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Research Question

How does concept design fartable-top roleplaying game communicate the socigltural and
economic paradigms d@he speculative world it is based in?

How can concept design be usedstabvert harmful normative fantasy genre tropes and stereotypes
regarding characters and culturesa tabletop roleplaying game?

Abstract

Concept design can be used as a vehiclestiver and enhance the subversion of harmful normative
tropes and steretypes of fantasy tabletop roplaying games. Through reimagining character genre
tropes, conceptiesigners can construct a unique, refreshing and more socially relevant high fantasy
setting. By using principles of layered engagement and rehabilitating sifrthe less harmful tropes
the designer can ensure that the setting remains easily accessibigltences and package the
subversion of the most harmful tropes in an acceptable naarfar easy audience consumptioithe
designer proposes to demonstrasmd test these ideas through the creatiohanillustrated

handbook, which serves as a vertidate of the larger setting guide for tHgark Arcandable-top
roleplaying game, an a@inal IP of their own design. This guide will introduce the audienteeto
intellectual property and explore the creation of a subversive and more socially consaibasyfa
tabletop roleplaying game setting. By focusing the vertical slice on the cneafticonceptual designs
of characters and their cultural placement withthe setting, the designer can use principles of
worldbuilding to establish a broader set of pdi@ms for this speculative world. By guiding this
creative practice in genre ethnograp and an understanding of the sogialtural politics of post
colonialand feminist theory, the concept designer will explore the subversion of harmful normative
genre topes in the creation of a more socially conscious high fantasy settiigpftrArcaa.
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lintroduction

This project is informed by my persdrexperiences; bdt as a tabletop rolglayer (game master and
player); and a digital artist and art director working videogames and multimedia. This research
attempts to discusssynthesise anéxpand on our understanding of character tropes within tédybe
roleplaying gmes (TRPGS). This project seeksrderstand how a designer can use worldbuilding,
particularly through concept design to disrupt and subvert established andfbbganre tropes

within character design. Althougthe focus of this projet is on tabletoproleplaying games, their
broaderrole astransmedia games is important from a historical and research perspg@terding

& Zagal, 2018Roleplaying gamdsave a strong hterical associgon with broader speculative fiction,
in particular fantasy worlds and #imgs, and character tropes from roleplaying games affect this
transmedia deeply(Nikolaidou, 2018)

The lierature review discusses tabletop rolaging games, througthe lens of tranmedia studies
andfantasyworldbuilding in general. This will establish the contextwadierpinning of fantasy genre
tropes, and how they can contribute to theeation of harmful portrayals of reatorld character
identities in transmedidantasy (Byers & Crocco, 2016; Hardy, 2Q18)portantly this will look at the
changing nature of audiences for transmediatasy and tabletop rokplaying games and how it
applies tothe creation of nore socially inclusive fantasyamsmedia, particlarly for tabletop
roleplaying games. The final component of the literary research will be a synthesis of techniques and
studiesthat look at creating more socially conscious and accesfihtasy tabletoproleplaying

games. This reseaie project alsdnitiates aquantitative survey about fantasy TRPG and transmedia
tropes in order to validate the ethnographic and qualitative dasions. Provided to TRPG players
broadly online, the survegrovides this poject with quantitativedataabout whatintuitive
understanding TRP®layershave of thetropes within fantasyransmedia The research culmates in

a synthesis of this data into design criteria for twceptual desig of the project

The designer Wliuse this hewraming of fantasy genre and transmedia tropes to create conceptual
designs for a group of keytayer claracter typeswith the gaal of subverting the existing tropes
identified. This will tke the form of aZ A (E ] abeak]et {Wich @monstratesthe narrative,
character and setting illustrations that would be part of a tabletop roleplaying game. Thealstite

will develop and expand on my intellectual propemark Arcangn.d), which is an original TRR@m
developing(Gerritsen, n.d.)With the rules for this game already codified this provides opportunity for
the reseach to focus on the conceptual design aspects ofgame,providing aframewak for the
creation of new concepal designs for other character tropes. By subverting fantasyegeopes, it is

the desired outcome of the designer to create a more compgklind socially conscious TRPG
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2 Literature
2.1 Fantasy Tetop Plephying Games

