice when picking it up is the few key entries seem to have been added or altered. If
striking preMegaTravellercover in a bold black, white you have an older edition ®favellerwith this material,
and red with the radio message from Free Tradet can't really see this as being essential. If you haven't—
Beowulf. Old fans should feel suitably nostalgic andwell, it's all very well written and enjoyable to read.
dewy-eyed. Artwork throughout is quite appealing—a
combination of new material by SJG house artists andr |
stuff from the old rulebooks (which | suppose reinforces U eS
the sense of continuity). The whole book certainly looksOne of the key complaints aimed @URPSis that it
nicerthanT4, which did itself no favours with its Chris doesn’t do a very good job of representing the more
Foss covers and black and white Larry EImore interiorextraordinary gaming genres, such as cinematic play,
art. superheroes and so dfraveller has always had one of
For your £15 (£20 hardback) there are 176 pages—éhe more ‘realistic’ SF RPG universes, so the choice of
chapters, and 3 appendices. | suppose that this represe@b8RPSas an alternative rule system has always made
typical, if not brilliant, value for money in the hobby at some sense. On this level it does its job very well. Some
the moment. The material is clearly presented and @aroblems do emerge in the level of detail and the sides
pleasing read. Indexing is adequate—though not as thowef Traveller the supplement’s writers have decided to
ough as it might be, | have encountered no significanemphasise. More on this later.
problems so far. It does not include cross references to Chapter Three describes character generation using
other relevanGURPSvolumes. This is understandable the GURPSsystem. All the stuff you’d expect is here:
(which books would one refer to? How many before thewhat different status levels represent, costs of living etc.
index gets too big?), but | can see how it might lead torhe only Alien races covered for players here are the
frantic flicking between volumes at times. Vargr and Zhodani (in the sidebars)—there’s no differ-
Good use is made of the traditioURPSside bars. entiation between Vilani and Solomani Imperial citizens
Examples include short pieces of fiction, quotations(fair enough). | suppose the omissions won’t be too
from figures in the Imperium, and notes about the his-much of a problem if you wish to set a campaign in the
tory of the Imperium. They also provide space for Spinward Marches. If you can’t wait for the other races,
designers’ notes discussing how and why particulaand you can’t be bothered to do the work yourself, then
aspects of the Imperium were conceived, what purposthere’s enough fan written conversions on the web. It's

the writers hoped they would serve and so on. actually a slightly better situation than in the MT rule-
books (no other species/ nations are detailed for charac-

b k d ter generation). There’s even a listing of common Vilani
aC roun family and personal names in a previous chapter (side-

It's the Traveller universe. Most readers will have abar, 71).
fairly good idea of what that entails. A vast interstellar The best news with regards to character generation is
empire, based largely on the sort of SF written by Asi-the introduction of a proper Template system, which will
mov, Clarke and Heinlein in the 1960s and 70s, with ecut out the slog o6URPSPC generation. About time
bit of Star Wars TheGURPSbook is also set in an offi- too. This has always been potentially one of the most
cial alternative universe/timeline. The much publicisedirritating features of th&&URPSsystem, at least when
difference between this and the original is that the yeayou include one or more world books and the referee has
is 1120 and the Third to start compiling lists of what skills, advantages and
Imperium still stands. disadvantages are appropriate or inappropriate.
Dulinor never made the Issues raised by elements of Imperial Technology are
assassination attempt discussed throughout the book, but the hardware itself is
on Strephon, his gig described chiefly in Chapter Four (‘Equipment and Sup-
destroyed in a myste- plies’), Appendix A (‘Starships’), Appendix B (‘Modu-
rious explosion on his lar Ship Design’), and Appendix C (‘Space Combat’).
way to the Imperial The first and second of these are basically the equipment
audience chamber. and starship lists fromraveller converted intdGURPS
The writers are terms. Apparently it was all (including hand weapons)
keen to point out done using th&URPS Vehiclesystem. If intricate
that the underly- vehicle design procedure is your bag then you may find
ing problems that that interesting. | suppose if you have these design sys-
caused the tems then companies should make their sourcebooks
Rebellion in the consistent with them. | find them a monumental pain
original Trav- (I've also noticed that they all seem to be written by one
eller universe  man: David Pulver—hmm). I’'ve not bothered checking
are still there, the sets of lists against each other, but everything seems

so there’s still  to be present and correct. The book, thankfully, includes
plenty of room deck plans of the Scout/Courier and Free Trader, two
for conflict. work horses of the game. These are omitteMaga-



Traveller,and | don’'t remember seeing themDeluxe lished. I'd suggest that even people who wish to stick
or T4. Appendix C attempts to convert the starship com-with the Traveller system download a copy &fURPS
bat system t&URPSterms. It is to the ship combat sys- Lite (http://www.sjgames.com/gurps/lijeand the TNS page
tem inGURPS Spacerhat the Advanced combat system (http://www.sjgames.com/gurps/traveller/news.htirlom
in the main rulebook is to the basic one. Time to get ouBJG's site.
the hex paper. Again, this doesn’t really play a major If you aren’t already familiar with the setting, is it
partin any game that I'd run, but it looks okay, reflectingworth buying into? The Imperium might look dated
the feel of previou3raveller games that I've played in compared to some of the more recent SFRPG settings.
(perhaps this is why it remains a two dimensional spacé&o its credit, the volume does attempt to explain why the
combat system?). What | should point out here is thamore recent SF fads of Cybertech, Nanotechnology and
there are twelve pages of it. Compare this with the mateAl are largely absent from the background, giving inter-
rial on trade. esting cultural justifications. | think th&URPS Travel-
Trade is dealt with in Chapter Five, ‘Travel, Trade ler actually succeeds in giving the setting the feel of
and Commerce’, and succeeds in being very unsatisfaggood contemporary SF.
tory indeed. Three pages discuss the characteristics of Moreover, it has is by far the most interesting and
the Jump drive; one page details a conversion system fdlexible of the ‘Galactic Empire’ settings. It has the
Traveller worlds toGURPSand vice versa, one page advantage that most of the ideas and themes from other
trade and commerce. | keep going back and recountingimilar settings can easily be incorporated into a GM’s
just to make sure, and the same figures crop up evergdventures, without totally screwing up the game uni-
time. The trade and commerce section fails to suggesterse. Most of the current SF RPG settings, interesting
different types of cargo (limiting it to freight, mail, spec- as they are, strike me as quite claustrophobic and unable
ulative and various Passages) or the nature of specults accommodate other tropes from SF: from what I've
tive trade. Appalling. Considering that there is aread it would be hard to haveFading Sunsadventure
quotation from Duchess Margaret Tukera about thebased on scientific or anthropological research, add non-
importance of trade to the Imperium (sidebar, 68), it's ahuman cultures t8attletechor squeeze a radically dif-
bit of a poor show, isn’t it? There is, of course, going toferent environment into one of the tightly written, lim-
be a supplement for Free Trader campaigns, but eveited territory, universes described Blpe Planet, Jovian
with that in mind, | expected more thanepage. Chroniclesor Heavy Gear.
Chapter Six presents us with a system to convert your Despite my disappointments, | think that | will find
Travellercharacters t&URPS There’s not much | can myself refereeingGURPS Travelleat some point. | can

say about it. It does the job it's supposed to do. see it becoming a long running, open-ended SF cam-
paign. It is an interesting, versatile background with a
O Vera” rules system that, although at times complex, is logical
and works; a combination which seems to be increas-

GURPS Travelletooks like value for money until you ingly rare in professional hobby products. The system’s
realise you wilneedGURPS Basicules, GURPS Space long term proof for me will be in the quality of the books
(which contains trivial stuff like ...ooh ... planetary gen- dealing the major races, material that | have waited
eration, rules for Zero-G etc.) aftbmpendium l.e. many years to see in print again.
roughly £60 for the four books. Imagine that you'd like
to establish a campaign in the Spinward Marches, th h [
you might decide to invest in the Spinward Marchesa\lv at |t means
sourcebook and Aliens I. ‘Suddenly’, you've spent What does all this mean fdraveller, and for Marc
nearly ninety quid—for the equivalent of theaveller Miller? I’'m no hobby commentator but | suspect that this
set and two sourcebooks. Heaven help you if you decidbook has rather worrying implications faraveller
that you'd like to exploit some ocBURPS’much enthusiasts. Granting SJG this license must have seemed
vaunted capacity to blend other material by buying othetike a fairly smart move for Marc Miller when Imperium
sourcebooks as well, for example, to cover robots, vehiGames were still a going concern. Theoretically, it
cle design or mecha (total £45). It occurred to me atvould have helped to popularise the setting, giving
about this point that | might like to have a couple of Imperium Games a much larger audience for their sour-
games by other companies on my shelves. Role-playingebooks, adventures and so on. | don’t know how many
games are not cheap, but this is taking the piss. GURPS Vampire, Werewalf Mageplayers buy books
This is the firslGURPSworldbook that | have bought designed specifically written for their original sources,
that actually demands additional volumes other than théut it certainly can’t do White Wolf any harm.
basic rulebook, and | can’t say it's a development that With Imperium Games gone, | wonder if we will ever
I'm happy with. see another version of tlieavellerrule system. SJG are
If you already own a version dfraveller, and do not set to produce their own source material for their alter-
wish to switch taGURPS(or feel that you can work out native timeline, supposedly one book every two months,
all the mechanics yourself) then | cannot recommenadvhich would essentially make amy material irrelevant
this particular volume. There’s just not enough newfor the GURPS Travelleplayer. Even if Marc Miller
background material to justify it. You will, however, does find a publisher foF5, nobody with any sense is
probably have to come to terms witURPSon some  going to buy two books covering two barely different
level due to the quantity of material that will be pub- representations of the Aslan (for instance). Any new
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Marc Miller-producedTraveller material is going to really. That's the problem witKRisions—that and the
have to compete directly with SJG’s publications. Thisprice.
is compounded by the assertion on@@RPS Traveller For your money, you get a Phil Masters unofficial set-
web-page that SJG will be reprinting/rewriting much of ting for GURPS Discworld that draws its inspiration
the previously out of print material. Allowing SJG to from the Sergio Leone spaghetti westerns and Zorro to
produce more than one or tWaaveller world books  reasonably amusing effect and Jonathon Rowe’s short
was always going to be a mistake for Imperium Gamesbut interesting history of hermetic magic and a scenario
On the plus side for those interested in the backgroundet in Elizabethan England. This has the players interact-
rather than the rule system, at least SJG’s version will beng with historical figures such as Raleigh, Marlowe and
well supported—for instance, there’s a reasonable welshakespeare, but though not bad, it appears to be rather
site (@ttp://www.sjgames.com/gurps/travellednd we might skeletal. Of the remaining contents, only two sections
see full background info on all seven major races for thestand out. The two pages devoted to films is an irritating
first time sinceDeluxe Travellewas in print. | believe filler—do we really need reviews dthe Shadovand
that details of only three major races have been pubFfhe Maskparticularly when they are not made relevant
lished forMegaTravellerAND New Era combined to gaming? The three reviews vary in quality, but tend to
(Vilani and Vargr forMT, Hivers for TNE, no major be overlong and lack critical thought. In particular, the
races at all foir4!). ‘Behind the Claw: The Spinward Hell on Earthreview just appears to stop without reach-
Marches Sourcebook’, ‘Alien Races 1’, ‘Far Trader’, ing any kind of conclusion.
‘Star Ports’, ‘Alien Races 2’ (Aslan and K’kree) and So those are the bad points. Does it have any good
‘Star Mercs’ are either already in print or soon to be. Theones? Certainly, with its glossy paper and use of colour,
company's Author Solicitation web page has a list ofthe production values are high. Unfortunately, that is the
books that they are looking for writers for. SJG look toonly good point, one that is not helped by its repetitive
be very committed to this line, so short of them losing use of the single pieces of artwork within each article.
the licence, | don't see this going out of print in the neaiThe rest of the magazine is just... Well, it just is. All that
future. Unlike Imperium Games, SJG should have aand | have yet to get to the really bad point!
broad enough product base to support the rapid release So what is the really bad point? The price. £4.20 may
of numeroudravellerbooks. Even if they give this vol- not be extortionate when you consider the high produc-
ume a miss, anyravellerfan who started playing in the tion values, but if you consider the contents it certainly
last ten years is probably going to end up buying SJGs. Visionsis actually cheaper if you subscribe, only
books at some point along the line. Hell, if die-hard£3.54 an issue if you take out a thirteen issue subscrip-
Traveller fans hate the Rebellion and its aftermath astion. But let me ask you this—would you subscribe to a
much as they are said to in some quarters, even theBritish gaming magazine with the track record of such
might start buying right away. animals over the last few years? | know that | wouldn’t.
But theTraveller system is still stuffed. I did want to say nice things abodisions | did not
want to be quite so negative, but this new magazine
GURPS Travelleis published by Steve Jackson Gamesreally needs to make some changes if it is going to suc-
ceed. This being only a first issue, then it is likely that
Visionswill be making changes anyway. In the mean-
e time, | suggest that it find a voice or identity, because
V |S|0nS that is one thing it lacks. Also it should concentrate less
on its looks and more on its content. That will drop the
high price and make it a more interesting read.

> > > Unfortunately, since | first wrote this review, Tau
Reviewed by Matthew Pook Press have suspended the publicatioWisfonsand
made issue #2 the last one. The reason given was that it
I was going to reviewHell on Earth,Pinnacle Games’ had not found the market to support

sequel to their hit RP@®eadlandsinstead, Paul wanted
me to reviewVisions the new British gaming maga-
zine. He was going to do it himself, but the damn
thing kept putting him to sleep. Wonderful. | no
have to review a narcolepsy-inducing magazin
when | really wanted to say what | thought+sfll
on Earth.Damn. All right, I'll stop whinging and
get on with it.

It's Visions It's a new British professional gaming
magazine. It's from Tau Press. It's in full colour
inside and out! It's on glossy paper. It's a bit thin. It’s
£4.20. It's got a scenario or two, an article, press releas
and reviews, plus sections on figures, books, comic
card games, LARP, films and Australian gaming. Plus
adverts. It's in full colour—inside and out! It's on glossy
paper. It's a bit thin. It's £4.20. Exciting, huh? No, not

the magazine. Now there’s a sur-
prise. Excuse my cynicism (or
not), but this should have been
apparent to any gamer with a lit-
tle experience in the hobby.
The reaction of the UK
newsgroup has been mixed,
ranging from the pragma-
tism of myself to wholesale
support regardless of
either cost or content.
Fundamentallyisions
failed because of the
shortcomings | have
already given, plus
poor marketing. What this
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should prove, once and for all, that the concept of theerhaps the editing could have been better. Certainly the
British, professionally produced gaming magazine haggame statistics need formatting to make them more eas-
gone the way of the Dodo. ily accessible.

