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Abstract

A textual analysis of games of the MIT Assassins’ Guild with an ethnographic and
historical slant provides an analysis of five kinds of tensions in the process of the design
and the implementation of mechanics in MIT Assassins’ Guild Live-Action Roleplaying
games. These tensions are a product of a combination of the history of roleplaying games
and other Live-Action simulative activities, the specific logistical and historical
circumstances of the MIT Assassins’ Guild and the expectations of the members of the
MIT Assassins’ Guild. Game designers and players frequently cite case studies and have
developed a useful vocabulary that are worth learning to facilitate further discussion of
game design.

Guild game mechanics are designed for feasibility of implementation and execution by
the game designers and the players, to provide and hide information from players in a
timely manner, to dissociate player decisions from character actions, to enhance the
verisimilitude and the atmosphere of the game for the players, and to generate, balance
and resolve interesting competition among players. Experienced game designers keep all
these tensions in mind while designing mechanics that can satisfy all the criteria and
highlight desirable traits that arise from the interplay of the tensions.
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The Context of the Thesis

“Can you give us any reason why we shouldn’t just shoot you right now?”’

Game Design as Theory

Before detailing the approach used in the compilation and the presentation of information
in this thesis, it might be useful to note how this thesis might fit in the overall body of

academic work that currently exists in the field of game studies.

Many writings about games focus on fitting various aspects of game play into some sort
of psychological schema. These works provide criteria that can be used as tools for
comparing one form, concept or iteration of a game against another. In this way,
academics have distilled insights of the values and qualities of play that are valuable for
enjoying the experience of the game' or developing the human brain® and the social
character of the individual. Some studies also list the actual activities within game play as
means of opening a window into the machinations of an individual’s psyche’ or a group’s

social structure.

' “Play is a voluntary activity or occupation executed within certain fixed limits of time
and place, according to rules freely accepted but absolutely binding, having its aim in
itself and accompanied by a feeling of tension, joy, and the consciousness that it is
‘different’ from ‘ordinary life.”” [Huizinga, J. (1949) Homo ludens: A Study of the Play
Element in Culture. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.]

* “Games follow one another at relatively constant age stages, determined by the content
of the ludic activities: the content corresponds to ancestral activities which have followed
one another in the same order in the course of human evolution: the function of children’s
play is to liberate the species from these residues, at the same time hastening its
development towards higher stages (hence the famous comparison between play and the
tadpole’s tail).” [Piaget, J. (1962) Play, Dreams, and Imitation in Childhood. New York:
W. N. Norton.]

* Turkle, S. (1995) Life on the Screen. New York: Simon and Schuster.
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Comparative criteria are also a means of highlighting the unique qualities of different

genres of games. Man, Play and Games by Roger Caillois approaches this objective by

separating games into categories of Alea*, Agon’, Mimicry® and Ilynx’. Instead of
assuming that all “play” shares certain inherent and general qualities, genre taxonomy
stresses that the umbrella terms of “play” and “game” may describe some very different
kinds of activity. This sort of structuralist approach also stresses that understanding the
differences can be important for understanding the unique qualities of various types of

games that may have very little to do with each other.

Both of the approaches above highlight play as an experience from the point of view of
the gamer or as a general activity fundamental to human experience. When it comes to
the design and creation of games, however, the writings tend to focus on either age-old
games with long-established rule sets or social games with eminently pliable rules. Some
ethnographers address game design by looking at instances of modification and

adherence to rules, finding indicators of underlying social processes within a community.

*“All games that are based on a decision independent of the player ... in which wining is
the result of fate rather than triumphing over an adversary.” [Caillois, R. (1961) Man,
Play and Games. New York: Free Press.]

> “Competitive, that is to say, like a combat in which equality of chances is artificially
created, in order that the adversaries should confront each other under ideal conditions,
susceptible of giving precise and incontestable value to the winner’s triumph.” [Caillois,
1961]

% “The subject makes believe or makes others believe that he is someone other than
himself. He forgets, disguises, or temporarily sheds his personality in order to feign
another.” [Caillois, 1961]

7 “Those which are based on the pursuit of vertigo and which consist of an attempt to
momentarily destroy the stability of perception and inflict a kind of voluptuous panic
upon an otherwise lucid mind.” [Caillois, 1961]




Katie Salen® mentions how different children can have their own unique understanding of
what it means to “play nice,” illustrating how play can be influenced by Bernard Suits’

“lusory attitude®

instead of a rule set. Clifford Geertz’s seminal article on the game of
Balinese cockfighting" is a significant essay in cultural anthropology in which the

authority of individuals and cliques has a fundamental role in the process of play.

Formal academic forays into game design tend to fit the general categories of systems
analysis or mathematical game theory''. There is a wealth of research in abstract
algorithms, paradigms and rules of thumb that may be equally relevant in the production
of commercial games and the simulation of complex systems. Such work has proved to
be a helpful base for building discussions regarding the play of commercial games; recent
studies on emergent game play in commercial games borrow some of their vocabulary'?

from writings on systems and probability theory.

My thesis certainly borrows from all these academic threads of game and play, with a

particular emphasis on game design. I discuss both the rituals of game play and the

¥ Salen K. and Zimmerman E. (2003) “Breaking the Rules of a Game” Game Developers
Conference, San Jose, CA.

? Suits, B. (1978) The Grasshopper: Games, Life and Utopia. Toronto, Canada:
University of Toronto Press.]

' Geertz, C. (1972) “Deep play: Notes on the Balinese cockfight”, The Interpretation of
Cultures. New York: Basic Books.

" Von Neumann, J. and Morgenstern, O. (1944) Theory of Games and Economic
Behavior. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

12 “A game is most simply described as framework for structured play. In most cases, this
structure will include some type of goal, obstacles to that goal, resources to help you
achieve the goal, as well as consequences, in the form of penalties and rewards (which
can often translate into obstacles and resources.) At its simplest level, these elements
create a generic deconstructed narrative structure of sorts.” [Pearce, C. (2002) First
Person: New Media as Story, Performance, and Game. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press.]




evolution of game rules as a function of the social interactions of a specific group of
people. I also look into various methods used to provide role-players with a variety of
entertaining experiences and interesting choices, and one look at my index should be

evidence that I have not avoided the taxonomy bug.