A tabletop roleplayig-game (TRPG) is a form of world and character exploration based on a set of
rules. Defined in a player's handbook, the game is played by a gfqugople, usually with miniatures
and dice or other technical@ahd-ins or diance mechaisms.Byers and Cocq@016) state that RPGs

E u }( & pol@playind, narrative, quests, statistical systems, collaboration and
specialisation, levellingt% v A% E] v % }]vSeU v(Byers& CroecoR0rGp.E
5). Itis the aim of various ludic and chamevices to create a collaborative gaming and narrative
experience, with players using their imaginationditl in the blankgDeterding & Zagal, 20L8PGS
are a form @ interactive narative play which isistorically important fothe developnent of the
broader paradigms ofhe videogamefantasy literatureand fantasy transmedia in gené{@yers &
Crocco, 2018Detading & Zagh 2018; Nikolaidou, 2018)

Imagel: Collage of Roleplaying Game Artifacts and Ephelfaearitsen2020)

The evolution of TRPGs can be traced all the way back to the earftumésiwargaming of the 60s
and 70s. Gary Gygax is credited wighnfiing thefirst TRPG rules out of existingniatures
wargaming, which was based on medieval and Napoleonic mass t@Bymas & Crocco, 2016)
Owing to the popularity oThe Lod of theRingg1955, Gary used many Tolkienian dmas incluling
themes, cutures and assumdns when creating the first TRPGhainmai(1971)which would

later becomeDungeons & Dragor(d974)(Byers & Croag 2016; Gygax & Arneson, 1974; Gygax &
Perren, 1971; Tolkien, 19% Histaically, the TRP@as created by synthesisimd Fantasy literaure
with miniature wargamindByers & Crocco, 2016).

With the rise of collaborative tools via the internet avideo streaming, TRPGs are going through a
renaissance empoweredyldigitalimmersion and the expanding matksehare of fantasy and science
fiction media on mainstream platforn{8yers & Crocco, 2016). This is due to the immersive advantage
of TRPGs in stgtelling and imagination compared to any of their related digiffépringor media.

The computer RPG (oR®G) was initially a vehicle for thieect translationof as much of the TRPG
experience as possible to a digital interactive medium, which hessified into the popular medium
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we know today. CRPGs atfistinctfrom, but groundedin the framework of TRBs, including the same
fictional assumptionsThisisevidenced in the commercial dreadnaughtgbrld of Warcraft(2004)

and modern critical successkise The Witcher Ill: The Wild Hu0(5 (Pardo et al., 2004;
Tomaszkiewicz et al., 201%lowever, comparetb most TRPGs, CRPGs still lack many of the
indeterministic elements of imagination and collaborative narrative that ésfithe TRP@&xperiene.
The mosiadvanced CRPG still requaeleterminist and pregorogrammed approacto storytelling,

and cannot harness the unpredictability, possibility amdgination of a TRP®eterding & Zagal,
2018) Even some of the most critically and popularly applauded CRIR€&, translationsof
Dungeons & Eagons suchas o pE[«(198)andB o pE[ ' § 1TV of Zmnf2000) lack
the imaginary collaboration inherent to their inspirati@@aldurf Gate 1998; Ohlen, 2000)

The same advances in computing technology that niagesasingly compleand deterministic RPGs
possible and ppular, are also responsible for revitalising the TRPG genre. Internetstodisas video
streamiry, voicesharing,and screen sharing have dramatically expanded the audience of TRPGs.
Additionally, these tools which we originally designed for workplae®llaboration and sharing are
perfect for the interactive and collaborativeature of TRPGs.

2.ZTransmediaelationships and the importance of Fantasy RPGs

The link between TRPGs and Fantasy literature is exemplary of the broader effects that TRPGs have
had on speculative fiain in general. TRPGs and their influence can béfeldly across fantgsand
scierce fiction genres and intellectual properti@darvey, 2015)Successful games suchTdse

Witcher, World of Warcraftand o p & [ » stasd wth others such aBivinity 2: Original Si(2017)
andThe Elder Scrolls 5:y8ikn (2011 in actingas a medidridge between TRPGs and CR@Baturp

Gate 1998; Howard, 2011; OhlenQ@0; Pardo et al., 2@0) Tomaszkiwicz et al., 2015)