So what of the future? To pontificate, it is clear to me Other than thatencountersis a bargain at just
that the hobby has become too fractured in its interestd S$1.50—it will cost more for shipping elsewhere. For
to support a gaming magazine devoted to general gana first issue it is not bad, and if the quality at least stays
ing, at least to a professional level. Instead we shoul@onsistentencountershould be worth coming back to.
look elsewhere for future possibilities. Two such already
exist, both stemming from the relative low price and Encounterds published by Michael Todd, 833 North
ease of use of computers and DTP software. These, witBan Juan, Stockton, CA 95203-1454 UBke Todd
a modicum of effort, can lead to very professionally <mtodd@telis.org>
looking publications. One possibility is the Internet,
with the PDF format an obvious choicémazine and
Demongroundare good examples of this. The second is '
again small press, not published in electronic format, but-t |S an t at
as fully fledged fanzines. LikBemongroundwhich is
aDark Conspiracyzine, these tend to be devoted to just
the one game and selling into a niche market. Examples > > >
includeMythic PerspectivefArs Magicg —which was Here’s a section in which I can try to remember to men-
nominated this year for an Origins AwatdE blG plIC- tion all those things | normally forget in the rush of sling-
TURE (SLA IndustriesandWarpstongWFRP). Black ing the zine together.
and white they may be, but this should distract from nei- Overeager beaver that | am, there is no review of
ther contents nor appearance. Hogshead'fuppetlandhis issue, for the simple reason

One of the reasons that such publications are succestdyat the game is due out at about the same time as this
ful is their appearance, which is often to a very highissue. Nor are Hogshead’s other projedtsudunnit
standard. Yet more importantly, when a gamer buys avhich one might expect to be dear to the heart of such as
copy of any of these titles, they know that they are goind, a Judge Dee fan and now wannabe mystery novelist;
to get material that not only supports the game that thegnd Get Your Trousers On, You're Nickeshich, not
play, but which they can actually use in their game. It isbeing a bigProfessionaldan, may well disappear into
quite clear that a more general gaming magazine canntthe ether somewhere above my head. Of course, there
support every game, every issue, but it's certainly a lesare other Hogshead games on the way, inclutfiing
son that any future gaming magazine really needs ttence which is by of the great designers of our time, and
learn. which is not self-referential or post-modern, honest.

Also, Bloodlustwhich looks to be mining the same vein
Visionsis published by Tau Press, who hope to resurrecias Ron Edwards’ firsBorcerersupplemengorcerer &
it subject to a couple of deals going through. Sword with its return to the visceral pleasures of real
Heroic fantasy (and not all thiBragonLancecrap).
Reviews of some of this stuff should appear next issue, |
hope.
e ncounte rS Similarly with Dave Morris’s review of Keith John-
stone’simpro, the seminal work on improvisation,
which contains a mine of inspiration for the role-player,
> > > and not just the stuff about Masks which James Wallis
Reviewed by Matthew Pook used in arinteractive fantasyrticle those many years
ago. At the time, James was quite right to point to the
Encounterdss a new quarterly fanzine devoted to RPGimportance of the book. Given the comments by Phil
adventures. Its format is black and white, A5, 46 pageshicholls a couple of issues back about sources of inspi-
printed on good paper with a grey paper cover. The artration for improvisation, this book is a must for any seri-
work is sparse and of so-so quality. ousimazine reader. Find out exactly why next issue.

Inside there are two adventures, both written by the The next thing is that bastion of the UK fanzine scene
editor, Mike Todd, one fo€yberpunk 2020the second carnel which preserves many of the more admirable
a more generic modern piece suitable for any modern agualities of British fanzines, including perversity, stub-
near future RPG such &ng Shui, Millenium’s End, bornness, a tendency to manic depression and introspec-
Cyberpunk 2020r Dark ConspiracyThe third piece is tion, and flights of lyricism. Sure enough, the cover of
source material foBhadowrunthis time by Jonathan the latestissue (13) bears a picture of a dog which, while
Wright. it may not necessarily be a British Bulldog is neverthe-

All of this material is very action or gun play orien- less reassuringly ugly.
tated and given the games it is aimed at, unashamedly so. Robert Rees, the editor, also demonstrates his deter-
If this is what your group wants, th@mcounterds mination to do the unexpected and buck the system by
worth checking out. None of the material is of brilliant not handing over editorship of the zine to someone else
quality, but it isn't useless either. If this fanzine has a
fault, it is in the layout, which is just a little too basic and Continues on page 11
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I knowwnat 1 like !

by Brian Duguid

‘I DON'T KNOW IF IT’S ART, BUT | ucts of creative work’. With these vague standards it is
easy to claim that role-playing meets the criteria, but of
KNOW WHAT | LIKE!', AS THE course, this doesn’t mean that you'll semberbeing
discussed on the television arts programmes in the near
SAYING GOES future.

This is because ‘art’ is a quality defined not by a for-

mula but by social agreement. We all agree that sculp-

SINCE YOU'RE ABOUT toread a serious discus- ture, painting and drama are art; we mostly accept that
sion about the seriousness (or otherwise) of role-playindilms are art; classical music is definitely art, jazz is
games, | thought I'd better start by stating the obviousprobably art, and most rock music is probably not.
Role-playing games arfein. Whatever else they may You're free to agree or disagree, but the pointis that ‘art’
aspire to, if they aren’t fun, they aren’t worthwhile. is not a nice clean objective word, it's simply a collective

One thing that they often aspire to is the status of ‘art’name for those creative endeavours to which our culture
In 1988, James Wallis declared that ‘role-playing gam-agrees to apply it. Because we live in a fragmented soci-
ers must become role-playing artists’. He adopted theety, and one that still attaches value to class distinctions,
position that although for the most part ‘merely’ games,there are disagreements over whether certain activities
the structures of role-playing games show similarities taare art or not. The traditional domination of the cultural
the other forms of entertainment that have achieved reanedia by the upper and middle classes has ensured that
ognition as ‘art’. For example, in looking at a film such only ancient traditional forms are universally regarded
asThe Green Raywhere the general story line is prede- as art. Everything else is suspect.
termined but the actual detailed interaction between Adopting this kind of definition of art, where we look
characters is improvised, there are obvious analogies tat how the word is used rather than what the lexicogra-
the way role-playing games are played. phers say, it's clear that to the overwhelming majority of

In an article in 1994, Robin Laws suggested possiblgarticipants in our culture, role-playing games are not an
critical vocabularies that could be applied to role-play-art-form. It remains to be seen whether propaganda by
ing games, taking for granted the assumption that theole-players will change this situation, but | don’t think
games can be treated as art. His artidhe, Hidden Art they will, and | think the reason is simple.
asserted that ‘role-playing games have existed for many After listing a variety of traditional approaches to film
years as an art-form without a body of criticism’. It pro- criticism, and highlighting which aspects are superfi-
ceeded to trawl through the field of film criticism in a cially applicable to role-playing gameihe Hidden Art
search for concepts and techniques that could be of usngineers its own downfall by explicitly revealing its
in a critical discussion of role-playing games. assumptions. It accepts that there is a distinction

While | don’t imagine anyone reading this would between the role-playing literature and the role-playing
deny that role-playing is amenable to intelligent, critical experience, and that while one of these is amenable to
debate, | think that too many problematic assumptiondgraditional forms of criticism, the other resists them most
underlie Laws’ approach. strongly.

The Hidden Artook it for granted that role-playing It's not difficult to find (imperfect) analogies to the
games are an art-form, went on to assume that being anle-playing literature in other fields. Rulebooks com-
art-form is a ‘good thing,” and then went on to assumebine two functions. They act as an operating manual,
that applying certain concepts of criticism to thatinstructions about what to do and how to do it, and in this
‘art-form’ must also therefore be a ‘good thing.” None of respect they’re similar to, say, car maintenance manuals.
these assumptions is necessarily correct, and | believEhey also describe an imaginary world in which the role-
that role-playing games possess certain unique qualitigslaying experience will be set, and for this there is no
that render all three assumptions untrue. easy analogy. Scenario books, meanwhile, continue the

In 1988, James Wallis devoted a large portion of hisfunction of describing an imaginary world, but also
Raw Poweirticle to an attempt to prove that role-play- specify elements of plot and characters. It's tempting,
ing games are an art form. Like Laws, he assumed thaherefore, to suggest that they have a few similarities to
being an art form is a ‘good thing’, and because hdilm or theatre scripts, but although a script functions
already believes that role-playing games are art, hibest where it ‘shows’ rather than ‘tells’, scenario books
arguments read more as self-justification than anythinginiversally take the opposite approach.
else. My dictionary has predictable trouble defining art, As should be obvious, these analogies are very much
offering alternatives such as ‘human creativity’, ‘a mak-flawed. Scenarios and scripts may contain one or two
ing or doing of things that have form or beauty’ or ‘prod- similarities, but they are emphaticalhpt the same
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things, and any attempt to apply the vocabulary of theplaying games refuse the possibility of an external audi-
drama critic to a discussion of a role-playing game sceence, they are safe from being considered ‘art’.
nario will be clumsy. By adopting an inadequate vocab- Some people, looking perhaps for a veneer of respect-
ulary, it will also run the risk of glossing over or ability, for some form of validation to prove that role-
disguising qualities in the scenario that fall outside theplaying games are more than just cooperative entertain-
usual parameters of drama criticism. ment, are more than just recreation, might find this an
I don’t intend to explore the criticism of role-playing unduly negative conclusion. | don’t think they need be
literature much further, although there are a couple moreoncerned. | can accept that role-playing games are
observations that are worth making. The comparison o€apable of enormous sophistication and intelligence
rulebooks to mechanical manuals is fair enough if youwithout the desire to have Melvyn Bragg peering over
accept that most role-playing rulebooks are only func-my shoulder.
tional (I've yet to read a set of rules that aspire to the sta- You see, there is an alternate definition of art,
tus of ‘art’, in any sense of the word). Functional although it only has much recognition on the fringes of
criticism is a worthwhile field on its own, however, and political, artistic and philosophical debate. This alternate
I think there is room for it to develop it beyond basic view suggests that everything we currently call art is
observations that rules are too complex, too inconsistenflawed, because all art isediatedcreativity. Because it
or too sterile. Areas such as cybernetics and organisaelies on mediation, art can be considered an inevitably
tional theory seem to offer a more developed vocabulanalienated activity; for the majority, enjoyment of art is
that encompasses these observations while encouragimgjoyment of other people’s creativity, the acceptance
a more fundamental overview. that others have superior and privileged access to beauty
The other notable point is that unlike a car mainte-and ‘truth’. It promotes enjoyment of image rather than
nance manual, a rulebook is describing an imaginary sitreality, of the abstract rather than the concrete. ‘Aliena-
uation. Rules do not just determine the success or failureon’ of course is a major plank of Marxist theory, as
of a character’s actions, they may also determine leswell as other more recent political analyses such as post-
tangible aspects of the imaginary role-playing world. modern philosophy and Situationist theory. It's not a
The rules-based simplification from a game Iien- particularly complex concept; in the sense applicable to
geons & Dragonghat characters can be described asart it refers to the separation of producer from consumer;
Fighters, Thieves, Magic-Users, or whatever, has extenthe assumption that the specialisation of the occupation
sive implications for both the imaginary society being of ‘artist’ renders the audience’s relationship to art
created, and the stylistic parameters of characterisatiomnsatisfactory and partial. More plainly, art encourages
In the first case, they suggest a rigid, hierarchical socipeople to be passive rather than active; so they become
ety, and in the second they suggest that characters fit in@lienated from creativity.
certain broad heroic archetypes. Any attempt to play a According to Clive Bell, the intention of art is to trans-
character whose actions and emotions aren’t archetypalort us from the plane of daily struggle ‘to a world of aes-
remains possible, but is working at cross-purposes to ththetic exaltation’. The parallel with the aim of religion is
rule system. obvious: distraction from the need to make everyday
But this is only a digression. As mentioned above, theeality better to a passive observation of a ‘better’ reality.
role-playing experience itself resists any form of art crit-In short, escapism. The critic John Zerzan is blunt:
icism. The Hidden Arrecognises more than one reason
why this is so. First, unlike many other forms of art,
there is no fixed object to observe; there is no sculpture,
no finished novel, no finished film. More importantly,
the role-playing experience or process is simply not
observable; it takes place primarily in the imagination. If
you sit and watch a role-playing game session, you can
enjoy the interaction between the characters, and the
development of the plot, but no more than that. The
actual experience, where you witness the characters as if
they are real, in their imaginary environment, only takedf you accept that this is what artrisally about, or even
place in the mind. It is different for every player (and for if you disagree but accept that there is some truth in it,
the referee, if there is one), and participation in the gamehen you could hardly be anxious for role-playing games
identification with a character is crucial. to attain the status of art. Of course, ‘role-playing’ and
So what does all this mean? For one thing, given thatscapism’ are terms that sit happily together, and it's
the actual game experience itself is the only importantindeniably true that escapism is inevitably politically
part of all the role-playing game elements, and given thateactionary; it shows that rather than deal with the prob-
there is no obvious way to subject it to traditional meth-lems of the real world, which involves work and strug-
ods of art criticism, | believe the activity will never gain gle, we would prefer to visualise a preferable alternative.
recognition as art, because the only people with the abilin its favour, the visualisation of alternatives, the crea-
ity to define it as such, the art critics, will continue to tion of dreams, could of course be considered fundamen-
find it unapproachable. It doesn’t matter how sophisti-tal to progressive political endeavour.
cated the game-play is, whether the players are all sea- In fact, | think there are several peculiarities of role-
soned method actors or not, because as long as rolplaying games that deserve our attention and even cele-