However, in my examination of the writings by all of the theorists listed above, as well as
their peers in the footnotes, there is little information for outside observers who wish to
gain insight into the way that experienced game designers understand their own craft.
Academics use terminology that is well suited for an academic audience, and indeed,
some game designers may see their rule sets and game mechanics as a means of
influencing social interaction or for generating a specific set of ludic interactions.
However, such designers are relatively rare; those who consciously employ such

considerations while in the process of designing their games are even rarer.

Game designers may use checklists to see if their games fit within taxonomies of game
play but these lists are often markedly different from those written by academic theorists.
They may also employ mathematical formulae and concepts of systems dynamics in the
service of producing a playable game. However, the game designer is more likely to use
vocabulary that eschews “solution sets” and “symmetric dependence” for phrases such as

“group plots” and “hit points.”

Even though many games pose interesting systems optimization challenges, these

qualities often arise outside of the consideration the designer, who is usually more



concerned with balancing playability against world fidelity. Furthermore, most academic
analyses of game designs only apply after the designer has completed his or her work,
benefiting from a point of view that game designers do not possess in the thick of

creating their game.

In fact, there seems to be a particular lack of attention or respect for the vocabulary and
the processes adopted by game designers for the very purpose of understanding,
optimizing and expediting their craft. Yet some groups of game designers, especially
those who are in close contact with other designers within their genre of gaming, have
been able to develop elaborate and often comprehensive techniques that allow them to
create effective and fulfilling gaming experiences for their players. They may borrow
concepts from the academic arena of games and play but instead of trying to illustrate
complexity or compare disparate traits, these techniques help predict potential game
interactions and tune the experience of game players to respond to the expectations of

game designers.

To supply a framework that facilitates the understanding of discussions and rules-of-
thumb employed by game designers, it might help to see game designers as a
“community of practice,” a term that Wenger coins to describe a creative community
engaged in an interplay of theory and practice where “neither is the concrete solidly self-
evident, nor the abstract transcendentally general; rather, both gain their meanings within

the perspectives of specific practices and can thus obtain a multiplicity of



interpretations.”"”” He examines “dualities” operating in such communities by defining
dualities as “a single conceptual unit that is formed by two inseparable and mutually
constitutive elements whose inherent tension and complementarity give the concept
richness and dynamism.” Dualities are not opposites; they are two dimensions that
interact but do not necessarily define a spectrum; they imply each other and do not
substitute for each other; they transform their relation and do not translate into each other;
they describe interplay and are not classificatory categories. His dualities are one
application of “tensions” as elaborated by Engestrom,'* which operate in much the same
way but do not necessarily require that all the factors influencing the creative work of a
community be grouped into dualities of two. I am thus employing this concept of
“tension” to describe the often-conflicting forces that apply to the decisions of game
designers as a step towards the improved availability of information regarding the

processes employed by game designers themselves.

This thesis addresses this issue by taking a close look at a very specific group of game
designers and drawing out some commonalities among assorted tensions that apply to the
design and implementation of their games, citing examples that the game designers
themselves use as case studies for innovative and refined game mechanics. Gathered
from close interactions with these game designers and their associated player-clientele

over three years, the case studies in this thesis should provide some useful information

¥ Wenger, E. (1998) Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning and Identity.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

" Engestrom, Y. (1987) Learning by Expanding. Helsinki: Orienta-Konsultit.



for theorists who may be interested in observing game design at the level of actual

application.

The Subject and Scope

Obviously, different types of games have different tensions and require different
considerations from designers. To keep the subject and size of this thesis manageable, I
restrict most of the case studies and comparisons to a style of Live-Action Roleplaying
employed by the MIT Assassins’ Guild, a 20 year old gaming community in the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology that is active both in design and in frequent play.
The reasons behind this choice go beyond my personal involvement and familiarity of the
group, although having such accessibility to the group’s materials and people has
certainly proven to be an advantage. The MIT Assassins’ Guild is highly prolific in the
production of games; about a dozen new games are created and played every year, a
remarkable number in the field of Live-Action Roleplaying. This group maintains an
extensive digital archive of game rules and compendia, which is a valuable resource for
source material research. It is also active in refining tools that aid game designers in the
implementation of their games. These tools, as we shall see, reinforce existing motifs and
tendencies in game design just as much as they intend to accelerate the creation of new
games. There is also a significant overlap between the game designers and the game
players in the group, which offers an intriguing insight on the question of reception. Most
of the prolific designers are also frequent players and the majority of the players who
have been involved with the Guild for more than two years have been involved in the

design or management of at least one game.
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Furthermore, members of the MIT Assassins’ Guild actively discuss mechanics design,
often conducting thought-experiments regarding possible variants and alternatives to
game mechanics from previous games. Some games are designed specifically for the
purposes of testing new ideas and nearly all Guild games put a twist on established game
mechanics for the purposes of experimentation. This process of continual iteration and
variation produces a wealth of alternative approaches to game design. The subtle
differences in these approaches reveal the creative tensions that drive the effort of game
design in the MIT Assassins’ Guild, and this thesis takes close looks at the reasons why
those tensions exist and at some of the more interesting results produced by the

confluence of those tensions.

