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INTRODUCTION

The aim of our project is to work out a typology of larps and larp games useful not only
in the framework of game studies theory, but also for practical applications. Using the
phrase “larps and larp games”, we situate larp in the context of activities that do include
live-action role-playing but are not necessarily recognised as larps (“larping that is not
larp”, Harviainen 2011), e.g. urban pervasive games with superficial role-playing. We
hope this approach brings a solid foundation for the discussion of what makes larp a larp,
or where larp ends and another form begins.

We have taken into consideration the situation in our local as well as European and U.S.
larp communities, concluding that designers, organisers, and players frequently face the
problem of categorisation. The already existing terms have evolved organically and fail to
constitute a coherent system.

For example, the “blockbuster larp” covers a broad category of games that can be
radically different in terms of participants’ experience, such as The Witcher School and
The College of Wizardry. Another example could be “gra terenowa” (field game), which
denotes an outdoor larp game in Poland: depending on a larp community, it means either
an action-oriented sport game, or a battle larp played in the countryside/forest. Labels
such as “a historical fantasy larp set in medieval Galicia” (Rogueiro 2016) may direct the
players’ horizon of expectations and help to establish proper context (Jauss 1982;
Rogueiro 2016), yet as related to genre they fail to provide information, for example,
about the physical effort required to participate.

Unclear terminology might be a barrier discouraging potential new larpers. Our unified
classification has a potential to be both informative and unambiguous, and could expand
the player base by encouraging people who might have been familiar with some forms of
larp-like activities, such as escape rooms, but not the others (Nicholson 2015) to
participate in larps sensu stricto.

The method-genre-style-focus system as discussed by Stenros (2004) uses the same
notions in different categories (for example, “soap opera” may be both the genre and the
style of playing). We suggest a different approach that utilises a classification matrix,
understanding larps as formal systems that represent specific attributes.
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The types are based on the necessary presence of the minimal number of those attributes.
A given type of larp or larp game may possess more attributes, but the ones distinguished
are absolutely necessary for it to be different from other types. We have developed
thirteen attributes and fourteen types of larps and larp games (though the typology is open
for expansion). Most (but not all) of types can be given commonly used names (eg. “jeep

LR T3

form”, “free form”, “milsim”). The typology can be presented graphically as a matrix:

T6 T7 T11 T12
I X X X
II X
I X X X
v
A% X X
VI
VII X
VIII X X X
IX X X X X
X X X X
XI X X
XII X X
XIII X

fig. 1 - an exemplary fragment of the matrix

To represent a T6 type (“gra terenowa”), a game has to be characterised by the presence
of attributes I, III, V, VIII, IX, X, XI, and XIII. The players play social roles, such as, for
example, a messenger or a detective (attribute I); the event is narrative (attribute III); the



narrative is divided into specific scenes (V); the players aim at group goals, e.g., a team
has to reach a point before the other teams (VIII); all players experience the same time
flow (IX) and the same diegesis (X); they witness the actions of other players (XI); and
the challenges in the game are physical in nature (XIII).

T7, the chamber larp, is characterised by the presence of attributes 11, I1I, VII, IX, X, and
XII. It is similar to T6 type in that it is narrative (III), and there is the unity of time and
space (IX and X). It is different in that the players have individual goals (VII) and play
the roles of predefined individual characters (II), and one of its necessary conditions is
that a player can immediately interact with other players (XII).

Using the same matrix to categorise location-based urban games (T12), their necessary
attributes will be I, VIII, and IX. Type T11, the escape room, is characterised by
attributes I, 111, V, VIII, IX, X, XI, and XII.