All art, as symbolization, is rooted in the creation
of substitutes, surrogates for something else; by its
very nature therefore, it is falsification... Why then
would one respond positively to art? As compen-
sation and palliative, because our relationship to
life and nature is so deficient and disallows an
authentic one. It is true for artist and audience
alike; art, like religion, arises from unsatisfied
desire.
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bration, and which for me make the quest to treat th S
games as art entirely irrelevant and misguided. This and That, @ntinued from page 8
First, as a form of entertainment, they share with other
games a communal, social basis, quite unlike the passivor unlucky 13 as every other fanzine in the universe
ity which novels, paintings or films engender. More thandoes (well, as | did, anyway). You can or@arnel by
any other game, they involve conversation, dialogue angost, or you can check out the web pagétgt://
cooperative creativity; even if some participants oftenwww.bits.bris.ac.uk/rrees/carn@though you’ll still have to
participate more than others (ie they take a more domierder it by post, and quite right too).
nant role in the group), every player has an opportunity Issue 13 contains a biyerewolf: Wild Westcenario,
to contribute to the narrative. The interaction and inter-and an array of articles spanning modern art, techno,
course between different imaginations represent amagic in RPGS an8LA Industries| feel there are few
refreshing alternative to the one-way performer-audi-people around with Robert’s level of creativity at using
ence relationship of recognised art forms. Word: it simply boggles me to imagine how he manages
More than this, role-playing games are a rare form oto get the results he does with it. He has a relationship with
creativity that values the activity @glay as anything his word processor akin to that of Blair and Milosevic.
other than just a childish impulse. In as much as play is A new fanzine due out, with any luck, before the end
spontaneous, and the polar opposite of that horrible wordf this year, isAnnwn a practical zine which has similar
‘work’, play is increasingly a respite from and a chal- goals toMythago,the subzine which some of you may
lenge to an alienated society. remember appeared imazine 20. More news on that
Role-playing games help to demolish the myth of theas it happens.
‘creative genius’ that lies at the heart of ‘art’, and that Adam Reynolds has been in touch with me about his
feminist theory (opposed primarily to ‘male genius’) hasweb business selling RPGs, in which he hopes to support
consistently attacked in recent decades. While all théritish games especially. He also talked about putting
participants do not contribute equally, role-playing copies ofimazine up on the site so that they can be
games represent a rare example of an environmerdownloaded by customers. This, | suppose is close to
where everyone does hasemecreativity to contribute. getting fanzines into shops (something that drove me
At a time when post-modernist theory talks about thenuts with the old incarnation of the zine), but painlessly.
‘death of the author’, in favour of an environment whereThe site is by no means fully functional yet, but you can
the audience’s creative interpretation of art is morecheck on its progress bitp://www.greatgames.co.UK
important, role-playing games stand out as an example Another mention for a web site. This time Gaming
where thereés no dichotomy to be resolved. This is an Outpost fittp://www.gamingoutpost.com In particular, |
environment where creator and spectator are the samrecommend you check out the article by Ron Edwards
and where there is no need for interpreters or critics t@n trends in the role-playing ‘industry’.
mediate the creative experience. Finally, a humorous little tale about copyright. You
I think that to seek to position role-playing games assee, it transpires thd Live and Die in Hong Kon@a
just another art form, to look towards art for our critical supplement for thélong Kong Action Theategame
vocabulary, is a mistake that risks drawing attention(published by Event Horizon, who also publ&Wwords
away from what is really important about role-playing. of the Middle Kingdomfeatures a piece of Keiko’s art-
It seems to stem from insecurity, from the fear that whatwork that had been drawn fowutlaws of the Water Mar-
we are doing is somehow immature, and from a desire tgin, and which had also appearedimazine.
have our ‘seriousness’ validated by the cultural arbiterdJnfortunately, the artwork was extremely poorly repro-
of the bourgeoisie. | don’t think role-playing needs anyduced, as a result of being a 4K GIF file (designed to be
of that, and | think it's far better off without i reproduced on screen at 96dpi) rather than the 51K ver-
sion (designed to be reproduced at 600dpi).What's more,
Brian Duguid takes a considerably less high-faluting no one had asked Keiko whether they could use it.
approach when he writes about music Tdre Wire As you can imagine, | was rather surprised, to say the
He’s the ex-editor of the role-playing fanzifikee Blue least. But | got in touch with John Phythyon of Event
Shabog and he co-founded the role-playing magazineHorizon, and he was quick to apologize and make
Tales of the Reaching MooiThis article originally amends. | also discovered that the product in question
appeared ininteractive fantasy3. It has been slightly had been laid out by the author IKAT, Gareth-

updated by its original author. Michael Skarka, who was no longer with Event Horizon.
Gareth-Michael explained that it was someone else’s
]( fault, someone who had collected artwork for him. He
r e erences discreetly refrained from telling us who that person was,
Bell, Clive. quoted Zerzan. instead agreeing to apologise as a matter of honour.
Laws, Robin D. ‘The Hidden ArtInteractive Fantasy Unfortunately his apology was two weeks late in
1. London: Crashing Boar Books, 1994. arriving whenimazine went to press, but perhaps it will
Wallis, James. ‘Raw Power: Can Role-Playing Ever Beappear in the next issue. In any case, it's reassuring to
Justified as a Legitimate Art-Form8ound & Fury7. learn that there are people out there with a sense of per-
London: Sound & Fury Enterprises, 1988. sonal responsibility, who can sort things out in a civi-
Zerzan, John. ‘The Case Against ArElements of lised manner without the necessity of enriching a bunch
Refusal Seattle: Left Bank Books, 1988. of lawyers and creating acrimonx.
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(E-erbee ation GSame

by Tim Harford

HOwW DO WE GO ABOUT CREATING Demgn-

THE DESCRIPTIONSOF THE PEOPLE A|exandr0vich Karenin

WHOSE ROLES WE TAKE, AND
The Baron Alexei Alexandrovich Karenin was designed

WHAT RULES DO WE EMPLOY? for a game ofTraveller using a system I've advocated
for a long time, Steve Jackso®JRPS GURPShas a
full-on design system: attributes, training, status,

WAY BACK IN White Dwarf70-odd, Pete Tamlyn appearance and contacts all have a price, with a budget

won Punslinger of the Year 198@th his learned article, set by the referee.

‘Origin of the PCs’. Times have changed, so let's take Now, it's all very well putting detailed design rules in,
another look at the subject: but one of the reasons it had been so long since I'd
This article has been provoked by my own experi-designed a character GURPSwas that | simply didn’t
ence—after years as a referee, I'm getting involved as have the energy—I'd let whoever was refereeing do it

player in two major campaigns. The tortuous births offor me.

Baron Alexei Alexandrovich Karenin and The Energetic Now, with both a campaign and a character | could

and Modest Kotaru hiShathirin have been with mereally get excited about, I'd been looking forward to

throughout the writing. designing Karenin.

Pete Tamlyn framed much of his original discussion Karenin took me eight hours to design—and this
in terms of the choice between character generation—given ten years familiarity with the system and a very
largely random—and character design. That seems adear character conception to work from. But that wasn’t

good a point of departure as any. the only problem.
In fact, the firm preconception | had was itself a real
G InA obstacle. The aim of character design systems is to allow
eneratlon you design exactly the character you want, within rea-
K t’ hSh ’th N son. But this only works if the character fits the system.
0 aru | a |nn Superficially, GURPSallows anything. In fact, there’s
an envelope of efficient designs which, while broad,
Kotaru was ‘rolled up’ using Dave MorrisTsrikélu sys- excludes many perfectly reasonable character concepts.
tem. A central plank of the character generation system The GURPSpoint system pretty much requires that
is aD&D -esque process of simply rolling attributes. you choose particular complementary abilities. We see a

It's easy to knock holes in the random design systemlot of sneaky, acrobatic warrior types, because if you buy
It's not ‘fair.” It's not ‘logical.’ It often used to be high Dexterity to boost your combat skills, you might as
claimed that ‘if players don't like the results, they’ll sui- well spend a few coppers to become an all round Olym-
cide their characters and get new ones.’ Presumably sugdic gymnast. You can get a similarly fearsome bruiser by
childish players can be forgiven their grammatical making him strong and tough, but the fringe benefits of
errors, but I'd prefer to stay away from a game with onebeing able to shadow people, escape from handcuffs,
But it is hard to accept with complete equanimity a charcheat at cards and ride horses just don’t come packaged
acter with no grand flaws, just a kind of hotchpotchin. Shame.
incompetence. Fortunately, Kotaru isn’t such a charac- We also see wizards or engineers or netrunners who
ter. But | suspect I'd not be enjoying the game as muclalso happen to be splendid tacticians, diplomats or doc-
if he was... tors.

In defence of randomization, a few throws of the dice As | say, it's a broad envelope but there are plenty of
by Lady Fate do a lot to thwart the forces of cliché.perfectly fair designs that just don't fit.

Kotaru has (Kirk-esque) Cleverness 20 and (Spock- Agreed that th&URPSprices aren’t well conceived.

esque) Reasoning 3—an absolute academic failure witBut is there a more fundamental problem? Alexei faced
a brilliant scheming mind! We lack literary models for a tremendous expense in acquiring the fencing and
this, and a good thing too. In Kotaru’s case, this is a stimmotorcycle skills he wanted, more as an affectation as
ulating challenge for me. anything else. In a fantasy campaign, being able to fight

Another advantage of the generation system is that &nd ride as well as the Baron could would be formidable.
was able to produce Kotaru from scratch in about terin a science fiction campaign, it was mere colour,
minutes, knowing nothing about tA@ikélu system. unlikely to be more than chrom&URPSaspires to
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price up characters for any background, and the projea storyteller and designed a character with a view to
seems doomed to fail on those terms. helping the referee. I'm glad | didn’t, because | am sure
There are patches for this, of course. Frazer Paynthe result would have been insipid. Instead, | turned
suggested a simple multiplier. The referee spends a femyself into the referee for a while. | thought about how
minutes—or hours, more likely—going through the he should be played, the kind of political interests he
book and applying multipliers to each advantage andvould have, his contacts, his allies, his old lovers and his
skill. There’s a point break: Primary (x1), Secondary mortal enemies. This has certainly provided the referee
(x2/3) and Peripheral éxlo). Alexei’s strength is sec- with some material to go on, but at the same time gives
ondary, as is his Baronial status. His theological studiefiim a real headache. This kind of conflict is inevitable in
and his fencing are peripheral. On the other hand, hia character design system.
ability to pilot a starfighter is fairly central to the game...
This sort of system may be worth a try, but in the end |
wonder whether it's going to good enough to be worth A
the bother. y N ’ K otaru grows u
Certainly, any system which prices abilities based orLet’s return to Kotaru. | said that Kotaru took about ten
how difficult it is to acquire them, rather than on how minutes to generate, but this was disingenuous of me.
useful they will be, will fail to create ‘fair’ characters— Kotaru’s character actually took eight hours, just the

which presumably was part of the aim. same as the Baron Karenin.
One wonders whether we wouldn'’t be better off using As I've said, while creating Karenin, | was referee for
Paul’s ‘Outlaws Light’ system: the day. The result was good, | feel. The eight hour gen-

. - eration of Kotaru hiShathirin was better. Having taken a
Write down what your character is like. Then go . - P
- . few minutes to put together the basics about Kotaru, and
through and write a bonus number for each area in . ; . - L
- . to think a little bit about what he was like, | joined the
which they differ from the average. The number . L
i, . LT . other players and the referee in a joint prelude.
can be positive or negative to indicate aptitude or . .
) . I've argued before that a good prelude might involve
ineptitude, and can range from 1 to 5 (although
., some or all of the players, and span many events rather
most areas should be 1 or 2). If you aren’t - - . - .
. \ . than focusing on a single epiphany. And in this case, that
mature,’ then you might want to agree some ; -
. . . prelude turned out to be a fantastic session.
numerical limits with the referee. p .
As Kotaru grew up we found out about life on Falesa
As character design systems go, I've seen worse. Onisland, the Hliss under the pile of stones on the rock, my
might even say it was adequate. unexpected enemy, when Kotaru’s wife Kala turned the
air blue with her curses, and whether she was justified,
how Kotaru’s weird younger cousin, Kishénu hiLanaka
D [ d th N |t is insatiably curious, and what the friendship between
eSlgn an au Orlal y Kishénu and Kotaru is really based on.
Depending on one’s view of the nature of role-playing, When the game itself started, we understood how
character design has a serious flaw, or great benefit. weird The Nom was, and how great the sacrifice of
In the Black Corner, we have White Wolf and the Sto-Chdéndrek hiLanaka, and why we owed the Stranger

rytellers. Boo! great honour.
In the Corner of Iridescent Holiness, we have me, Much as | love Alexei, | wonder which was the better
Dave, Paul and all right-thinking folk. use of eight hours.

The bout is to decide whether the players and referee
are combining to tell a story—the Black Corner’s view-
point—or whether plot is something which only exists in d d d a
retrospect, having arisen from the interaction of fictional aS a.n I
personalities. Paul Mason tells me that this discussion has been called
The Black Corner holds that the character is a story*:DAS vs DIP,’ or Design At Start versus Develop In
telling tool: the player should wield this tool to help the Play.
other players and the referee produce a good story. We GURPSis both the archetypal design system, and the
might call this an authorial approach. classic method of producing full formed characters. |
The good guys suggest that the pursuit of a good storiurned my mind to the problem of developiGd RPS
is self-defeating. The best way to play, we suggest, is taharacters in play, and it turns out to be almost impossi-
treat your character as a person and think yourself intble to do this without chucking out the whole character
the role. You may skew what the referee had in mind, busystem. Many other systems turn out to be strange
perhaps she should have been more flexible—with dybrids in which—for instance—attributes are rolled,
good referee and a mature bunch of players, the outcommut skills are chosen within some kind of budget. This is
will usually be a fine story which surprises everyone. less logical, but fits much better with a ‘Develop in Play’
Anyone who’s encountered this old chestnut will approach.
have their own opinion. Suffice it to say that a self-con- | look forward to seeing a character creation system
scious process of character design is highly authorial andesigned with the same thought and cai@ dRPS but
so it plays into the hands of the Storytellers. with the aim of allowing development in play. It
In creating Alexandrovich Karenin, | could have beenshouldn’t be too hard to design.
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Train as a squire: +8word +1 Etiquette
ax modest proposal 11 Riding +1Suength

Pete Tamlyn set the industry a challenge to produce a
game with many ways of producing a character, from &r, at any point, a one-line summary can be made into a
full-fledged design system to a method which would play session lasting anything from a couple of minutes to
allow fairly detailed characters to be generated with aa whole afternoon. Just how successful was that flirta-
few quick rolls of the dice—either to allow play to com- tion with the court ladies? You picked up some skill
mence quickly, or to allow the referee to produce NPCspoints, perhaps, but what else: A jealous rival? A repu-
We haven’t seen too many examples of that (theation? A social disease? A bouncing baby boy? An
GURPSrandom generation system is atrocious andadoring new friend?
entirely unusable). Here are a few suggestions, at least. To allow for these fractal possibilities, the generation
From the anti-authorial viewpoint, a full-fledged system needs to be modular. For example, character
design system is not what's required. Instead, we need tevelopment could consist of:
think more about the process which produced the person
represented on our creased and coffee-stained charact®rPotential at birth: attributes, rolled randomly, per-
sheets. What is her history? Where did he grow up? How haps, or chosen using a point system;
did she spend her time when she was young? Who
trained him to hold a sword like that? Why is he so nerv-¥ Childhood: roll on a table, play it out, or use a pro-
ous of left-handed men? Why won't she go to confes- grammed scenario;
sion? And what does all this mean for the numbers on the
piece of paper the player holds in his hand? ¥ Adolescence: as above;
The player needs a framework to think about these
questions. This could be anything from a simple list of ¥ Apprenticeship: as above. Childhood, adolescence
points to consider, to a programmed prelude along the and apprenticeship could all be combined in a sum-
lines of a gamebook (Dave Morris’s idea)—make mary template to save time, if that’s what is
choices about your character’s youth, and note down the required—back to the old ‘character class’ system;
skill bonuses along the way.

