Edward |, Carmien

Hev, vou. Yeah, vou, The cne with the bleary eves, sittine in front of that 17”
meniter, What is that, Dungeon Hack? How long have you been playving that?

Six days? Six daysi? You’ve been playing thet game non=stop Ffor six daysi? Wheit
are vou, seme kind of freak?

Some of vou, genitle readers, are well awars of the roots of RPGE’S o CompUtars,
The whele sordid Gary Gyagax tale of fantasy miniature warcame rules
(“chainmail”) transtorming like some kind of B-=-movie vampire into something
almost completely different (“Dungecns & Drageons”™) is a tale unto ftself

What is & role-playing @game?

Cops and Rebbers, Imperialist Land Grabbers and Noble Native-Americans, and
many other childhood pastimes are actually informal rele=plaving games. |nformal
because they don’t have written rules. Then came D&ED, the game in which
plavers adepted the imaginary reole of magic-user, thief, fghter, or cleric ((atar
editions would add other “character classes”) in a medieval fantasy realni
described In & store-bought product or mada up by the “Dungecn Mastenrn” The
DM was called that because most adventures, in the wee early dayvs of the helbby,

went ke this:

Players: “We buy eur stuii, go to the inn and get directions to the dungeen, Ehan
ge te the dungeon, find monsters, kil monsters, take the monster’s stuif, and o
home.”

DMz “OK, yvou get lots of money and your characters get tougher”

Playars: “Tougher? Cooll That means we can o deeper in the dungeon
next dme, where the monsters have more stuli to steall”

0%, so I’'m exageerating just a tad, but you get the idea. D&D was a formal rele-
plaving came: it had lots of charts and tables and details vou had e learn t© Blev.




So that’s the ve-cent definiton. Feeal better? Role=playineg games were the kind
of game vou get together with vour pals to play, elther in the basement, en the
kitchen table, or hidden away in vour bedroom., Mainly a bovish activiity, these
were addicting (and still are, In case you’re curious) for @ humber of reasenS.

The Books

The books were full of fFantasy art that just screamed of storfies cauaght in mid-
stride=-at least the later books. The boeks were alse full of charts and tables and
complicated descriptions that challenged a player by belng the essence of
Mysterious Knowledoe. Like junior Reslcrucians, we flipped through those @ld
tomes as If memoerizing every word were vital te eour survival. Well, In an abstract
sense, it was: vital te cur imaginary character’s survival, anyways

Back then, please remember, kids didn’t generally have big bucks to toss areound.
I den’t know what it is about today’s yeuth, but it seems [ike many more of themm
have fiftty bucks o drop en games than in “my” time during the mid 70°s te earl
80°s. That meant that it was hard to get a complete set of the rules: there was
always more mysterious knowledage out there that vou didn’t have. And if vou
could keep up te date on the new ruleboocks that kept coming out, there was
always the knowledae gap because of the dusty old tomes, ef which there were
perheps ten printed back in the early 70°s, that you hadn’t hed a chance o
memerize cover o coven

Detall, Detall, Detaill

In addition to the detalil found in the books (and after a few vears, there were
ofther games, toe, @ach with thelr own rulebooksl) there was the detall necessary
to keep track of all the Imaginary details of the Imaginary persen whose role you
plaved in the game. Heow strona was this imaainary persen? How sSmart? FHow
cute? How tall? How heavy? What symbel appeared on thelr shield? What color
halr? What lanquages spoken? [f that weren’t eneugh for the fellow whe had the
pleasure of “running” the game, the DM or the “Referee” or the “Game-Master”
there were even more details to be mastered. Charts and maps had to be drawmn,
imaginary fees detalled, Imaalnary loet listed, imaginary traps primed and placed.
In retrospect, it seems amazing that the game worked at alll

Gameplay
ShEine around and plavine the game was its own reward, however, Onee tHhe

logistics of getting together were worked out, four, six, aicht, or even more hours
could be Killed playing the game. Kids, voung adults, college students: the lure
was equally strong and the time spent enormous. Interaction between the
imaginary characters was fun, certainlv. It was rather like belng in &
improvisational theater troupe, but with foes to detfeat, puzzles to selve, and
career advancement te pursue, lnteraction between the actual playvers was
also...fun, at least some of the time. Imacgine a recm full of over-intellectual kids,
boys mostly if not entirely, engaged in debates about...the rules. About what had
been sald minutes before, About how te selve the problems at hand in the
imaginary setting.

About anvihineg and everviihing, really,. You’'d aliest think it was part of the aame,
if vou watched from cutside and didn’t know any beltter In & wayy, It was an
excellent training in rhetoric and logic. And despite the fact that the feuds were
offten bitter and meamn, it was all part of the rele-playing expericnce:

So Whatt’s All This Got t© do With Computer CGames?



