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 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. 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 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 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 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
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’. 

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 19th 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. 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 Assassin’s 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” 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 ‘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 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. 

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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