An example: V¥ CareersTravellerpioneered the idea of describing the
training a character had received in terms of one or

1 When you were very young, did people say more careers. Each career, again, can be described by
about you: summary statistics, or the highlights can be played out.

‘He’ll be a great warrior, like his father.” (2)

‘Such a sickly thing! A miracle he survived.’ (3) This process builds a tremendous amount of background

‘He’s got such a sparkle in his eyes.’ (4) detail. It also allows for a significant degree of player

‘Always getting into trouble, that child.’” (5) choice while avoiding the absurd mathematical trade-

offs inherent in a point-based design system.
Each answer will affect skills and attribute modifiers, It has its disadvantages, too. It's a lot of work for the
and some may spin the character down unforeseen patheferee and for the designers—but they love that. It's
Later on, the questions may be a little less mysticalalso quite incompatible with the ‘generic’ vision of
These would be questions about how you spent youBURPS character generation is inextricably bound up

adolescence: with the details of the game world. Some people will
find that an objection, but for me it's a tremendous way
78 Now that you are a squire, what do you do to introduce a game world and a type of campaign.
with your spare time? I'm struck by how little has changed in the hobby
Flirt with the ladies of coult+1 Bard, +1Etiquettg since Pete Tamlyn'’s article. | think that a prelude-heavy
Run errands for a castle craftsn{a to aCraft skill) form of character generation is a step forward, despite
Spend time around the stab(e$ Riding +1 Animal the practical objections. Perhaps these ideas are most
handling likely to be carried forward with electronic resources.
Keep training+2 Sword —1Charismg Until then, the young heroes Alexandrovich Karenin and
Get up to mischief+1 Stealth +1 Pickpocke Kotaru hiShathirin march forward into a bright futuse.

It's possible to go into a lot more detail, but that’s prob-Tim Harford edited the Oxford University Role-playing
ably not appropriate. It may well be appropriate to elab-Society Magazin@&lightflyer for a while until grim
orate, but that’s probably best left to the player’snecessity forced him to flee the dreaming spires and do
imagination—or even better, some prelude time with thebattle with the black ogre of modern society (ie get a
referee present. job). He has contributed to a number of gamebook and
The thing that appeals to me about the gamebook foreomputer game projects, and is surely one of a fairly
mat is that it can be made fractal—you can zoom in osmall number of people to have run a regular role-play-
out depending on the level of detail you require. Toing game with the creator of the game as a regular
speed the process up, sections of decision-making can Ipdayer (in this cas®ragon Warriordeing the game in
bypassed and given summary statistics: question). He is the editor éfnnwn, alluded to else-
where. You can email him @h.harford@virgin.net.
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Outlaws LIGHT

A DIFFERENT APPROACHTO character. So later in the sample, when Fred says ‘Set it
to stun!” he’s actually saying what his character is say-

ROLEGAMING RULE DESCRIPTION ing. In some cases you might need to check which it is,
but usually it will be obvious. Two or more participants

HOW DO WE DO IT? can thus act the roles of their characters, conducting a

conversation which forms part of the story.
Anything which is acted by a participant takes place

LAST ISSUE | presented some mechanics that youas described, unless itdégallengedby another partici-
can use to resolve issues arising in role-playing gamegant (usually this is the job of the referee, but other play-
They were highly sketchy, and deliberately so, but it wasers may also challenge if they like). A participant whose
interesting that comments focused more on omission ofiction has been challenged must prove that the character
details than anything more fundamental. could succeed. To do this, they need to use an agreed

In presenting a one-page rules set | was attempting tgame mechanic (such @sitlaws Light, presented last
make a point which has been made many times beforéssue). An example of a game mechanic is that you must
The rules are details: they are the trees from which pamboll 9 or less on two dice to hit with your phaser. Really
of the wood is composed. So let's consider a differenskilled characters like Worf need an 11 or less. Other
approach to writing rules for role-playing games. Let'sKlingons need 7 or less.

try to look at the wood. Some complex interactions, such as fights, often
involve continual implied challenges, and therefore may
| require a lot of use of mechanics. Other actions, if they

Oa seem reasonable given the character and the story, can

The purpose of this game is to take part in a story. Th@ass unchallenged.
story isn’ttold by anyone, but is built up from the impro-
vised contributions of all the participants. See the sampIP(j Ak
for an idea of how this works. eSC” t|0n
A participant who contributes to the gamedascribing
h t | does so by talking about something accessible to the
OW 0 a senses of characters in the game. This is usually the job
The game creates a story. Participants in the game atif the referee, but players may also occasionally

play a part in creating the story, by makicontribu- describe things connected with their characters. So in the
tions The goal of the game is to make it as easy as posample, Sam describes what the players can see once
sible for participants tact or they have climbed the gantry, and
describetheir improvised contri what they can feel.
butions to the game, without Spo“Sample Descriptions, like actions, can
ing the story. . be challenged. They shouldn’t be
Fred (player):I climb up the gantry to the contradicted outright, but senses

Al deck above. can be mistaken! A player who
p ar“ClpantS Jane (player)!’m right behind him. I'm describes a scene is speaking only
There are two basic types of par- drawing my phaser. for their character, and other play-

ticipants in the gam@layersare a Sam (referee)The Romulans are already oS, or the referee, may perceive
little like actors. They will usually  the transporter pad. You feel a tingling inhings differently. Note that the
actthe life of a single person: their the air... referee is privileged in descrip-
character.Therefereeis more tion: because they speak for ‘eve-

J :I’'m firi the Captain’s shoulder.
like a director. The referee ane-m firing overthe L.aptain's shod errybody’aplayerwho challenges a

describessensory information inFred: Setit to stun! referee’s description is simply
the story, and may occasionallsam:Too late, she fired already. describing what their own charac-
actother characters in the story, sssssss—— (ET perceives, and not what any-
needed. one else does.
Obviously, not everything needs to be described, and
t' referees should beware of trying to act events in the story
ac |0n in the guise of description! For example, if Sam in the

A participant who contributes to the gamedayingdoes sample goes on to say ‘When you walk on to the trans-
so by saying what their character is trying to do. So in theorter pad, there is an explosion’ this is wrong, because
sample, Fred says: ‘I climb up the gantry to the deckhe players haven't yet said that they are acting by walk-
above.’ If you like, when this action is speech, the parding on to the transporter pad. Remember, you'reéailot
ticipant can act the speech by actually speaking as thieag a story, you'recreatingone!




C OmrlbUtln pants. The end of a game se_ssion_ doesn’t mean t_he end
of a story. The story can continue in the next session. A
There are no fixed rules governing how and when youwstory only ends when everyone agrees that it's finished,
can contribute to a story, but there are some obviouand you start a new one, or when you stop playing the
guidelines that should be followed. The most importantgame entirely!
is: take your cues from the stony.you act something
your character is doing tomorrow, then everyone else’ d
actions today will have to be done in flashbacks. This e |tS
will be difficult, and may even cause a contradiction Thanks to Dave Morris for providing comments and use-
with what you acted about tomorrow. Challenging otherful examples based o&tar Trek | had originally
player characters, or getting into conflicts with them, isplanned to fit these rules in one page, but with the exam-
fine, but blocking the story itself is generally bad form. ples they’'ve slipped over onto two.
A typical sequence of contributions will be: In writing this, I've been particularly inspired by all
those games which have started with some vague waffle
V¥ Referealescribeghe situation facing the player char- about how role-playing is like improvi-
acters, and/or uses a character to act a stimulus. sational radio theatre, have followed
it with a sample dialogue, without %
¥ Players respond by acting their character’s reactionany explanation as to how and why z o 2
There’s no fixed order to this, but if a player feels thatpeople said what they did, and l }U oo

their character should be able to act first, they alwayshen plunged straight into yl/“ Mo ""?
have recourse to a challenge. tables of character generation li/ ?2‘ :
I'm also indebted to my own: # @j’ﬁ , 4’@%
V¥ Participants respond to the actions. This may lead tplayers, half of whom Ié:’\ » f

§ <%
further description—the referee, or a player, maywere complete begin- /’ B
describe the result of actions. ners.

v Out of all these contributions, a sequence of eventsr-] eWS
will soon be evident. This is the story.

Thinking about this approach to %%%
Even in your own mind, separate Action from Descrip-role-playing has helped me focus
tion. At first it's tempting to think that your character some of the ideas | had already been devel-
could do absolutely anything, but soon you find that theoping for Outlaws | was already disappointed with the
limitations are what create drama. Maybe you can’t leapgwvay the game plunged the reader almost straight into
that chasm, maybe you’re not fast enough to outrun thenechanics. This was especially galling given that the
fireball. Maybe the Ferengi saw you pick his pocket.game | actually run involves minimal use of the rules,
Sometimes you should challenge yourself, not wait forand generally about ten dice rolls per session.

other players to do it. You may also have noticed that | had run into some-
thing of a block as far as the background was concerned.

t |m|n | just couldn’t find a satisfactory way to present it. So
I've decided to rejig the game a bit (groan). Instead of

Time for the characters in the story does not pass at th&tarting with the rules, and then featuring the back-
same rate as it does for the players. At times, it will pasground, it'll not be in the correct order: it will start with
very slowly, if you're working out something that the game experience. The game will start right off with
doesn’t take long, but needs to be explained in detail. Aa scenario, and sufficient background and mechanics to
other times, it will pass very quickly, as with a long jour- get playing. It will then follow up with background.
ney in which nothing much happens. As with mostMechanics will be provided where needed, but | will be
things in the game, time can be skipped over, subject tat pains to emphasise their disposable nature (maybe I'll

challenge by any of the other participants. put them all in sidebars or something?).
I've been thinking about a few other points too, but
1AL more of them in the next issue. Meanwhile, here’s an
W |nn|n interesting topic for discussion, suggested by Chuan Lin,

There are no rules to cover winning. Players can decidesho reviewedswords of the Middle Kingdothis issue.

on their own ideas of what constitutes winning. HoweverHe asks about the importance of names in role-playing
they may find that other players don’'t agree with them!games. Specifically, the importance of theaningof

So how do you win? Well, how does a character win innames. For example, in Tekumel, if you get hold of the

a story? Tsolyani books, you can choose a Tsolyani name that
means something. Similarly, in a Chinese game, you can
d' get a dictionary (or eveNlystic Ching and choose a
en m name for its meaning. How important do you feel this is?

The game takes place in game sessions. A game sessilant helpful to get into character? And does it contribute
is when the participants get together to play the game. bobwards your feeling of the authenticity of the back-
can end at any time that is convenient for the particiground? Answers on an electronic postcatal...
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ONCE AGAIN, A stirling turn-out from correspond- A You said it!
ents ensures that the frequency of the zine has not
choked off too much of the potential discussion. QuiteAdrian Bolt

the opposite, in fact. Tell Robert Irwin that ‘Are you winning?’ is a yes/no
Comments by me are indented, and preceded by thafuestion, whereas ‘Do you think you’re winning?’ is
bloody annoying, ubiquitous your outlook on how you’re doing.

David Platt

" Alternate Realities®n your recommendation, managed
r eaCt|0n5 to get hold of a copy ad€hameleorand | enjoyed read-
Robert Rees ing it (again, | don’t currently have a printer, so | don’t
Dear Sir, know when I'll get to play it), but where has their web

I was appalled to discover that my name was onlypage got to? Would Carter Butts tell us, please?
mentioned four times in your ‘magazine’ | hope this

grave error can be rectified in future issues. Carter Butts
The site’s still there, but we've had problems with the
A Getting comments to me on time, and not whining name resolution. (It's a long story.) In any event, we
because | can get my fanzine out and you can’t might have a mirror site up and running lktp://sds-
help. Sending me lots of comments would also be use- grad.hss.cmu.edu/~eagle/Athere’s a pointer from there to
ful... ah, | see you've got that one covered. the original site (via its IP address). Once we get things
back to normal, we’ll send out an announcement, but
Tom McGrenery having found it useful to have a mirror around, we’ll
Nice one. Adequate one, even. probably keep that up too....
Rob Alexander Adrian Bolt

I did notice a worrying trend, though. In the letters pagedf Paul Watson is going to plug POP Enterprises he
you seemed unusually serene, agreeing with people farould at least have given the telephone number so |
more than is customary. Are you ill? could phone for a catalogue/price list; much gnashing of
teeth. The distributors are monolithic in thought also.
A Just happy, which | guess to most people in the
modern world amounts to pretty much the same thing. A Telephone: 0115 913 0233.

Adrian Bolt Robert Rees
What's this? June 14th? A deadline? | suddenly have & ou mentioned thdtmazine is no longer influential and
strong urge to shake you hard and cry ‘Pull yourselfrest assured Master Mason | shall pass this new agenda

together, man!’ on to the droogs. We no longer follow tineazine line.
A Entirely deserved. The pathetic lengths some peo- A You've got that quite clear then? Don’t do what | tell
ple will go to to get more mail on their birthday... you!