My approach includes textual analysis of MIT Assassins’ Guild games with an
ethnographic angle to examine their game design vocabulary and to develop a better
understanding of their game design practices. By including textual analysis, analysis of
modes and processes of production and analysis of consumption, supported with
sustained observations of the players and interviews with the game designers, this would
make the vocabulary and frameworks used by game designers available for the growing
number of media designers, media theorists, educators and other academics who may be
interested in the properties of games but lack the tools to engage in a discussion of game

mechanics.
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The transparency of the products and the design process of the MIT Assassins’ Guild
facilitate this approach by being readily available for analysis. Like digital games, MIT
Assassins’ Guild games are driven by rules that can rigidly constrain player decisions and
guide game progression in an anticipatable manner. This connection has not gone
unnoticed by other notables in the discussion of games. Janet Murray has cited the MIT

Assassins’ Guild in her 1997 book Hamlet on the Holodeck' for its innovations and its

particular qualities as a roleplaying group in MIT. Other leading figures in contemporary
digital game thinking, such as Mark “Mahk” LeBlanc'®, have credited the MIT Assassins’

Guild as being a formative influence on their work.

Infrequent examples from other theorists, game-playing groups or game types are
included to give a glimpse of some alternatives to the solutions arrived at by the MIT
Assassins’ Guild when it may not be immediately obvious that alternatives exist. These
examples are not meant to demonstrate the full scope of possible solutions for a given
issue in game design. Comparisons with material and practices outside of the Guild are
intended to highlight the reasons behind the specific implementation of mechanics in

MIT Assassins’ Guild games, using the Guild’s own terminology whenever possible.

It is possible to tease out broad tendencies in directions of game mechanic evolution over
several years of documented games by the MIT Assassins’ Guild. However, in a creative

landscape of continual iteration, few of the alternative approaches mentioned above could

" Murray, J. (1997) Hamlet on the Holodeck. New York: Free Press.
' LeBlanc, M. (2003) “Game Design and Tuning Workshop”, Game Developers
Conference, San Jose, CA.
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be reasonably understood to be definitive. The primary exception to this rule comes in the
form of games that are frequently cited by the game designers as being significant in the
evolution of game design. The names of games such as Antartica'’, Murder on the
Starlight Express™ and Reality Check III"® frequently arise in discussion with game
designers of the MIT Assassins’ Guild because of their role in the introduction or the
refining of game mechanics and concepts. Just as important (and much more memorable)
are the games remembered to have catastrophic interactions of mechanics such as
Maelstrom®™, From Dusk to Dawn®', Nanopunk: Tranquility Base® and Spin Cycle®.
References to past games in this thesis generally highlight games that the designers cite
with regularity, which are important for understanding how the designers themselves see
aspects of these games as being significant in their current context of game design. Note
that there are also references to games that I have authored for the purposes of testing
ideas that emerged from the preparation of this thesis. This is mostly due to personal
familiarity with the material and the details of implementation; these references do not

imply that my games have had nearly as much impact in game design practices as those

" Rousculp M, Hererra D, Moore M. (Summer 1994) Antartica. Cambridge, MA.
Credited with starting the SIK genre of games.

18 Catelli J, Hope C, Oh D, Zane F. (1991-1994) Murder of the Starlight Express.
Cambridge, MA. The first one-night Guild game.

19 Clary K, Litwack P, Martin N. (Fall 2001) Reality Check I1I: Dinner at the Schloss
Himmelbrand. Popularized the “Modified Darkwater” combat system with stealth
attacks.

* Beal J, Chung J, Clary K, Lamming D, Pittman P. (Fall 1998) Maelstrom. Cambridge,
MA.

I Cho D, Maessen J, Provenzano C. (Spring 1997) From Dusk to Dawn. Cambridge,
MA.

* Beal J, Emery G, DeLucas L. (Spring 1999) Nanopunk: Tranquility Base. Cambridge,
MA.

* Gamache P, Genstein S, McAfee M. (Spring 1998) Spin Cycle. Cambridge, MA.
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mentioned above. As for their actual impact, only time will tell; I am in no position to

make this assessment at this time of writing.

Although the plurality of the games designed and played by the MIT Assassins’ Guild fit
a genre of gaming known to the larger Live-Action Roleplaying Community as
“Assassin,” the fact remains that a large number of games played by the Guild do not fit
easily within that genre. The descriptor “Guild game” is a blanket term to describe all
games that are both run and played within the MIT Assassins’ Guild. It is a fairly
inclusive term that is laden with some assumptions about the logistical circumstances of
the game, the attitude towards play and the demographic of the players. Not only is this a
more useful catchall term than “Assassin game,” it is also a phrase used by members of
the Guild themselves. As we will later examine, the phrase “Guild game” places
surprisingly few restrictions on the setting of the game or the requirements for specific
mechanics, although peer pressure among Guild game designers and players produces

unwritten expectations that must be acknowledged by the designers.

This is neither a how-to guide for writing a good Guild game nor a glimpse into “the
ultimate Guild game.” The rhetoric used within the community of the MIT Assassins’
Guild has a tendency to imply that enduring generalizations and rules-of-thumb are all
directions in the trajectory of an “Ubergame” that would be all things for all players. Even
experienced Guild game designers who openly contradict this assumption have a
tendency to lapse into vocabulary that implies finality. For instance, the clause “a good

Guild game must...” commonly rears its head in conversations with Guild game

14



designers, suggesting that the accumulation of enough “musts” would yield “a good
Guild game,” oddly pulling a discussion of Guild game mechanics into the direction of
genre theory. In personal discussions, however, most Guild game designers readily accept
that different designers will produce very different games, simply as a result of different
individuals having different strengths in game design. Furthermore, a vocal proportion of
Guild players openly defend their desire to play many different types of games, an
opinion that reflects an understanding that among of the selection of Guild games
available to players, many of them can be markedly different while being just as
enjoyable. Both the inconsistency in game designers and the palate of game players
indicate that a guide for writing a uniformly “good” Guild game would be a waste of

time.