Defining larps by their attributes proves that there are no “most complicated larps” -
attributes do not accumulate. Some categories have not been recognised as separate in the
larp communities before. Some borderline cases appear to be closer to other larp games
than it might have been expected. Last but not least, attributes IX, X, and XI show how
far larps are detached from traditional theatre.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The people involved come from different backgrounds: scholars specialising in culture-
and game studies, a game designer, and an information technology engineer. Our project
has originated in the brainstorm held at the Hardkon Larp Retreat [HLR] workshops in
September 2017. The note about the brainstorm has been shared (in Polish) on the HLR
website. Our DiGRA presentation covers the findings that we have arrived at since that
preliminary note.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Fatland, E. & Montola, M. (2015). “The Blockbuster Formula: Brute Force Design in
The Monitor Celestra and College of Wizardry,” in Ch. B. Nielsen, C. Raasted,
and M. Balzer (eds.), The Knudepunkt 2015 Companion Book (pp. 118-131).
Rollespilsakademiet, Copenhagen.

Harviainen, J. T. (2011). The Larping that is not Larp. In T. D. Henriksen (ed.), Think
larp: academic writings from KP2011 (pp. 172-193). Rollespilsakademiet,
Copenhagen.

Hook, N. (2016). “History, Characteristics and Design of the Psychodrama Scenario
Larp Form,” in J. Sarkijarvi, M. Loponen, and K. Kangas, Larp Realia -
Analysis, Design, and Discussions of Nordic Larp (pp. 32-40), Ropecon:
Helsinki.

Jauss, H. R. (1982). Toward an aesthetic of reception. University of Minnesota Press,
Minneapolis.

Montola, M., and Holopainen, J. (2012). “First Person Audience and the Art of Painful
Role-Playing,” in E. Torner and W. J. White, Immersive Gameplay: Essays on
Participatory Media and Role-Playing, (pp. 13—30). McFarland, Jefferson, NC.


https://nordiclarp.org/wiki/Markus_Montola

Montola, M.. (2009). “Games and Pervasive Games,” in M. Montola, J. Stenros, and
A. Wern (eds.), Pervasive Games: Theory and Design (pp. 7-24).
Elsevier/Morgan Kaufmann, Amsterdam, Boston.

Nicholson, S. (2015). “Peeking Behind the Locked Door: A Survey of Escape Room
Facilities.”  Available at  http://scottnicholson.com/pubs/erfacwhite.pdf
(accessed Feb. 2018)

Rogueiro, L. 1. (2016). “Genre, Context, and Characters as Elements of Narrativity in
the Larp Fillos do Trono,” in J. Sérkijarvi, M. Loponen, & K. Kangas (Eds.),
Larp Realia. Analysis, Design, and Discussions of Nordic Larp (pp. 46-55).
Ropecon, Helsinki.

Stenros, J. (2004). “Genre, Style, Method and Focus. Typologies for Role-Playing
Games,” in M. Montola & J. Stenros (Eds.), Beyond Role and Play: Tools, Toys
and Theory for Harnessing the Imagination (pp. 165—173). Ropecon, Helsinki.

Torner, E., Beltran, W., Boss, E.C., and Morningstar, J. (2015). “The Golden Cobra
Challenge: Amateur-Friendly Pervasive Freeform Design,” in Ch.B. Nielsen, ,
C. Raasted, and M. Balzer (eds.), The Knudepunkt 2015 Companion Book (pp.
138-141). Rollespilsakademiet, Copenhagen.

Wei, E., and R. Géthberg. (2017). “Thinking Outside the Black Box,” in M. Svanevik,
L. C. Andreassen, S. Brind, E. Nilsen, and G. S. B. Strand (eds.), Once Upon a
Nordic Larp... Twenty Years of Playing Stories (pp. 347-354). Ropecon,
Helsinki.

Wrigstad, T. (2008). “The Nuts and Bolts of Jeepform,” in M. Montola and J. Stenros
(eds.), Playground Worlds Creating and Evaluating Experiences of Role-
Playing Games (pp. 125-38). Ropecon, Helsinki.


https://nordiclarp.org/wiki/Emily_Care_Boss
https://nordiclarp.org/w/index.php?title=Whitney_Beltr%C3%A1n&action=edit&redlink=1

	Keywords
	INTRODUCTION
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	BIBLIOGRAPHY