Tom McGrener
‘One of them is a secrt)e/t prize-winning triangle: click on d e|ta farce

it to reveal the code word, email me the code word andAdrian Bolt
you could win £5000!" And 12 guineas go to the first Matthew’s review had persuaded me thatta Greens
person to spot the thinly-veiledue Southquote in a good book, but this somewhat misses the point. This

‘Magic Moments!’ feels like I'm stating the obvious but a glowing review is
not sufficient reasoin itselfto buy something. You
Robert Maier could find glowing reviews of books for trainspotters or
I don’t think this was ever thought seriously, but the hid-fashion, or philately, or DIY or whatever, but you
den word is of course ‘sucker’. wouldn’t automatically buy them, would you? The sub-
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ject matter has to appedlelta Greensucceeds in one me, but I'd be most likely to run it freewheeling like the
sense, however, in that the idea of mergdofC with ‘party’ one suggested.

TheX-Files does indeed fill me with horror. My objec-

tion to Matthew’s response is that it is based on a wrongdonathan Tweet

assumption. Th®elta Greenreview mentioned it adds I'd enjoy going through the review and rebutting ele-
the UFO-government conspiracy stuff while avoiding ments point-by-point. (The accusation that the game was
the clichés of the genre, something | believe impossibleat all inspired byX-Files really raises my hackles, for
the whole genre is one big cliché. Another pertinentinstance.) Such a painstaking rebuttal would be gratify-

point might be that | didn’t dismid3G out of hand; I  ing for me to write but tedious for anyone to read, so |
read the review and then decided it didn’t appeal, so théhink I'll hit the main points: no, I'm not a libertarian;
review fulfilled its purpose. yes, the game is chauvinistic; and the review missed a

major point when considering the game (which is rele-
A A good point. It's so easy for people to forget that a vant to the chauvinism bit). A printable response will
‘favourable’ review can turn somebody off a game, and follow.
a ‘critical’ review can have the opposite effect.
A ‘But when?’ the editor pondered. ‘When?’ Actually |

Adrian Bolt have to say that the X-Files comment above caused
I'm not happy with you saying | accused John Tynes of me to reflect on my thoughtless insult-slinging. Really,
copying, though it's my fault entirely: | lazily used no one deserves to be accused of liking the X-Files

Filesas shorthand for ‘UFO government conspiracy’. By  without concrete evidence (preferably a confession).

using the former it can be construed as copying; had |

used the latter it's public domain. The whole problem oflan Moore

this predated discussion is that the public perception ifam interested by how down @TEyou are. I've never

based on when something is published. There’s no praglayed it (well, we used the rule system once, but in a

tical alternative. John Tynes is in a no win situation: hecompletely different setting) but have always regarded it

can rush something out that’s poor and first or do it rightfondly, mainly through reading the player’'s guide and

and be seen as jumping on the bandwagon. It's unjugtositive reviews. It's possible that even if the actual

and | don’'t know the answer. Nah, you'll be accused ofbackground is spanky it can still be great to play—the

copyingBushido.. (Yes Iknowit’s Japanese.) players by definition won’'t know anything about the
background and will just experience the disorientation.

A Funny you should mention that. Ben Goodale made

comments along these lines (what he actually said was I\/Iyles Corcoran
‘Why do we need the Water Margin when there’s | can see your point with respect to the background being
already Bushido?’) when | first mentioned that | was essentially a dressed-up USA, with perhaps only shallow
doing a Water Margin game, over ten years ago. comments to make on that culture, but | take issue with
the sideways comment that Jonathan Tweet was writing
Adrian Bolt a libertarian tract. | can’t claim to know much of the

There’s also a problem with originality. John Tynes hasman'’s political beliefs but | didn’'t get that impression
the original idea of putting UFO-gov. con. stuff into from readingOver the Edgé/hat led you to such a con-
CoC. But UFO-gov. con. is so grossly unoriginal and clusion?

that far outweighs John. As a general impression do you

say it's 1% original or 99% unoriginal (pick whatever A Difficult to say, really. Looks like | was more on the
numbers)? Does it depend on whether you're a half ball with the accusation of nationalism.

empty or half full kind of guy? | can’t blame John for the

unoriginality of UFO-gov. con. but | can blame him for David Platt

his use of it. But his use ofi# original and we've come Is it really a ‘serious’ setting? I'd probably put it in the
to a rather unsatisfactory full circle. (And he’s obviously same category d&aranoia although perhaps | am miss-
done one hell of a good job when starting from someang the point. My preferred way of playing it would be

unpromising material.) as a send-up of all the conspiracy theory games. | don't
object as much as you (Paul) do to ‘gimmicky’ games so
A All of which segues in a highly contrived and preju- long as they are simple gimmicky games, they make a
dicial way into... nice change of pace from full-time campaigns. | agree
heartily with you about the copyright issue. Of course, a

O Ver the tO similar state of affairs exists in the mysic industry, inter-
estingly enough—my heart always sinks when | see on a
Tom McGrenery CD case that the rights to the music of a favourite band

I agree with youDTEreview—I sort of liked it in some are owned by the label.

ways, but not in others. The stupid idea of a US enclave

| really didn't like, especially the introduction to it, Myles Corcoran

which essentially says ‘D’Aubaine wanted to emulateWith respect to the point you made by analogy with
the best nation on the planet, so she chose the USABruce Lee’s teaching afeet Kune Dand urging his
None of the example adventures in it really impressedpractitioners to be natural’ while failing to see that what
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was natural to him after yearsWwing Churtrainingwas  from many years as a gurpshead and returned focus to a
quite different, | don'’t like the subtext here of ‘you can’t confluence of story and system rather than what set piece
role-play rules-light and improvisationally without hav- could feed the growing action jones that fills players
ing first served an apprenticeship under more formal andhoroughly enchanted by large piles of dice.

rules-heavy systems’. Tosh. My wife and a good number Now | realize from looking over numerous issues of
of my friends who role play came to the hobby throughimazine that you are not a fan of the genre tO&E is

first exposure to systems as diversé?aadragon, Call in and | can appreciate that. My contention is that you
of Cthulhu, Over The Edgend even Paranoia. For a seem to discredit the game’s ability to be provocative
vocal proponent of culture games, and of minimizing thebecause you disdain the background.

auteurinfluence of the referee it seems a bit much to be And this provocativeness is something that preten-
implying that players need a good spell in ih&D tious or not gives The OIld Bronx Cheer to games which
mines (or whatever more mechanistic system you prefefliinge on the same old boring angst tropes. The prolifer-
before they’re ready for something likver the Edge. ation of conspiracies in itself is a parody on conspiracies,
right? To try to use every possible conspiracy in the
book in the course of a campaign would lead to the game
invariably falling apart.

Why fault it for not being truly postmodern when you
say you hate postmodern? At least it tries to broaden the
discussion of what you can do with this terminally ado-
lescent hobby. Sure you can say it rips off Dick and Bur-
roughs but maybe it’ll push someone to be a little more
daring and put down th&brgotten Realmaovel.

A | don’t much like that subtext either, and I'd like to
clarify, and backpedal somewhat. You see my problem
is that | don’t think rules light games are going to be
comprehensible to all beginners without a clear and
well-structured explanation of how role-playing is done,
something | haven’t seen in any published rolegame.
This problem is particularly great when considering the
position of the beginner referee.

Myles Corcoran A | don't hate ‘postmodernism’ in its own right. What |
You mentioned in passing that Bruce Baugh suggested dislike is cartoon postmodernism—the adoption of cer-
using theOver the Edgeules for a Judge Dee campaign, tain tropes and clichés associated with postmodern-
to which you replied that ‘his solution wasn’t going to be  ism. Chief amongst these are self-referentialism or

much use to them’ for someone wanting to role play but
not having Bruce’s background in Chinese history and
the Dee novels. Doubtless the same complaint could be
made about adapting any rules-set to a new background.
In the absence of any Judge Dee specific system with
mechanics tuned to suit the background and feel of the
novels,Over the Edgestrikes me as having at least the
advantage of a minimum of mechanical distractions and
associated straitjacket rules as might be found in other
apparently ‘universal’ systems like GURPS. Any one

‘Hey mal! Look, it's only a story!” Drawing attention to
the fictionality of a narrative has a point when the nar-
rative is in a medium where people have a tendency to
forget the fictionality (film and literature, for example).
It's not necessary in art, because the medium of the
painting already draws attention to its constructed
nature (or at least, the frame does) and sets off a
boundary to create a similar tension. My pointis that it's
a weak gambit in role-playing because the fictionality of
the medium is blatantly obvious and therefore in no

wanting to play in a fictional or historical universe has
the responsibility of doing a bit of work reading up on
the background if they are looking for verisimilitude in
play and a feeling of actual immersion. | agree with you
that a well described cultural background in a rolegame
makes for self-generating plots, stories and other event§seorge Pletz
putting the players on more even footing with the refereeNot to say that it is the perfect game and setting but what
and helping to escape from referee-led sessions. But i§? But to the credit of the game it is one of the few
you want such a background in your games you’re goinggames | have which lives up to the promise that it is the
to have to work at it. only book you need to play. Tweet makes no bones that
you can alter it as you see fit, disregarding whatever you
don't like. There’s no Uber-story which must be fol-
lowed, no element which can’t changed. In one version
of the game released outside of the US, Al Amarja is in
The Caribbean if I'm not mistaken. So yes the cultural
element of the game is vague and Americanized but this
can easily rectified by the GM who wants to work it up
to their own designs.

Another admirable thing abo@TE s it really brings
all of its ‘pretentiousness’ down to a level where you can
George Pletz grasp it, unlike the labyrinth which is the backstory of
You cite the simple elegance of the mechanic and The World of Darkness. Talk about a game with too
couldn’'t agree more. It is an easy system to grasp anohuch on its plate!
doesn’t require the chapter and verse format of most Now this is not to say | don’t have an appreciation for
games. This is the game which fully disconnected mehe culture type game, though | have never met anyone

need of having attention drawn to it. Rather than being
a useful dissociative and provocative strategy it ends
up being nothing more than an attempt to look ‘cool’
and 'detached’.

A | don’t entirely agree with this. Moreover, it isn’t
unreasonable to ask that the workload be reduced a lit-
tle. That Over The Edge lends itself mechanically to
application in a wide variety of backgrounds—more so
than so-called ‘universal’ systems—I don’t dispute.
What | worry about is that it might quietly paper over
cracks in a background, and it is those cracks which
make distinctive settings what they really are.
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who really and truly ran one. Probably my neck of the players are, in some unconscious way, afraid of their
woods. The success of the Euro-fantasy background is own imaginations and therefore want to absolutely
that it is quickly grasped and you don’t have to figure out clear that what they are doing is ‘unreal’?
how to pronounce those funny words: escapism means Now, Pete Blanchard, meet Robert Rees. Robert
you never have to learn odd customs or speak any other Rees, meet Pete Blanchard.
language than common (English, of course).

Pete Blanchard

A | wouldn't disagree with much of this, save to note ‘Magic Moments.’ Interesting, but flawed.
that I believe that ‘Euro-fantasy’ is almost certainly con- ‘Realistic’ settings: What is ‘real?’ Who cares? Per-
siderably more interesting than DragonLance et al and ceptions of the real differ. | have no truck with religion,
is probably only rarely to be found in English... the paranormal and putative extra-terrestrial visitations.
There are people who believe these things to be real.
George Pletz Less flippantly, differing perspectives on the world,

You misunderstand what | meant by Euro-fantasy. lespecially political and moral, are a potential source of
meant that to encapsulate the inauthentic East Europeaonflict and disharmony. There is a greater need for
Dark Ages Lite which is still often attached to RPGs. ‘limitations’ with a real world game than one with a
And yes this is clearly a very US take on fantasy but it iasmore fictive background. There are no characters in
regularly set in a cultureless culture modelled on thedrama—only dramatic devices.
Anglo-Saxon wonderland so many mistake England to
be; albeit garnished with barbarians and with unin-Robert Rees
formed tourists playing the parts of locals sans any sens&lagic Moments’ was interesting but in terms of its
of regional dialect or history. analysis of why fantasy and sci-fi are more popular gen-
I have found that a lack of other cultures in games iges than ‘real life’ fiction it fell far behind a similaslan
directly tied to the delusions of superiority that your article written a while ago. That identified that fantasy
standard self-esteem challenged gamer has. RPG coand sci-fi are perhaps more suited as style of fiction to
tains wish fulfilment and some people’s desires are moreole-playing adaption than more high brow literature.
basic than others. And that’s how a cultureless culturd hat article (and | am deliberately not trying to present
wins out | think. It allows for a visceral release, a directthese thoughts as my original ideas, although | agree a
transposing of player through character onto the soundgreat deal with them) suggested that fantasy and sci-fi

stage of the imagination. (and | would add to that list detective novels, Mythos,
westerns and thrillers) essentially rely on a ‘what hap-
pened next’ technique. There is a plot and it is unveiled
I l l OmentS through the characters’ uncovering of ‘what is going on’
Tom McGrenery and their reactions to their discovery. It doesn’t matter

The ‘Magic Moments’ article was one of the worst whether the plot is a Russian mole in MI6 planning to
pieces of journalism | have ever seen. Nice intro to it, bysell out the country or a evil priest planning to sacrifice

the way. the country to the Outer Lords, the literary device is the
same and can be readily adapted to a RPG style of play.
A | thought it was adequate, anyway. The title was a In that respecBattleship PotemkilRPG is a harder
bit silly, though, didn't you think? proposition; the GM and players know that the backdrop
is a successful revolution so the PCs’ efforts revolve
Bill Hoad more around the smaller issues that get swept up in the

I think ‘Magic Moments’ was somewhat long-winded, great tide of history. Still an opportunity for a great game
but did hit the nail on the head with the reason that magibut one that requires more skill from the GM to present
is such a staple of roleplay—a wish to distance the gamthe idea in an appealing way.
from reality and any moral considerations. This some- | also strongly, strongly disagree that people do not
what counters claims by roleplay evangelists that RPGgplay ‘soap opera’ type games. What is the avexage-
are improving by broadening our experience. pire politics game but one large soap opera? Where | do
agree with Tom is that players do expect to play out of the
Jose Ramos ordinary characters. And in this | fully agree with them,
| think the magic in the games is there to help you dissothere is no piece of fiction or film or any other creative
ciate the Game and the Character from Life and Yourwork that is dedicated to or about ordinary people doing
self. It helps to label the RPG as entertainment in youordinary things. The average creative work if it deals
own mind, and probably helps to blot out other discov-with ordinary people at all usually involves those ordi-
eries you make of your own mind through your charac-nary people in extraordinary situations or at some defin-
ters (as differentiated from the traits you consciouslying period of their lives that is some way extraordinary.
invest on the character). It helps to foster the unreality of Watching a film about people who were completely
the experience (not during but after the session), and taverage leading completely average lives with no narra-

dismiss it. tive driving force would be extremely dull, worthy per-
haps but unentertaining.
A So you’re saying that role-playing games have I realise that | have come close to contradicting some
tended to have fantasistic backgrounds because their of the ideas | have put forward imazine before but |
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think | escape by the skin of my teeth. To have some crefat bloke’s unnaturally hairy feet.
ative merit something about a piece of work should be | hope that someone else mentions Jung and Campbell

extraordinary—not necessarily entertaining. because | can’t be bothered to spell it out. Realistic set-
tings—well, this sort of stuff doesn’t sit well—there’s
Pete Blanchard too much noise. Too cluttered a stage for archetypes.