My Point of View

I have an enjoyed an extended association with the MIT Assassins’ Guild, playing and
authoring games for the purpose of this thesis, making a number of friends along the way.
I have been an active member of the MIT Assassins’ Guild for three years as of the
writing of this thesis. Over this time, I have participated in twenty Guild games as a
player and implemented five Guild games as a game designer. I was elected to take
charge of the treasury of the MIT Assassins’ Guild for two full years and headed the Ides
of March game-writing workshop in 2002. I have also designed and implemented a game
for the Live Action Roleplayers Association’s annual roleplaying convention in 2003,

Intercon C.
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These are extremely poor qualifications for an impartial observer of the Guild but they do
give you an idea of the experience that I have gathered as a participant observer. The
material in this thesis is an analysis of opinions collected while working closely with
many members of the MIT Assassins’ Guild, having engaged in long, often late-night
discussions with players and designers and having observed the interactions among the
members of the Guild and other affiliated parties over the past couple of years. Like all
opinions, there are biases inherent in this text; I have tried to make these biases explicit
whenever possible to put them in a proper perspective. It is my hope that the reader will
be able to recognize these biases as reflecting the state of the craft of the MIT Assassins’
Guild at the time of writing and benefit from my extended engagement with the

continuing endeavor of Guild game design.

If not, to quote the motto of the MIT Assassins’ Guild: “To Err is Human, To Forgive Is

Not Our Policy.” I'll be waiting down the hall with a disc gun.
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A Little History

“No shit, there I was, pinned down by a deadly hail of enemy gunfire... with nothing
between us except a roll of duct tape and a box of Frosted Dutch Apple Pop-Tarts™ —in
their original foil wrapping.” — J. Mike Hammond, 1987
Before we plunge headlong into a discussion of the design considerations used by the
MIT Assassins’ Guild, it might be useful to list a little background on the live-action

genre of roleplaying games, the game of Assassin, the history of the MIT Assassins’

Guild and the context in which games are played in the Guild. This chapter also describes

my personal involvement with the Guild and some of the projects that I was involved in.

Wargaming: The Forebear of Roleplaying

The origins of roleplaying games as we know them today go back to the practice of
wargaming: simulations for military strategists to assess tactics and their ability to
command without the actual costs of armed conflict. Chess, of course, can be understood
as a highly abstract wargame simulating the battle of two evenly matched forces over
even terrain. The Chinese, Indian, Persian and Italian precursors to modern western chess
have genealogies that may date as far back as 200BC, and there have been many efforts
to adapt the rules of chess to reflect the growing complexities of warfare. In 1780, the
Master of the Pages for the Duke of Brunswick developed a sprawling chess variant that
involved 1666 squares of varying terrain with pieces representing artillery, infantry and
cavalry units. Henry Michael Temple developed a variant of chess in 1899 named

Kriegspiel, literally, “war play.”



However, the Napoleonic wars spurred the development of a different kind of wargame
for officer training and strategic planning, also referred to as Kriegspiel. The Prussian
army adopted Lieutenant von Reisswitz’s 1:8000 scale wargame as a standard training
tool in 1824, assembling elaborate books of rules for determining the results of a variety
of different military decisions over a range of terrains and circumstances™. Although
General von Verdy du Vernois replaced the books with qualitative consultations in 1870,
he kept many of Reisswitz’s fundamentals. The order of play codified the processes of
decision-making for a two-map format (one for each opposing strategist) and emphasized
the role of the umpire, usually a senior military officer. Effective knowledge about the
movement and capabilities of different units was the key to winning a game of
Kriegspiel. Finally, even though probabilities were weighted using mathematical tables or
judgments of the umpire, the game relied on dice to determine the consequences of

combat.

Wargaming became mainstream recreation in the early 1900s in England and Europe,
increasingly associated with die-casting technologies of the day, allowing military units
to be represented by detailed miniatures. H.G. Wells published Little Wars in 1913, an
attempt at developing a “vivid and inspiring Kriegspiel, in which the element of the
umpire would be reduced to a minimum.”” This challenge was met by rigid yet simple

rule sets that allowed young players to strategize within a limited range of choices. Little

** Griffith, P. (1980) Napoleonic Wargaming for Fun. London: Ward Lock.

» Wells, H.G. (1913, 1* Edition) Little wars: A game for boys from twelve years of age
to one hundred and fifty and for that more intelligent sort of girls who like boys’ games
and books : with an appendix on kriegspiel. New York: Da Capo Press. First Ed: London:
F. Palmer.
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Wars also encouraged players “to set up a few obstacles on the floor, volumes of the
British Encyclopedia and so forth, to make a Country,” an evocative and accessible
description of a game in which children turned their playroom floors into battlegrounds,
placed toy soldiers and knocked them down with the aid of spring breechloader guns.
Wells’ own writings hint at the popularity of wargaming among his adult contemporaries,
indicating that wargaming was not a merely a youth pastime in the early twentieth

century.

In the 1950s, recreational wargames began to adopt less expensive and less expansive
requirements by borrowing principles from board game formats that made the Parker
Brothers and Milton Bradley household names in the preceding decades. Pioneering
companies such as Avalon Hill and Simulations Publications, Inc. led the way in
“tabletop wargaming” but were quickly joined by other competitors in the late 50s and
the 60s. As a side effect, this established distribution channels that would facilitate the

rapid popularization of roleplaying games in the 70s.

The Breakthrough: Dungeons & Dragons

Wargaming with miniatures has remained a visible genre of gaming in its own right,
particularly in the United Kingdom. However, in 1973, a small company known as
Tactical Studies Rules published an “Adult Fantasy Role-Playing Game” based on a

variant of the rules of Chainmail, one of their own medieval miniatures wargames.
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Assembled by Gary Gygax, Dungeons & Dragons™ borrowed heavily from the formats

and tables of contemporary wargaming, adding descriptive elements that alluded to the
fantasy motifs established by J.R.R. Tolkien, which had gained popularity across college
campuses in the 1960s. Known in gaming circles as simply “D&D,” the game moved
away from realistic military strategy and focused on the activities of a small group of
distinct individuals traversing dungeons designed by the umpire, who was elevated to the
lofty title of “Dungeon Master”. D&D also emphasized an open-ended attitude that
“offered no definitive way to win”’,” a stark contrast with the typically goal-orientated
trends of wargaming. In D&D, players were no longer nameless strategists directing the
ebbs and flows of military forces on the theatre of battle; instead, they took on alternate

personas that lived only on graph paper and “gained experience” by slaying subterranean

monsters.