The Early bays

Now we're Inte the territeory of Zork and other text-based computer adventure
games. | hesitate to call them “role-plaving computer games” because fhere
wasn’t @ whele ot of rele=playing invelved. You didn’t get to decide whe you were
in the imaginary world referead by the computer for example, and there wasn’E
much chance to interact with anvene--very little “role-plavine,” if any. But the
technical elements were the same, Zork was heavily puzzle-orienteds killing the
trell wash’t 8 matter of chance, it was knowing to get the Elvish sword eoult of the
cablinet yp in the house and then remembering o use it when vou met the troell
downstairs. There were other computer games, games vou played n the e@arl
vears on & mainframe or & mini-computer (NOT to be confused with “mnicro-=
computer”). Some even had a graphical interface, using ASCI charackters o draw
hallways and reenms==2 dungeon==throudh which a plaver moved Ris or her
character, These games had relatively [itle role=playving in then, Even those @arl]

versiens of netwoerked adventure games, vou could meet ether peeple’s
characters (remember, there’s a live person and then one (or sometimes Mmoere)
imaginary character’s in a role-playing game). For cne thing, vou weren’t often in

the same physical space==as people, Not characters==which severely limited vour
interactive possibilities.

Wizardry and Ultime Davs
Onece micro-computers actually evelved enoudh to display color and The storace

and processing capaciity to utilize it, better games began appearing. Oh, there
had been Zork=like text games for micro-computers for vears before Wizardry, buit
they were more puzzle-oriented than RPG-orficnted,. Put a Babel fsh in your ear
and take my werd for it, OKX2 Wizardry was a conceptual breakthrough, We're
talking the old, old Wizardry here. Not the cne that runs on the Mac but the ene
that eriginally ren en the Apple . Ih Wizardry, vou could generate characters
much like In & D&D game. There were character classes to choose {from, @ach with

speclal abilitles to help with plundering the dungeen. The dungeen [tself was
rendered in 30 [ine graphics., There were four directions vou could face, and all
loints and corners were therefore perfect rlght anagles. For the frst time, the
plavine elements of a computer game were the same, essentiallv, as the clements
off & paper and pencll and pals rele=plaving game. One signliicant diifference was
the bungeon Masters In Wizardry, the computer handled all theose chores, 1t knew
what the dungeon looked like, where the monsters hid, what treasure the

carred, and whet the puzzles and traps Were,

Ultimae was an eoutdareowth of the text-adventure cames, as it presented a plaver
with a sinale pelint of view, but it was much more open-ecnded than the old tex
games and the interface was more graphically oriented.

But wers These role=playing garmes?

Not really. They were compelling te play, however | minered in Wizardry during
my college vears. | was so rabid to play the game, | once conned the college
securfty guy inte letHlneg me inte the mallroom after hours to pick up ene of the
games when [t arrfived on a Friday (I think [ teld him the software would “go bad™
iff lefft by itself over the weekend). These games did supply all the pulse-poundlng
action vou could wish fors however, and they did possess thalt all-important detail
factor (hey, | can stll Mahalito and Lahalito with the best of ‘em!) It was difficult,
howevern e have a group of people play the imaginary characters: at besit, two
people were practical.

Newsdays



Nowadays, the technelogy and the seftware are preEty darn good. Computer role=
plavineg games have continued e eveolve from ve olde Wizardry days (in fack,
those Sir-lech boys are sl at i), and the best games look like updated versions
of Wizardry in fermat and interfface. Some games even allow network play, which
is @ prefity exclting step forward, as it allows an inhdividual to “play” full time,
witthout having t© swap seats and whetnotts

The things the Imaginary characters can do are still relatively limited, when
compared 1 the interactivity of live people In & reem plaving a rele-playing gammes
In addition, the sterles teld by computer games are predetermined, unlike a live
role=playing game, where a person is in charge of quarterbacking the storvilines

Fumn o playv? Oh, ves, The many hours that can be dumped into & game ef DUngeon
Hack or any of the many, many wonderiful games out there is testament enough o
that fack,

Are they really rele-plaving games? Net quite, But close, very close. How Close?
New technelogies are on the horizon that could help compuier games maka that
last step Into real role=-playing. Online games, such as MUDs, are farther along in
this regard than thelir commercial software counterparts. These games allow you
to create your character descrbe Vour character and interact in 8 crested
environment with ether characters who have peeople pulling thelir strings. Sinee
these games are stlll texdt-based, micro-computer gamaes still have a leq up in thai
reqard, but meraing the twe technoloales, what with the advent of Java, shouldn’
be toe Ffar down the roads

Onece thaet happens, the question will be: can enough emotion be passed online@ o
sufficiently mimic the In-person rele=playving experience? Gliven enough vears, the
answer o that question s “vep.” Already, hetwork Marathon provides For the
transfer of volce messages between playvers, not to mention fully rendered three-
d human figures. It’s not too far of & leap o Imagine 8 game in which four to six
off these figures, each an imaginary character with unique attributes belng “run”
by a live person semewhere on the network, partaking in a8 reole=plaving game.

lsn’t This Artlcle Done Wet?

Yep, this is it, the end. So now vou see why computer role=playing games leok and
feel the way they de. The rele=plavineg game industry has for years had an oddball
relationship with vardous medias there’s a Star Wars role=playing game for that
little teuch of the movies, there are media te=in novels galore, and TV has even
appropriated some RPG concepts and thoughts. Computer role=plaving games,
howevern can be sald to be a very different kind of computer entertalnment,
perhaps role=-playing game’s only child to date.