Actually, the ‘vast array of popular arts outside | would point to the popularity of historical romances.
rolegaming’ very often has fantastical content. TomYes, things were simpler in the old days. It was easier to
mentions surveys as a measure of film popularity. Thisdistinguish right from wrong, good from evil, butter
is flawed measure. A survey in a magazine or upmarkefrom margarine. Simplistic stories do well against more
newspaper reflects the prejudices of its readers. Ofinambiguous backdrops. The real world is full of ambi-
course, &uardian+un survey will be topped bitizen guity.
Kane A better measure of popularity would be box Perhaps the popularity of non real world settings is
office receipts, video purchase and rental figures, thdinked to feelings of alienation and dislocation for the
amount that tv is prepared to bid to show a film and to arworld? | wonder if Tom’s concern for ‘responsibility’ is
extent, especially in more recent times, the sales of assanother manifestation of wanting approval from outsid-
ciated merchandise. ers.
Not just film. If | wander into a bookshop and look at
the top ten fiction, well, there’s usually a Pratchett andRobert Rees
an lain M.Banks novel there. Some of the non-genreCertainly this was another article that went a long way to
books will be equally as fantastic—the latest bonk-say very little and came to very few conclusions. It did
buster, ‘historical’ novels stuffed full of anachronism, mention trying to take RPGs into the mainstream
vaguely fashionable ‘literary’ novels that are an exerciseagain—something of a Holy Grail | feel for gamers that
in style over content and that style takes precedence overant to be taken ‘seriously.’ | think though that there is
everything else. nothing wrong with pursuing a minority interest. I'd like
War stories tend fall into two camps—those that taketo see wider spread understanding of RPGs but | don't
the line that there is something heroic and even gloriousecessarily want to see RPGs go to the High Street. |
about war itself. Others portray the grim reality of war— wonder if other interest groups have the same fascina-
there is sometimes heroism here, but it is in spite of théion with the crossover—dodéotorcross Monthhjhave
brutal, dehumanising effects of war. Compare and conletters bemoaning the lack of mainstream appeal in dirt
trast any war film with John Wayne in with, s&das biking?
Boot.There is a third category—essentially war pornog- | think that RPGs will eventually trickle through into
raphy, but it is not popular. Yes, killing a man is anthe general consciousness in the same wayDiRbX is
almost sexual release, almost like orgasm. | kid you notused as a byword for nerdiness. | don’t think we have to
Oh, and Eisenstein could hardly be accused of realforce that process along by mutating the form of the
ism, not even socialist realism. activity to make it more ‘acceptable.’ | think that the
Cinemavéritéis almost uniformly dull. very word indicates that judging the common taste is a
There is no such thing as ‘realistic’ fiction—essen- notoriously difficult decision and certainly there is a risk
tially, the characters, events in a novel are not subject tof ‘dumbing down’ to suit the lowest common denomi-
the same forces as people and events in the ‘real worlddator which would be loathsome. The only way | could
They are subject to the whims of the author, who hagry and gain ‘acceptance’ is by continuing to run the best
their own agenda. Every piece of fiction is essentiallygames | can and hope that people would be open minded
fantasy—it does not exist in the real world. It may haveenough to try those games.
resonances with, it may parallel the ‘real world’ but it is
not real.
I don’t really understand Tom being so hung up on b|
film as a source for rolegames enthusiasm. With ther eSp0n3| | |ty
obvious exception of a few sf based games, the onfRobert Rees
rolegames directly inspired by genre films are nichel also find the idea that ditching some feeling of respon-
products of dubious quality. Doubtless when the fad forsibility for actions taken within RPG is an anathema.
mangaor John Woo passes they will be consigned to thd?art of the fun as | understand it is looking back on a ses-
attic or dustbin. Having said that, individual films often sion and thinking how you fit in to all that has happened.
inspire plot. It is a link you made that in the terrible article [l Must
Dragging in LARP does Tom no favours. | have thisBe Mad’, imazine 32], how can one person contain a
terrible vision of lunatics in rubber monster costumes.multiple of distinct personae without somehow contain-
That or Andrew Rilstone in a white sheet and sandalsing them all?
Rubber monsterisms aside, what I've managed to garner Naturally this probably does not appeal to the Beer &
about the current state of play in the LARP scene franklyPretzels crowd but | think they tend to want to play a
appals me. For pomposity, pretension and vacuougamewith role-playing elements. This is where the
pseudo-intellectualism, they beat the earnest young medungeon’ and its relatives come to the form. Here the
of rolegaming hands down. game is more of a skirmish wargame without the figures.
They focus almost entirely on inter-personal relation-
ships? How awful. No plot, no narrative drive and that A Not clear on the ‘responsibility’ issue there...
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Pete Blanchard Adrian Bolt
We should take (moral) responsibility for imaginary The contents list placement/cover style is good; the
actions? A strange idea. So | must assume responsibilityhange-the-first-letter-of-a-heading style is awful—eve-
for the random nonsense that bubbles up from myyone does it.
unconscious mind? | might dream about killing some-
one, or committing some other immoral act. How pre- A ‘Everyone’, in terms that make sense to someone
cisely do | exercise responsibility for that? In a game who is in Japan, being...?
context, yes, rolegamers should exercise some responsi-
bility, but | doubt that it could be described as a moralPete Blanchard
responsibility. It's more playing along with the conven- The new look? It's OK. | do prefer a serif face for body
tions of play, the consensus of play—abiding by thetext, even if it is Times. It's more readable and also the
‘limitations,’ the ‘game contract.” Beyond that—you colour of the type is more even—most sans-serif faces
have to ask yourself the question as to whether an imageem to show up rivers much more.
ined action in a rolegame can do real harm. | don’t ever
recall having seen this happen. Embarrassment, distasBill Hoad
and disgust but never real harm. Since | have been receiving Adobe versions of your zine,
Should an actor assume take responsibility for thd have been impressed by the design. | do prefer to read
actions of a character in a drama? For the duration of theomething that looks attractive, at least | do if | print the
drama, the audience perceive the actor as the characteine out. | am not so bothered if | read it off the screen,
Should the author take responsibility for the characteras one loses the overall view of the page. (Maybe | am
especially a character based on real life or created tnot using Adobe reader to the full, but | find the two col-
make a point. Take that old chestnut of the depiction oimns a poor format to read on-screen. One is always
evil—an author creates an evil character who commitscrolling up and down, left and right.)
terrible acts. His motivation was, perhaps, to give some What | don’t like about the new design is the use of a
insight as to the nature of evil. But the actions of theserif font. Maybe it's a personal foible but | don't like
character may cause the audience upset. The usual lillkem and combining serif and san serif is even worse.
is that the author’s responsibility to the wellbeing of theOtherwise | don't see much difference.
audience is overridden by a responsibility to a higher
principle. A To read the two columns satisfactorily on the
screen, you need to click on the text. This will enable
you to read the text as an ‘article’, meaning that to keep

I k reading it you just keep clicking on the text. It isn't a
00 S perfect solution, but until | can come up with an Acro-
Tom McG renery bat-friendly design that also works on paper, I'll stick
I like the new style (ofmazine, that is, not East Coast with what I've got.
hip-hop). Combining serif and sans serif is one of the basics
of design: ensuring that contrast is used to signal a dif-
A Aw, Tom, you almost made that into a highly topical ference in function. | chose the serif font for the body
gag, given the recent publishing marque adopted by text for two reasons: firstly because serif fonts are gen-
Hogshead. erally easier to read, as the letter form improves recog-
nition, and secondly because Neville Brody, on The
Rob Alexander Face, used Helvetica body text, and | didn’t want to end

I'm probably one of those readers you mentioned who up copying him too much.
doesn’'t care much about the design, but the new one is

certainly serviceable. As long as you don’t turn into an

explosion of adverts staged in a paint factory, I'll proba- r ef kl”ln

bly be happy.
Tom McGrenery
A Adverts involve money, and since | keep imazine ‘Ere, ref! is rather harder to comment upon, since l've
cheerfully insulated from the sordid reality of filthy never actually attempted any of the playing styles you
lucre, 1 don’t think there’s much danger of your putative suggest. | did once toy with the idea of a players-only
happiness being spoiled. film noir (to make it easy for them to get into the habit
of first-person narration), which would begin from a
Phil Nicholls static setting, but it never got very far.

I did enjoy the new stylemazine, especially the little
dice logo on the cover. Of course, | look forward to see-Adrian Bolt

ing how you cope with issue 37 on those tiny D6! ‘Ere, refl is bizarre: three-quarters of the way through
you admit you’ve proliferated the refs. That's going off
A This point also taxed Tim Harford, while others com- on one hell of a tangent! Shouldn’t the sub-heading read:
mented that they didn’t like the logo. Strange that ‘Doing away with the Great Dictator of role-playing: is
something as trivial as a little piece of clip-art on the it possible to have a Mason-free game?’

first page should provoke such thought.
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Bill Hoad ing, and medical examination of my ewok should
‘ere Paul! What traumatic experience at the hands of arovide clues to warn them about the evening meal. It's
ref is it that has driven you to attempt to ethnically up to their intelligence and actions whether they suffer
cleanse them from the game? There are different stylethe indignity of food poisoning.

of reffing, with various amounts of control. Problems THE WAY IT WENT (as reported by the ref)
arise not from the game being too plotted, but whetheiThe characters were most amused to find my ewok in
the ref's ego is too assertive and lacking in empathy tgain and concluded that he had received a fatal dose of
accommodate the players. In just the same way an oveadiation. They felt medical treatment would be a waste
assertive egotistical player can ruin a game. It would bef time and placed him in an airlock so that when the
interesting if your ideas led to an alternative method oftime came his corpse could be quickly ejected. When my
play. But | can see it having no impact in removing ewok recovered, they were most annoyed. To this day,
Thatching. Refs who want a strong plot will stick with they remain convinced that he was exposed to major
traditional rules. radiation and that he only survived either due to stupid

An easier rule which may achieve what you want is:rules or a chicken-hearted ref who didn't dare Kill off
‘Only the least experienced, least assertive person in theehat was once a player character.
group is allowed to ref.’ They gave the component to a robot with instructions

Having said that, | suppose | have done somethingo put it where it belonged. The robot was able to ignore
along the lines you are talking about. | think | havethe radiation and replace the existing component with
already told you about writing up a game and then prothe ewok’s stolen component without the engines being
jecting forward what | thought might happen next, asstopped. The characters never checked up on the main-
well as inventing a background plot not previously in thetenance so never learnt that the component was never
campaign but which didn’t contradict the game sessionamissing.

That was an attempt to influence the game, though had So when they all went down with food poisoning,
no effect as the game folded soon after. none of them linked it with the previous events. Instead

But on another occasion a similar approach did havehey treated it as an unavoidable random event, and as an
an effect, though it didn’t run as | expected. You mayunnecessary intrusion of the tackiness of reality into a
even feel it proved your point, because by removing meole-playing game.
one step from the reffing, my Thatcher approach was MY POINTS Being a bit of a Thatcher ref, | would
kept under control. | will describe what happened. probably have contrived to have made matters worse for

BACKGROUND My character was one of two them when they ignored the plot. | would certainly have
ewoks in a group playing &tar Warsadventure. The insisted that the robot was not able to survive the radia-
two ewoks annoyed all the other characters and theition of the crawlway and make them power down the
players because they ran around doing silly things likeengines. But my point is that as it was done at one step
collecting shiny objects. One of the players’ gripes wasemoved, the ref didn't feel he had to rub the plot in the
that the rules unfairly favour ewoks in terms of surviva-players faces, much as you advocate in your article.
bility—but they overlooked that when trouble started the On the other hand, | think refs and plots are needed.
ewoks kept their heads down whereas the rest of thPlayers may well enjoy doing their own thing, but with-
party often pursued some very stupid tactics. out challenges and without plots they build ivory towers.

I had to leave the game when | moved, so my ewok hey need some challenges and plots which test the
became an NPC. But | provided the ref with a scenariglayers and reward those that apply a modicum of intel-
which | knew would play on the prejudices of the otherligence.
players.