Despite its departure from these elements of wargaming, gaming audiences took to
D&D’s innovations with enthusiasm. In 1979, evidence of D&D’s influence could be
found in the new releases of pioneering computer roleplaying games such as Zork,

Temple of Apshai, Akalabeth and the very first online Multi-User Dungeon (MUD).

Advanced Dungeons and Dragons, also published in that year, has superseded D&D in

prominence. Its copious rules, tables, clarifications and supplements has spawned an

2 Gygax, G. and Arneson, D. (1974) Dungeons & Dragons: Rules for Fantastic Medieval
Wargames Campaigns Playable with Paper and Pencil and Miniature Figures. Lake
Geneva, Tactical Studies Rules.

% Sones, B.E. (2001) Here There Be Dragons. Computer Games Online.

http://www.cgonline.com/features/011218-f1-f1.html
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entire format of gaming literature and publishing that has outpaced wargaming in

popularity and market sales in many developed countries.

Of particular note is the roleplaying game’s focus on the individual. Although players can
opt to control multiple characters in the game, creating a single character extremely
complex. Most players prefer to micro-manage and reuse a single character design. Over
many sequential games, also known as “campaigns,” players form a personal attachment
with their character, resulting in an interesting a player-character dichotomy. During a
game, the player may be calculating numbers or crossing out checkboxes on a sheet of
paper but the character is in a dank dungeon performing daring and dangerous deeds.
Although this cognitive dissonance does not cripple game play (as evidenced by the
bestselling nature of D&D and its kin), this tension is important for understanding the

appeal of Live-Action Roleplaying.

Most wargamers never expect to find themselves in a position to control real troops
unless they happen to be military personnel. In a roleplaying game, however, characters
often perform tasks that the players could do perfectly well. The difference between two
characters in an adventuring party talking to each other or two players chatting across a
table is slight. If players need to imagine the environment that surrounds their characters
in order to play a tabletop roleplaying game, it does not take much more effort to imagine
that same environment surrounding the player. Even the issue of providing the right
backdrop can be addressed by moving the game from an indoor table to a forest or a

building basement. In fact, with enough space and planning, Dungeon Masters could use
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real spaces to represent the architecture of the game world, making issues between
players such as line-of-sight and conversation as simple as whispering to somebody

around a corner.

In 1979, a student from the University of Michigan disappeared and the press reported
that he played “live D&D” in the university steam tunnels. Although investigations later

showed that his disappearance had nothing to do with Dungeons & Dragons or

roleplaying, Rona Jaffe published a work of fiction named “Mazes and Monsters” (later
adapted into a film) in 1981 that developed this premise. This media attention, coupled
with the proliferation of new roleplaying games in 1979, probably influenced the rapid
appearance of a number of live-action roleplaying groups across the United States over

the next five years.”

Live-Action Roleplaying Organizations

Before roleplaying arrived on the scene, however, the concept of live-action “let’s
pretend” already existed in the public mind. Theatre, after all, has actors playing pretend
roles on a live stage. Improv theatre entered the American mainstream in the early 1950s
when Paul Sills and David Shepherd adapted a theatrical exercise developed by Viola
Spolin, a recreational director working with immigrant children in neighborhood theatre
in Chicago. A thespian in England’s Royal Court Theatres named Keith Johnstone began

an “impro” movement known as Theatresports at about the same time. Corporate

*# Olmstead-Dean, G. (1998) Theatre Style Live Roleplaying Events. Cthulhu Live.
http://www.geocities.com/PSTproductions/index.html
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business trainees, psychologists and historical re-enactment groups have used and

continue to use the assumption of live-action roles for a variety of simulative purposes.

In 1966, “a group of science fiction and fantasy fans*”

in Berkeley, CA organized theme
parties in which attendees dressed and acted as if they were in the middle ages. After
discovering that there was an enthusiastic audience for these sorts of gatherings, the
group named itself the Society for Creative Anachronism and spawned multiple chapters

across the country, orchestrating events that allowed participants to engage in a variety of

medieval activities, from costuming to dancing to fencing to cooking.

This intersection of SCA activities, college roleplaying gamers and press reports provided
fertile ground for the birth of pioneering groups such as the Harvard Society for
Interactive Literature (SIL). Despite this group’s turbulent history, its splintering and its
reincorporation as the Interactive Literature Foundation in 1988 and later as the Live
Action Roleplayers Association in 1999, they are still recognized as an important force in
the development and popularization of a variety of live-action roleplaying game formats.
Today, one can find mass-market live-action roleplaying rules and scenarios in large

bookstores, including the popular How to Host a Murder Party Game series by Wooden

Horse Books that has been in publication since 1990.

The Game of Assassin

* “Mistress Siobhan Medhbh O’Roarke” (1996) Life in the Current Middle Ages, Society
for Creative Anachronism. http://www.sca.org/sca-intro.html
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Unlike SCA activities and improv theatre performances, a large number of Live-Action
Roleplaying (LARPing) events specifically call themselves games, emphasizing a unique
form of competition. LARP games often feature a postmodern streak where the players
are have to scheme against each other, without knowledge about their opponent’s true
motives or even the identity of their opponents. This is a marked difference compared to
D&D, in which multiple players fight against a world designed by the Dungeon Master,
or to wargaming, where players usually have some general understanding of each other’s

objectives.

This style of gaming has its roots in activities such as Secret Santa and Circle of Death,
which are designed to introduce people to each other through friendly competition. Such
games require players to perform investigative work; in many cases, players may be
given the names of other players and will need to find out who they are and what they
look like before they can perform some sort of interaction. For Secret Santa, the
interaction is often a presentation of a small gift. For Circle of Death games, however,

players need to shoot their targets with a rubber dart gun or a water pistol.

With the media constantly obsessing over cold-war espionage in the 1980s, the spy-like
Circle of Death activities became hugely popular in college and high-school campuses. A
player that performs a successful “kill” in a Circle of Death game obtains the name of his
target’s target, thus making his or her way around the “circle” until the player has

“killed” everybody or has been “killed.”
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In 1981, Steve Jackson, a well-known designer of roleplaying games and tactical

wargames, published a rulebook for a Circle of Death game entitled Killer: The Game of
Assassination with the tagline “The live role-playing game for any number of players.”
Jackson’s introduction to the book emphasized the competitive nature of the game and
traced the increasing identification of the player with the character from wargaming to

tabletop roleplaying to LARPing. The afterword of Killer, written by John William

Johnson of Indiana University, described Killer as “a ‘codification’ of an orally
transmitted folk game which has been diffusing from one university campus to another

for the past fifteen years™”

and traced the idea of the game back to a short story by
Robert Sheckley in 1953 and a film by Carlo Ponti in 1965, although he also mentions

19" century examples.

Jackson’s book had a major impact on live-action roleplaying game design. It
standardized a set of rules that allowed gamers to host their own games without writing
their own. It provided guidelines for organizers and players of Killer games to make
variations that would keep the game safe and interesting. Finally, it provided a range of
roleplaying scenarios built on top of Killer rules to give characters interesting reasons for

taking down their targets.

Today, live-action roleplaying games that rely on “the human hunt” as its core motivation
are usually called Assassin games. These games may include political intrigue, historical

events, economic wrangling, nonviolent interpersonal relationships or other complexities.

% Jackson, S. (1981, 1% Edition) Killer: The Game of Assassination. Austin: Steve
Jackson Games.
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However, if the game is live-action, involves roleplaying and the central goal of the game
is to discover, identify and eliminate one’s opposition through simulated violence, the

game is probably some variant of Assassin.

LARP games known as “Theater style” have grown out of Assassin games and have
overtaken Assassin in popularity. Theater style games feature more open-ended goal
definitions, emphasize character motivations and include nonviolent solutions to
character conflicts. However, many experienced theater style game designers
acknowledge their genre’s roots in Assassin and credit the MIT Assassins’ Guild as being

one of the pioneers of theater style LARPing.

The MIT Assassins’ Guild

The MIT Assassins’ Guild was originally an ad-hoc student-run Killer group in the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. The university officially recognized the MIT
Assassins’ Guild as a student activity in 1982, in stark contrast with many other college
campuses that outlawed Assassin games because of the inconvenience caused to
bystanders and the occasional damage to college property. From extensive cross-
pollination and rivalry with the SIL group in Harvard, the Guild developed its “Team
Killer” games into more complex conspiratorial, political, technological and fantasy
motifs, experimenting with the theater style format while protecting the competitive
streak of Assassin. Although the SIL no longer exists, the Guild continues this kind of
development to the current day with a high level of student and alumni participation. In

addition to its theatre style games, the Guild also hosts “Society for Interactive Killing”
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games, or SIK games; a tongue-in-cheek name for games that feature a lot of combat and

minimal narrative direction or character complexity.

The constitution of the MIT Assassins’ Guild requires Guild games to be declared “dead”
after they have been hosted a limited number of times’'. Once “dead,” they may never
again be run under the auspices of the MIT Assassins’ Guild. Other LARP groups or
Guild members may host those Guild games elsewhere but many Guild games are
specifically designed for the MIT campus. In addition, the Guild is a social gaming group
and many Guild game writers are only interested in having their games played by friends
in the Guild. As a result, many Guild games are never played after they have been

declared “dead.”

In contrast, LARP writers in other groups often reuse their games continually, taking
their game rules, scenarios and characters from convention to convention, LARPing
group to LARPing group. Each session of play presents them with the opportunity to
refine their materials. Guild games have few opportunities to do such iterative
adjustment. Because of the secretive nature of Guild game roles, players are not
encouraged to participate a game more than once, although ex-players often help with
errands and administration in later sessions. After two iterations of a thirty-person game,

it would be hard to find another thirty Guild members to “fill” another session, and the

*! “Unrestrained storytelling and discussion of past games are important to the Guild’s
social fabric and to its ability to learn. Therefore, each game shall be declared dead
(unable to rerun under the auspices of the Guild) within around a year of its first run here,
preferably much sooner. This is optional for games that can’t be spoiled by storytelling
by virtue of lack of secret elements, e.g. some SIK games.” [Constitution of the MIT
Assassins’ Guild, Standing Policy addendum, Fall 2002]
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“dead” policy means that game writers cannot wait for the next group of incoming

students to fill the roles.

Of course, game writers always apply lessons learnt from previous games by reusing
ideas in brand new games. More importantly, a game always has some players who
would are planning for their own games, paying attention to game elements that they find
enjoyable. Occasionally, this produces a succession of games that share similar concepts
in game play, privileging game ideas that players, rather than game writers, find

compelling.

Although designers of games that have not yet been declared “dead” are usually careful
to keep surprises in their games hidden from members who may have the chance to play
the game at a later date, Guild members have little to lose by examining “dead” games in
close detail. Thus, members freely plumb the Guild’s archives of more than a hundred
game compendia currently stored on MIT’s networked computers. These are digital
collections of every piece of text and computer code needed to host those particular Guild
games. The archives can be invaluable for new and experienced Guild game designers

looking to unearth and adapt old ideas for new games.

In addition to the archives, an alumnus of the Guild keeps a set of “Standard Rules”
updated, tracking and recording the most reused rule variants in recent Guild games.
Although a few game designers will aim to bring a completely fresh take to Guild games,

the Standard Rules are a good reflection of the status quo. To save time and effort, many
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GMs (“Game Master,” a more common term than “Dungeon Master” in current
roleplaying parlance) use the Standard Rules as a basis for designing the mechanics of

their games.