SCENARIO EVENTS My ewok was found A A fascinating example, to be sure. I'm not necessar-
seriously ill, clutching his collection of shiny objects to ily so keen on this idea of giving bright, shiny objects to
him for comfort. One of the objects was a key compo- players who display ‘intelligence’ (what if their charac-
nent to the safe running of the ship’s engine. The com- ters are stupid?). Maybe I've just been lucky in my
ponent was only accessible via small crawlway game. My players are adept at generating their own
bombarded by radiation during the operation of the challenges, and in setting up their own appalling situa-

engines. tions. My favourite was the sneaky character who
Later, the whole party gets a bad case of food poison- insisted on spying on a military camp, was captured,
ing. and ended up tattooed and used as a replacement for

EXPLANATION My ewok had secretly snacked  one of the prisoners that it was his mission to follow
on the food that was to be that evening’s meal. The food and dispense justice to. | doubt if | could ever have
has gone off and he is therefore suffering from a very designed such a plot before the game started, but as it
painful, but non-life threatening, attack of food poison- was it all fell into place with an appalling, inexorable
ing. The engine component was stolen from another ship logic.
which the ewok was on before joining this group. A ship
with luxuries such as spares. Jonny Nexus

THE THATCHED PLOT Players will have to In 'Ere Ref you asked if any of your readers had tried a
power down the ship (possibly at a very inconvenientgame without a referee. Well | haven’t, but | have writ-
moment) to return the component they believe is missten a scenario for a game in which | was player. Does
ing. The fact that the component turns out not to be missthis count? The game in question waStar Trekcam-
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paign in which | played the Captain (a hippy Bajorean)were happily involved in developing their own plots,
with the other players in the main bridge positions. stories and campaign elements. As the game progressed
We had just started, but | was already worried that had less and less to do, except NPC characterisation
some of the players seemed to have little knowledge ofnd it all worked very well. As you've mentioned any
Star Trekand hence were acting something like Captainnumber of times inmazine, a strong cultural back-
Kirk on steroids. In particular they had no idea about theground, even one of backstabbing egoists attempting to
Prime Directive. | therefore came up with a scenario tooutdo one another in feats of one-upmanship, does
test them out. strongly encourage player led sessions and campaign
What happened was that the new Captain (me) invitedbuilding. In Amberthe culture is limited, being essen-
all his senior officers to meet him on the holo-deck in atially the interactions within a single family, but the role
recreation of a Bajorean garden. Halfway through hiswithin that culture—get to the top, but do it stylishly—
speech the alarms went off, so he immediately called ous clearly described.
‘end program,’ and they left the holo-deck through the For different worlds, different approaches may be
door that appeared. necessary. I'd like to point out the idea frBendragon
Except that they didn’t. He had fixed this all in that noble player characters oblige their players to run
advance with a junior holo-deck technician now swornoccasional sessions as a respite for the regular referee,
to secrecy. The door was a fake, and they exited onto and to show off their wealth in terms of tournaments and
holo-simulation of their ship. the like. It’'s not something that ever actually became
They then found that the reason for the ‘alarms’ wasmportant in oulPendragongame but a session-by-ses-
the discovery of a derelict ship floating through spacesion roster for refereeing is plausibly a stepping stone
The ship’s registration number indicated that it was atowards more referee-less play. If characters in the cam-
Federation ship that had disappeared the previous yegraign world (eg NPCs by the usual definition: characters
But hull readings indicated that it was 300 years old. run by the referee) are always played by a certain player,
To cut a long story short, it had fallen through a time-some continuity of personality and behaviour should
warp which destroyed its warp engines leaving itresult. But it's not at all required that the person playing
stranded. The life support systems were intact thoughthat character always be either ‘Player’ or ‘Referee’.
and 300 years later the ship was still populated by thé&Jsing thePendragonnobility=sometime referee idea
descendants of the original crew, though by now theycharacterisation responsibilities could be parcelled out,
had no idea that they were living on a spaceship. perhaps at the beginning of a campaign for major char-
I'm sure by now you’ve guessed where I'm going acters, or in play for later introductions, and whenever
(and yes | know lots of the above isn’t particularly orig- the currently ‘played’ group of characters ends up
inal). The people on the derelict ship probably qualifiedinvolved with one of these ‘stable’ characters the
as a society under the Prime Directive. The purpose ofesponsible player takes up the reins.
my Captain’s holo scenario was to test whether his crew | can foresee a degree of divided attention and what
would realise this. (They didn’t. | made the mistake ofrec.games.frp.advocacy folks call ‘firewalling’ or keep-
making the ‘Captain’ in charge of the derelict people aing different characters’ knowledge separate. Certain
woman, so they—Kirklike—just wanted to shag her. scenes would require a person to play two characters
‘Hey doll, your entire world is a spaceship and I've comesimultaneously perhaps, which might encourage the
from the Federation to rescue you!’). players to develop multiple characters with quite differ-
Basically | wrote the entire scenario, word processednt roles in the campaign world in an effort to minimize
and all, and gave it to the ref to run. He threw in a fewthe chances of them meeting themselves in ch&&sy
elements of his own just to give me some ‘fun’, but theyTrekfashion. Have you or any of your readers had much
hadn’t actually been necessary. success with troupe play as means towards reducing the
I know this is a special case, because it's really a scereferee’s privileged position?
nario inside a scenario, and it still needed a referee to run
it, but I still haven’t come across a situation quite like it. Phil Nicholls
Has anyone else? The concept of a referee-free game does sound interest-
ing, but | think that the referee in rotation sounds more
A Since | forgot to mention it earlier, I'll note here that feasible. The way that the characters fight for control for

Jonny is one of the editor of a light-hearted web fanzine the script has distinct possibilities for a fresh game
called Critical Miss. You can find it at http://www.criticalm- atmosphere. Naturally, all the players would have to
iss.com/ Its use of a two dice logo is another reason for play the game with the right attitude; there could be too
me to ditch the one | used last issue! much scope for bias if the referee’s own character was
present in their segment of the game. After all, who is

Myles Corcoran likely to kill off their own character?

| particularly enjoyed the article investigating ways of

dumping the referee in role-playing and only wish that| A Oddly enough, I think the answer is that a referee is
had players more willing to take the leap into leading the more likely to kill off their own character than they are
sessions proactively. Our long deAdhbergame, someone else’s! Many referees, and | definitely include
despite the obvious dangers of diceless role-play rein- myself in this, tend to be more reluctant about killing
forcing referee descriptive supremacy, did engross the PCs than NPCs. At least if you kill off your own charac-
players sufficiently that after the first two sessions they ter when you're ref, you still have someone to play!
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Phil Nicholls (whatever the hell that was)? But no, if you accept the
Perhaps the game could involve multiple realities orterms then they are extremely useful for analysing the
realms, where certain characters were excluded frontheory of role-playing (if that’s your bag). The second
particular locales, thereby ensuring the absence of thimsight into the fact that the less rules you have the more
referee’s character, yet enabling the remaining PCs, anidhportant the arbitrator becomes was good but | felt the
thus the plot, to continue through the myriad locationstheoretical example of MUDs or more importantly the
and referees. Perhaps the game could pursue a multiplase of a machine as an arbitrator was glossed over.
interwoven plot featuring related events, or even a The machine can handle all the elements ofabhala
warped version of the old seri@siantum Leamvith por- but cannot produce tlsjuzet It can create the scene and
tions of the group ‘leaping’ between different referees’then handle the passing of time and the resulting changes
control, or the game could be based on the cartoom the scene’s objects. It can be the world but it cannot
Rebootwith numerous game cubes intersecting. describe the result of that changing world in the form of
Regardless of the rationale adopted by the game, tha narrative. This narrative is then entirely contained in
various referees could link their portions of the game inthe players interpretations of what is happening.
a manner determined by this rationale. This does rather | think you should address this possibility in another
side-step the issue, so | will suggest one possibility. Eachrticle later. However accepting for now that the only
referee has the usual level of freedom when creatingiable gaming group is a number of humans gathered
their segment of the campaign, within the limitations oftogether, | thought it was interesting dissection of the
the milieu, but each scenario will need a defined entryargument.
and exit point. This should be some kind of physical por- | didn’'t enjoy yet another discussion of ‘what is role-
tal, be it a doorway, vehicle, corridor, room, etc. In thisplaying?’ but | did think you were right that any defini-
way, one referee’s scenario will segue into anothetion of an RPG involves having at least one player
through these exit and entry points. This should smootltontrolling and acting as distinct characters in a narra-
out the transitions between scenarios, but | am sure thaitve and at least one referee moderating the results of
there must be other ways to achieve this jump betweethose actions and the reactions of the fictional world to

different referees. those actions. The roleplaying experience is then the
dynamic friction of these two creative forces and it can
A Doctor Who, anyone? only be properly observed by someone who is not

involved in the game.

Jose Ramos
A common occurrence in the Spanish RPG scene—I| A | don't believe anyone not involved in the game can
don’t know if it is widespread abroad—is the specialized properly observe anything.
referee, the one who has refereed for ten or fifteen years
and manages to spoil all the games he tries to play irRobert Rees
And they are usually good referees. | was one of themThe final paragraph was the most interesting; now we
but | played in a couple of great series, and got over ithave some material to get our teeth into. The underlying
Our active referee (we play every Friday, from 9 pm to‘gimmick’ for the JC game, for that is what it is really, is
3-6 am) is a clear exponent of the kind. Even in thea clever one and similar in many ways to ‘cut-ups’ but
‘relaxation’ games we intersperse every three-fivemore surreal and controlled. | think that this method of
months to break from the stress of living in Cairo he isplaying would inherently involve a referee, if not in
unable to really wade in, immerse, or even just storytelhame. In many ways it reminds of the off-the-cuff games
with his characters. However, if his story has a plota gentleman named James Magee ran while | was at uni-
beyond a series of weird happenings, our barging in, andersity. James would start:
some people who now want to kill us, we have not dis- ‘It is a cold misty night and the coach flies across the
covered it. rugged moorland’

So some people have refereed so much that they seemWe're in a coach travelling very fast over treacherous
unable to relinquish, not the power, but the mantle ofground at night.
‘know-it-all’. And that is where their satisfaction lies, in Myself: ‘Cracking the whip, | urge on the horses
the secret player’s plots, seeding misinformation andFaster, faster! We must reach Milan before daybreak!”

seeing it widespread, and keeping the world in line. We’'re going to Milan as a matter of urgency. We're
For me, he can keep his job. obviously in Italy and the coach means we’re in the
1850s or thereabouts.
Robert Rees Simon: ‘Careful, don’t ride so hard! You'll upset the

When | started to read 'Ere Ref | started to get a sinkingcoffin!’

feeling, another long winded article where Mason Mulls We are transporting a coffin to Milan! And it must be

It Over. You joked about ‘Thus Rolled Zarathustra’ but there before daybreak!

how long before we revisit these issues to death? [ J. Spaceship: ‘If we do not inter this poor child in

amusing hyperlink sanctified ground she will rise and join the army of
The article was certainly one of the best on the topiaundead.’

though and progressed the debate along nicely. | felt a We’'re transporting a child’s coffin to Milan. We're

moment’s tension when we héabulaandsjuzet—was obviously being chased by vampires.

this a return of the dreaded pseudo-intellectualism James: ‘There’s a village ahead.’
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Myself: ‘We need to water the horses, | don’'t wish to David Platt

run them to death.’ My first thought on reading ’Ere refl was, ‘Does any-
We’ll need to stop at the village for a bit. body remember “Whimsy cards”?’ Does anybody use
And so on... them in their games? | tried them inAns Magicagame

that | was running (longer ago than I'd care to admit)
We never formalised the rules for these games but thewith only limited success—my players seemed to try to
did develop a certain logic of their own. James woulduse them to get extra clues rather than simply to add their
always start and he would always describe the situatiomwn twists to the plot. Has anyone else had more luck?
then everyone would introduce what they were doing inDoes providing a system by which ‘players’ (as opposed
the scene and hence themselves. From then all it wasta ‘GMs’) can provide plot changes/development
free-for-all we could all introduce elements to the storybeyond the control of their characters help us get nearer
provided the explanation was in the introduction of thethe ‘refereeless’ game? Do other readers regard them as
element. We also tried not to ignore any elements previjust a gimmick?
ously introduced. So in the above example it wouldn’t
have been fair play to say ‘I'll ride through the village at A I'm put off by the name. Also, I'm not convinced that
full speed.” Although as a player | knew that at the vil- that particular mechanic is a good way to get player
lage we would become embroiled in all kinds of delays. input. Maybe something similar... but for me Whimsy
If the game got too complicated or surreal (for exam- cards are a poor means to a worthy goal.
ple if some players had lost the track of the plot com-
pletely or were just too busy laughing to get on with theDavid Platt
game (given the surreality of some of the elements iFor ‘everyday’ role-playing sessions I'd probably settle
could be hilarious and you had to shout ‘And then | wakeon a combination of ‘Troupe play’ and Whimsy cards,
up!’)) we took a break and each one of us went outsideassuming that | could get my players to use the latter in
with James and explained what we thought was goin@ more constructive way. You recognises Magica's
on. He then took everyone’s ideas and merged them intose of ‘companions’ and ‘grogs’ as a way of ‘exploding’
something that we could start again with. traditional party structure (I'm thinking of using the
The things that set James apart as ‘the referee’ wer&amilia’ for an embryonic Roman game). However,
number one the above ability to decide the plot when thgou seem to miss the fact that Troupe playing isn’t just
players had progressed it to a narrative cul-de-sac (aabout having more than one character, but also the shar-
were too busy laughing to think of how it could be pro-ing of referee duties. Unfortunately, we didn’t get as far
gressed); number two the ability to set the initial scenén our game as alternating referees, but | was able to get
(and thereby determining the tone of the game); numbeall my players to participate in the setting up of the Cov-
three he was the only person who had the ability to introenant and its environs from day one. It certainly felt dif-
duce an element that was unknown to any of the charaderent from a traditional RPG.
ters (the above example is a bad one, for example any of What follows consists of just a couple of amplifica-
characters might have known there was a village aheations of points that you made and problems that struck
but none could tell whether bandits had destroyed thene.
bridge across the river). It was also his job to take on the You identify the most immediate problem with shared
part of anyone who had to speak but wasn'’t a player’'sefereeing responsibilities, that of the nature of the real-
character; this was not a necessary part of the job thougfty. | can certainly see the suggestions for a highly
just a convenient one. improvised game working in historical or established
What were my conclusions of playing these games?antasy/SF settings with their own extensive ‘literatures’
They were nice diversions but | actually like to play a[Tekumel, GloranthaStar Treketc etc]. Even these
game that has a strong plot and theme to it, driven primaworlds might be subject to serious conflicts of interpre-
rily by the creativity of one person or one team. Excite-tation. With the historical games this would be problem
ment never really mounted when you knew so much oenough. I've been lucky enough to pkags Magicawith
the plot. This is not a blank approval of gugteur, just very helpful Mediaeval History students; by which |
a statement that | felt more swept away by partaking ofmean, people who seemed to be interested in similar
a grander vision that | didn’t have any control of. | alsorole-playing goals to mine. | wasn’t a Mediaeval History
like the mystery of uncovering the plot of someonestudent myself (having just settled for reading the rules
else’s games, in the same way | like the unfolding of aand a bit of stuff outside) and they were able to fill in any
Raymond Chandler novel. gaps in my knowledge. Not everybody has access to
I think the gauntlet you have thrown down is how canplayers that are that informed about the historical period
you combine the creativeness of the free wheeling gamim question. Moreover, it's all very well if people are
above with the suspense and enjoyment of a regulanspired to rush off and do masses of ‘extracurricular’
game. | shall give your Jerry Cornelius method a go ateading, but | don’'t want it to bequired before any-
some point and report back. | was never a big fan of thbody can play games with me. I'd rather like it to be suf-
books though and almost immediately | see myself adicient to tell my players to remember or go and see a
being forced to referee by defining some sort of structureouple of relevant films, read an article, or a particular

into which the player’s additions can be added. novel. What you don’t say is that with the published fic-
tional worlds it's even worse, as there’s the danger of
A More justification for Impro, it would seem. ‘White Wolf' syndrome (ie an impossibly large back-
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ground literature detailing the Garou’s favourite beer) Thereal solution is to have truly co-operative players,
and information overload. Of course, problem of thesensitive to the desires of their colleagues, which only
attendant bank account overload shouldn’t be overserves to emphasise how difficult it can be to get role-
looked, as most public libraries (oddly enough) don’tplayers who are in tune with what some of us might like
tend to hold these books. to do. This is especially noticeable after you leave an
I wouldn't like to think how much preparation before environment like university, where there are quite large
the gaming session might be required in order to makgaming societies from which you can meet potential
your proposed refereeless sessions really work. It's ngplayers. | challenge any of you to go to a games shop and
that | object to pre-game sessions in principle (althouglwantto allow some of the people who post notices there
I have become fed up with pre-game character generde know where you liveshudde}.
tion sessions), but it's difficult enough to get people to

agree to a time for a game session itself. V ery Je”’y

A I'm familiar with this situation all right, and | don’t Sami Kivela

care much for extended pre-game character genera- In imazine 33 you told about your plans for Jerry Cor-
tion either. I've become very much a ‘develop in play’ nelius RPG. I've also been thinking about it quite some
type of person, all of which makes giving some thought time, and have found that the biggest problem in it would
to the process of improvisation quite important. More of be the portrayal of the increasingly fragmenting personal

that next issue with the review of Impro. universe of the characters.
It's not just that the important characters vary from
David Platt chapter to chapter, that's fairly conventional, but that