Development of Guild Game Mechanics

In the Guild, the term “mechanic” refers to a collection of elements that allow players to
have specific interactions with other characters or with the world of the game. A
character in a science fiction game may need to purchase a thousand tons of an industrial
ore by means of an interplanetary stock market in order to succeed in his or her goals. A
game mechanic would allow a player to make that purchase within the game world and
possibly affect the value of the ore on the stock market, thus influencing the buying
decisions of other players. Game mechanics may be defined by the letter of written rules,
by denying or providing different information to different players, by various
manipulations performed by GMs or computers behind-the-scenes, and by the players

arriving at their own interpretations of the rules.

In the MIT Assassins’ Guild, most game mechanics are intended to allow players to
achieve their character’s goals. This process often involves the discovery and elimination
of their opposition. Many GMs also use mechanics to promote or discourage various
kinds of interactions among players to match the circumstances of the setting of the

game.
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Of course, the effectiveness and complexity of mechanics used in a game will depend
heavily on the abilities and the experience of the GM or the group of GMs (known as a
“GM team”) developing the game. Guild members laud some GMs’ ability to remember
and discuss a large variety of mechanics from previous games. Just as valued, however, is
a GM’s ability to balance a variety of tensions in the development of new mechanics, a
talent that only comes to light once a GM has written and hosted several games. The

following chapters will take a closer look at some of those tensions.
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Feasibility

“You blew up God...with a rocket launcher?”
Writing a Guild game is no small matter with respect to effort or time. While several
endeavors have produced playable games within an extremely limited amount of time,
the truth remains that most games take a GM team several months to author, and design
schedules of a year or more both common and recommended by many writers in the
Guild. When designing games games, GMs need to consider if they are capable of
turning their ideas into operable mechanics and if they can support those mechanics
during the game. To better understand this, we first need to look at a typical schedule of

game development.

The Phases of Game Design and Implementation

A game goes through many stages of construction from concept to implementation. The
initial “idea” stage usually begins with one or two GMs who may have some interesting
concept of a setting or a mechanic with which they would like to use in a game. The next
step may involve the recruitment of additional GMs interested in working with those
ideas, thus bringing additional skills to the GM team. From there, an extensive
preproduction phase begins, with GM teams meeting in meetings to flesh out the concept

into a system of mechanics, characters, spaces and a useable scenario.

GM teams often send emails to mailing lists to inform potential players that a game is in

the works. The emails solicit for more ideas from players with the understanding that the
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GM team is neither required to accept any of the suggestions nor to ensure that the player
who came up with the suggestion would necessarily be in a position to take advantage of
the idea during the game. This is known as a “call for pre-applications,” or “preapps.”
Preapps are useful tools for GM teams to gauge the interest of potential players and to
construct game plots and mechanics that would make the experience more enjoyable for
players. Given that the players making the suggestions are not privy to all of the game
information that is shared among the GMs, the GMs must usually perform some amount
of dexterous manipulation on the suggestions before it fits into the greater outline of the
game. However, aside for a nonbinding advertising blurb, the GM team has not produced
any text or data that would be eventually seen or read by a player in the game. Thus,

integrating such ideas or making changes to the game is still a feasible proposition.

“Sheet writing” is the actual stage when the GM team turns concepts into readable prose
and tables for use by the players. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology has a
computer-literate population so most of this work occurs in the digital realm, often
incorporating the use of coding tools developed by members of the MIT Assassins’
Guild. The produce of this endeavor usually consists of many kilobytes of page-
description code that can be run through software to produce reams of hardcopy. Any
actual hardcopy produced during sheet writing are merely samples to help members of
the GM team vet each other’s material. “Sanity checking” or “san-checking” combines
proofreading, comparisons with notes from the preproduction phase and cross checking
among the written rules to find overlooked loopholes or potentially unfortunate

interactions of mechanics. Better-organized GM teams set an early deadline for sheet
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writing to allow san-checking to occur with all the drafted sheets in hand, although GMs

understand that the point of san-checking is to make meaningful revisions to the sheets.

At the beginning of each school semester, Guild games must be scheduled with the
elected board of representatives of the MIT Assassins’ Guild known as the High Council.
As aresult, many games are placed on the semester’s schedule before they have
completed sheet writing, creating a firm deadline for the GM team in the middle of
development. The actual participation and execution of a game is known as a “run,” a
term borrowed from computer software. The GM team sends out a call for applications™
over email as the run date of the game (also known as “game-start”) nears within two or
three weeks. These “apps” are itemized email forms that players who wish to participate
must fill out to provide specific information to the GMs. The appendix includes an app

used for one of my games.

This information is important for “casting,” when GMs allocate characters to the players
according to their preferences. Armed with the knowledge that specific players will be
performing as specific game characters, some GM teams may make further changes to
sheets to better fit the preferences of the players. Some GM teams, however, would still
producing new sheets at this stage and such accommodations for the players could be
trivial (incorporating them into sheets that are still being written), problematic

(propagating changes through several sheets that have already been written) or low-

> GM teams still sending out calls for preapps a month before game-start often have
difficulty completing their game writing before game-start.
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priority (devoting full effort to completing unfinished sheets instead of making changes

to sheets that are nominally complete).

“Production” or “prod” is the next phase of the game production schedule. This involves
the systematic rendering and printing of all the page-description code into readable
hardcopy, customized for each individual player. Some sheets need to be cut up into
strips to reduce paper waste or stapled shut to restrict information to players (see the
section on Information). The strips and sheets are placed in separate manila envelopes for

each player in preparation for handout.

Players may be able to access digital copies of rules or general information about the
game over the Internet but most players only receive actual information about their
character from a session known as “handout.” Occurring a few days before game-start,
GMs meet with the players in a classroom and explain the rules of the game, clarifying
some of the more complicated mechanics and answering questions from the players. The
envelopes are then given to the corresponding players. GM teams usually intend to have
all sheets completed by prod and handout, but many GMs (myself included) fail to meet
this deadline. These GMs will tell players at handout that their packets may lack some

information that would be made available before game-start.

Between handout and game-start, GMs will have to “setup game-space,” where they print
and post paper signs on walls throughout the MIT campus to indicate the geographical

limits or significant areas of the game. Some games include puzzles that require the
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discovery of concealed strips of paper or colored adhesive dots near specific locations,
and those must also be in place before game-start. Typically, loose props and
contrivances that may interfere with daytime classes are added to game-space classrooms
in the hour before game-start. Many GM teams allow the game to start before they have
finished setup if they know that a few missing items would have minimal impact on the

game.

Tools of the Trade

The students of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology tend to devise technological
solutions to assist game writing. Suites of page-description coding tools make the printed
sheets presentable but they also attempt to address a variety of problems in the typical
schedule of game development. Sheet writing begins long before casting and produces a
great deal of prose to inform a player about his or her affiliations with other characters in
the game. That preceding sentence already hints at one problem. When writing the sheets,
GMs do not necessarily know they will cast a male or female player as a specific
character. Requiring characters to be specific genders may unnecessarily reduce
flexibility in casting, although it may appropriate for some characters. While it is possible
to cast a player as a character of the opposite sex, not many players enjoy being “cross-
cast.” Others might simply perform poorly as cross-cast characters. If GMs wish to set
the gender of the character according to the player, the appellation of the character may

need to change if the GMs do not use gender-neutral names.
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At the time of writing, there are two suites of coding tools used extensively by GMs in
the MIT Assassins’ Guild. Both use a combination of the Perl scripting language and the
LaTeX page-description language and both offer similar functionality. For instance, both
allow GMs to write sheets using “macros,” which allow GMs to change information in
one digital document and have that information propagate through all of the sheets. In
this way, GMs can write sheets using macros that are automatically appear as the

appropriate “he” or “she” during prod.

With such tools, certain tasks in sheet writing can move around in the typical game
development schedule. Assigning names to characters, for instance, can be done early or
late in sheet writing. In many cases, it requires fewer keystrokes for GMs to use macros

in their sheets instead of spelling out full names.

Furthermore, these tool suites have more powerful macros that need only a minimal set of
parameters to produce elaborate, formatted, double-sided cards, slips and wall signs.

GMs know that they can easily distribute these duplicable properties among characters,
so they do not have to worry about their assignment in the process of writing the
character’s sheets. By making simple changes to the appropriate macros, GMs expect that
the corresponding cards and slips will appear in their correct quantities together with the
character’s sheet during prod, arranged in a manner that will simplify the player’s or the

GM’s task of cutting them out.
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This sort of simplification, however, has a visible effect on game design. When it is easy
to create elaborate, multifunctional, page-set printed resources for games by sticking with
the tools at hand, there is less incentive to find different ways to achieve similar goals.
With the multi-month development schedules required to perform the minimum of work
for games of typical complexity, any option that saves time is understandably welcome.
As aresult, many GM teams will use the tool suites without spending much time
discussing or rethinking the functions that the tool suites already perform so well. In fact,
some GM teams will choose to twist their mechanics to fit the generic functionality of the

tool suites to avoid spending too much time on producing custom versions of the tools.

For example, few GM teams deem it necessary to change the format of wall signs for
every game. Other LARP groups such as Virginia Interactive Arts pride themselves on
having distinctive visual designs for their printed materials. The MIT Assassins’ Guild
places relatively little value on printed visual aesthetics and the standard formats in
Template and GameTeX seem to be “good enough” for most purposes of the MIT
Assassins’ Guild. Because the desire of Guild GMs to speed up development usually
overrides their desire to produce visually elaborate layouts, wall signs look strikingly
similar from game to game. One could argue that the tension of feasibility (freeing up
time to finish game development) has no competing tension in the context of most Guild

games.

Conversely, the availability of multiple tool suites means that GM teams at least have to

choose a suite that would better serve their purposes. Template, maintained by Jamie
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Morris, is the older and better documented of the two, whereas GameTeX, maintained by
V. Ken Clary, trades power for compact code and easy readability. The high level of
computer literacy in the MIT Assassins’ Guild and easy access to the alumni developers
of the tool suites ensure that any GM team that wishes to produce complex variations of
the existing tools would have the means to do so, given enough time. The desire of some
GMs to experiment makes some page-description formats perpetually fair game for
redesign. Cinematic combat cards have witnessed a bewildering number of variations
over numerous games, despite the fact that they involve some of the most complex code

in either suite.

Heroic Attempts at Efficient Game Writing

The GM team of Berkeley (2001), a one-night 1960s spy game written by Jake Beal,
Peter Litwack, Nick Martin and Richard Tibbetts, took particular pride at being able to
move from concept to game-start within two weeks, a situation that arose from the need
to fill a weekend slot in the schedule to replace another scheduled game that failed to
complete development. The result was a formulaic one-night spy game that fulfilled most
expectations of the genre by borrowing extensively from tried-and-true ideas from
previous games. Despite the scenario of the game (a Californian college campus in the
1960s) being an odd fit for the major interactions within the game (conspiracies
conducting espionage over an assortment of generic technological artifacts), most of the
players were quick to overlook its shortcomings and lack of innovation due to its

miraculously short period of design and production.
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SIK games are also infamous for their short production times, although a closer look at
the actual processes involved in SIK game design reveals that most SIK games are
imagined, discussed and bounced about as a concept long before they begin any writing.
Most SIK games feature exceedingly brief rules that take little time to write and are
easily translated from concept to prose. Players often receive sheets duplicated among all
their teammates, further reducing production time. The brevity of SIK games is a trait
favored by fans and designers of the SIK genre of gaming. Players expect to spend little
time reading their sheets, game designers respond by writing small amounts of text and

restricting the sheet content to the bare essentials.

Most of the time-consuming work happens at the concept stage. Because of the lack of
any hardcopy or actual data produced in the concept stage, combined with the ability of
most SIK game writers to maintain several simultaneous game concepts in their heads at
a time, many designers assume good SIK games can be written in two or three weeks,
forgetting about the invisible preproduction processes involved in streamlining high-

combat games.

GM teams of most other kinds of Guild games, however, include this concept-processing
time in their estimated schedules and realistically schedule game-start many months away
from the date they succeed in assembling their GM team. Some forward-l