Secondly, what happens to freedom in creating your owtime itself is rather relative in the Cornelius stories. If
worlds, especially the more offbeat variety (eg fantasyou take the Cornelius Chronicles, time keeps getting
worlds that aren’t your bog-standard sub-Tolkien/more and more fragmented, until by the end it doesn’t
AD&D setting, your SF project)? Lots of referees get amatter in which order you read the chapters, and in some
kick out of designing their own worlds, and might regardcases, paragraphs—they still make sense, in a way.
it as one of the perks of the job. | dottiink that this However, that wouldn’t probably work in an RPG,
desire automatically makes one a ‘Thatcher’, as PCs anmenless the players are completely at home in such an
still free to run around within the world as they will. One environment or stoned, as the case might be.
variation of parcelling off geographical regions might be It also might be that the universe experienced by one
to distributeaspectof the world. TakingArs Magicaas character is not the same as that experienced by another
an example, one referee might prefer to develop dealingsharacter—might be a bit difficult to play if the charac-
with the Faerie, another Hermetic politics, and a thirdters aren’t even in the same universe except occasion-
might deal with interaction with the non-mystical world. ally.
Even then, this is still essentially ‘tag-refereeing.’ Still, the mostly steampunky pseudo-Edwardian feel

What concerns meost however, is that doing away of the JC stories would make a nice background, even if
with the referee might make all other motivations for conventionalised a bit.
role-playing other than immersive/storytelling difficult,
if not impossible (eg those who enjoy detective work, I I ht d ]( th
the acquisition of political power, or the development of | an rO
strategy). | think that the openness of RPGs to all thesSfom McGrenery
different approaches is one of the factors that make$he ‘Outlaws Light’ thing will prove quite useful, as |
them so exciting, and rather than blowing open thewas wondering how to introduce my players to the sys-
genre, mightn’t your proposals have the opposite effect?em without printing out the entire PDF (yeah, I'm
Yes, this would only be true if taken as a ‘One Truecheap, so what?).
Way,’ but if a truly refereeless game is to add anything
to the ‘hobby’ then we need to be able to take somethingd im Harford
away from it that we can apply to other games. If your'Outlaws Light’ is great but incomprehensible. It seems
ideas work with only one or two settings, then isn’'t thereto be missing all kinds of subtleties (like, what kind of
the danger that the game would become a ‘one-tricldice do you roll?)
pony,” and have more in common with the ‘clever’ self-
reflexive games than you might like to admit? A Dice. Those little cubes that come with games.

The nearest point of reference for whatmightwant
that | can think of is truly co-operative theatre (as paro-Robert Rees
died in Kureishi’'sBuddha of Suburbja in which the | liked ‘Outlaws Light’ which worked as a parody and as
director allows the cast to bring their own ideas to thea game. Except: when you say roll the dice, what dice do
production, whether about their own characters, otheyou mean? Later on you are referring to snake-eyes and
people’s characters and maybe even the plot. Howevewhat have you, so | imagine it's not part of the joke that
even in what is still considered to be radical theatre theréhe type of die is missing. The error was extremely inad-
remains a director as final arbiter of reality—to limit equate editing on your part.
people’s creative freedom. | dunno, maybe my problem
is that I'm too attached to tleiteurmyth. A Gawd, not another one. You gamer nerd, you.
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Rob Alexander important characters of his own (although he loves play-
Your 1-page rule set did seem to be missing a fewng the role of the Viceroy Allenby).

details—like how much Energy and the other thing that

characters get. Was this intentional? Either way I'mRobert Rees

always on the lookout for new rules, maybe one will turnOf course the shit, mud and hunting rabbits brigade still

out to be genuinely good. have a number of useful points to contribute as your arti-
cle (‘No Limits’) pointed out. Roleplaying as a whole is
A How much energy do characters get? As much as onto its ‘Second Generation’ of those who have grown
seems reasonable. | thought that was obvious. Since up playing and knowing only RPGs. A long, hard look
most things in the mechanic work on a scale of 1 to 10, back (in anger hahaha) is needed to find the origins of
a value for normal people in that range seems some- the clichés that everyone now accepts as being a vital

how appropriate. To be quite honest, I'm amazed at part of all roleplaying. It's also a sorry fact that without
this complaint. | thought I'd put in too much specific some kind of definitive ‘history’ book or article the his-
detail. Your quest for a ‘genuinely good’ set of new tory of the development of RPGs is going to disappear.
rules is doomed to failure until you realise that the While enjoying the article | was surprised to see
search itself is what is obstructing you. Neat mechan- myself cast as the voice of reaction.
ics only get in the way.
A Sorry Robbie, luvvie, but Gary Oldman wasn’t avail-
able. Pray, continue...

I |m|t5 Robbie Luvvie

Jose Ramos | thought your musical metaphor was very badly thought
Some strange effects are in play in our game. All thehrough. Music has vastly more resources thrown at it
characters are more or less normal people, with nthan roleplaying. It is possible to ‘mine out’ a musical
heroes or monsters. We all have two (some people threglevelopment very quickly due the vast number of clones
to cope with the geographic extension and long hospitaland hangers-on that accompany any innovators. | stand
ization times. There was a small bonus if the characteby what | said (obviously the initial comment was very
really existed, and we have several of them, including astrongly worded but this is thmazine letter column we
Japanese zeppelin pilot who spent the war in Italian senare talking about). For your analogy to work then Caba-
ice and now is complementing Zen with sufism. Weret Voltaire would have to have picked up a guitar,
have seen no katana, however. played a chord and then declared ‘punk is dead—we

We read books on the period, the books they werdave exhausted all it has to offer’. They would then
reading in the period (in my main character case, pulpnove onto the keyboards, play one note and then say
fiction, which colours all his supernatural explanations),’'We have completely explored the boundaries of elec-
and we have built elaborate stories for the charactertronic music’. That is what | see happening in published
with the looming shadow of the Great War and the SpanRPG material. Someone gets one good idea, that idea is
ish Flu behind them. then forced into countless scenarios and supplements.

However, despite two years playing there we haveThe idea is so thoroughly abused that it seems shallow
refused to look for a map of Cairo, or the disposition ofand without worth. People then search for the next big
the ruins at Gizeh, or the real size and importance of Harthing. | will refine my original statement. Roleplaying
rar or Khartoum. Just because we fear the ‘real’ thingwriters shouldn’t try to create a new genre until they
will be different from the ‘game’ version. And we fear have created at least one masterpiece in an existing one.
contradiction. This censorship is internal, from the play-lI know there will always be one of a kind innovators who
ers. In the same vein the only atlas we use is one frorfjump straight in and re-write the (metaphorical) rule-
1906, so our Nile expedition is truly in a blank land. book but for the other writers who wrigar Warssce-

But with all this self imposed limitation: believable or narios when a new film is released an¥ampire
historical characters, learning how they dress, what thegcenario when it is re-released. | ask them to spare me
think and what they read, refusal to defy the referee’sheir bandwagonism and to try and find it within them-
world, etc. what we gain is freedom to act. Most actionsselves to create something amazing from what is already
are brought into being by the characters, and besidedsere. | wish | could think of an amazing line to close my
some initial characters, the odd meeting with the authorargument but there you go. All RPG writers are hacks?
ities (one of the characters is an authority) and some In your terrible article ['| Must Be Mad’, imazine 32]
attempts on our lives, it is paranoia, player friction andyou asked whether the conclusion of post-modernism is
our mad schemes that keep the game going. that we are idiots playing with the pieces. | am merely

So in brief, to cut short the rambling, | agree with youasking the idiots to stop calling the pieces different
that Culture Games (and a 20s game well done is asames and get on with the demanding task of re-arrang-
much a foreign setting as Tekumel), while bringing ing them into a meaningful pattern.
many ‘internal’ limitations, are those that need the least That defence aside | loved the final analysis.
‘external’ limitations, and indeed after a time they have
a momentum of their own where the referee is just theCarter Butts
background. In our case, as the referee is not really Hwould seem (to me, at any rate) to be worth remember-
player, he does not seem frustrated with not havindng that some persons actually like roleplaying games
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per se Not computerized hack 'n slash games wearing The accoutrements of being part of a gaming group
an ‘RPG’ label, not MUDs or MOOs or MUSHSs, not are of a high value to me. | don’'t so much mean figures
diceless ruleless GMless storytelling fiestas, not tabletor other table top bits and pieces, more that when a game
wargames, not even buy-em-till-you-drop CCGs, butgrabs your imagination it leads players to produce things
old-fashioned, face-to-face, pencil 'n paper role-playingfor the group as a whole or for the GM to ruminate upon.
games (‘stupid’ dice and all). While it's all well and Things | have enjoyed having a go at include a char-
good to talk about removing GMs, rules, dice, pencils, oracter’s reflection upon their past and current circum-
player whining from the game setting, it's worth noting stances; this helps both player and GM to gain insight
that these are the features which make RPGs what thegto what dreams, goals, anxieties, etc make the charac-
are. (Though | do wonder whether the whining is necester what they are and what they wish to become.
sary.) Start taking these things away and you may well My knowledge of Tékumel lore was very vague when
have an interesting (nay, even entertaining) pastime, butjoined and it is likely that some character ideals put
it's not going to be theameactivity... and some of wdo down were out of kilter with how the people of that land
like that particular activity, with all of its various trap- perceive their existence. This was not a hindrance, over
pings. time you see how to translate ideas. Another thing that
In the RPG world, as in the computer gaming world, could not encapsulate precise genre setting was a compi-
the dominant ethos seems to be one of ‘Progress(™)ation tape, a soundtrack to my character. | have no idea
(apologies to Nightfall), wherein That Which is Not what music is like in the setting in which | find myself,
New, Is Not Worthwhile. Alas, despite my overall tech- but music has the ability to be emotive and express an
nophilia, | find it somewhat difficult to cheer on this par- idea without necessarily using language. This doesn't
ticular bit of upgrade fever. Wallis, speaking for the limit you to classical or theme music—10,000 Maniacs’
zeitgeistdisparages the ‘utter contentedness with a fornversion of ‘Because the Night’ helps express my charac-
[the RPG] which was established twenty-five years agder’s feelings just as well as a piece of mood music can.
and which has not changed substantially since’ appar- Other items produced by both players and GM have
ently evinced by some neo-primitivists within the RPG included drawings, clan badges, food (not always a great
field. idea, check for allergies amongst the group first, luckily
Twenty-five years! My word! Best throw the whole only one person suffered from my ‘clan pie’), and a book
lot out, to make way for the New and Improved Role-of player comments kept for prosperity; well, we think
Playing Experience (now with a fresh, minty scent). Ithey are amusing.
hope that Wallis and his sympathizers will apply their All these and more help you care about your character
aesthetic with equal fervour to novels, paintings, andand their relationships with others in the group. And it is
sculpture: the libraries and art museums of the world arperhaps the very real feelings you get from being that
positively clutteredwith archaic works just begging to character, caring about their survival and the like, that
be replaced by The Latest Thing. Wihy people insist makes gaming all the more enjoyable and certainly
on producing that kind of garbage, anyway? Don’t theyessential in a long running campaign.
knowthat these forms aneorribly obsolete? (Why,
some of them have been practised in much the same way A I've been thinking about the ‘accoutrements’ as you
for hundreds or eveathousand®f years!) Some of us— call them recently. | think there may be something here
out of step with right-thinking persons everywhere—  worth exploring in more detail.
might suggest that there are those who (for whatever rea-
son)like these particular forms, that the vetyrability Robert Rees
of certain forms across time and culture speaks to theiDo you really think that there could be a revival in the
general utility, and that one should not conclude that dortunes of UK roleplaying without fanzines such as
form’s value or usefulness is inversely related to its ageimazine? Roleplaying fanzines, particularly in the UK,
Fortunately, we have folks like Wallis to set us straight.are the outcasts of the cultural roleplaying world. When
Ah well. Until | finally See The Light, | shall continue the ‘industry’ is strong, we are derided and mocked for
to write (and play) my obsolete little role-playing games.our lack of ‘sophisticated’ design principles and ‘qual-

Wake me when the next retro wave hits. ity’ components. However when the business fails and
the companies go it's up to the fanzine editors and all the

a fan bo (Or 3) ertes creative fans who develop things for their own entertain-
y ment and that of their friends to tread the barren earth

Adrian Barber until a revival can be staged. If it were not for the outsid-

We are spoilt being that Patrick Brady is our GM. Manyers carrying the flame in the dry years the hobby really
of you will be aware of the thorough attention to detail, would die out.

background and handouts tailored to suit our circum-

stances that Patrick puts efforts into. When a GM is sdPete Blanchard

enthusiastic, it is hard not to feel a need to join in on thisWake up Mason!

Luckily he doesn’t demand contributions; | believe a

homework feel might sour the enjoyment of producing A Thank you—I needed that! And that's all we have for
anything. There are rewards to be had for creative input this issue, which just about leaves me enough room to
other than simple pride of achievement in the form of mention that the deadline for next issue is September

skill points, neither are to be sniffed at. 14th.

. ________________________________________________________________________________________|
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