A case study of notis Malazan: Book of th Fallen(199) a growingly popular fantasy literature series
(Erickson, 1999, 2M)). Based ottheir Geneal-Univeral-RoleplayingGame(1986)campaignMalazan
and other novels in its séihg by lan C Esselmont and Steven Erickson are directly reflective of their
collaboratve TRPG gamir{§rickson, 2010GURPS: Generic Universal RolePlaying Sy$886)
Erickson states:

The role ofAD&D[Advancedungeons & Dragohss seminal to modern fantasy fiction. If
anything, its inflence is so vast it cve hard toget a hande on it. As for me, why, | miss
gaming. But | found, during the writing of thvalazan Book of the Falieseries, | could not
quite both game and write. They drew from the same well, | think. The same narrative
impulse, the same thit for adventure, the same delight in characterizatiqirickson, 2010

Scholars have also identified the links and influences fantasy TRPGs have made on fantasy fiction.
EJI}o ] }u ~1iibe 8 § « §Z § "dZW'e ( avg baconie a fajidizdth intheZ
evolution ofthe speculative genre, as well as the evolution of the culture of the fantgMi&olaidou,
2018 p.39). Deterding and Zag#&2018) crystallise this notion in suggesting that that TRPGs are at the
cutting edge of transmedia autishipandhave an unexplom historical legacyith more study being
needed(Deterding & Zagal, 2018)

TRPGs have becomenisaedia licencesyhich makes itimportant to sudy how theypropagate
tropes and stereotypes across media genfidss phenomenomemains undestudied despite the
already significant, and growing influence media culture at large of TRPG (fopesding & Zagal,
2018) Designers and scholauaderstand that TRPGs are an exemplary site for the study of tropes,
including of discriminatiomnd stereotyping in fa cultures. With theséroad infuences in mind
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character tropes within TRPGs have become an important nexus foradtioal and political
interactions between players and the fantasy worlds they participate in

2.3Normative farmasytropesand realworld sociocultural polits

The wotdbuilding of TRPGs, particularly of culture and character, and what social or cultural politics

§Z +« EJV(}E }E E S ]v %0 C E-* ]* Jv(Ou Vv C 8Z Vv}EuU 3]A +} ]
The roleplaying gam *"S & v« (} & u sligw®} the axisteice and recreation of inherited cultural
information_(lllieva, 208 p. 31). As a result, the narratives they produce will be an amalgam of their

various experiences, codes, and cultural langu@tieva, 2013; Nikolaidou, 2018)ikolaidou(2018)

outlines the history of the effects &urocentridantasysuch asThe Lord of the Ris@nd The

Chronicles oiNarnia(1950 on the development of TRP@ad fantasy in genefa

However while the landscape was alien to the characters, it remained familiar to the players
who controlled them: the places desiged in the game text were a pseudoedieval Europe,
complete with castles, hereditary monarchiesbed spellcastereeminiscent ofMerlin, etc.

The list of references included in nearly all editions of the game, fron®tiginalDungeons &
Dragong(1975) to the fifth edition (2014) points to staples of fantasy fiction. foasters

and fantastical cratures were seemnglydrawn from mythology but as Peterson notes, their
actual roots were to be found in pulp fiction and not in the myths that predithe imagery

(84) (Nikolaidou, 2018p. 244).

The early medieval European influences on the genre have since become neraratiproliferated
throughout fartasy transmedi (Deerding & Agal, 2018; Di Tommaso, 200®)is technologybased
societies, which possess substantial reflective time that have indulged in the creation of fantagy medi
and TRP&(Rutledge, 2001) « & - p o SlhadeZzbaepuilt on the normative foundation of the
mythologiesand cultural context of these societies. As such we can expect, and see that they have
proliferated patriarchal andurocentridaropes, with treatments of tk other likdy to have been

inaccuate, supeficial and insensitivéNikdaidou, 20B).

The use of myth andimpletropesis adesignshorthand ands very importanto TRPG Players and
audiences quickly recognise thesgrsfiers and symbols and from thisaognitionmake conalsions
abou the worldbuilding and can extend theasneeded(Nikolaidou, 2018)Di Tomasso points out
that using tropesneans a dsigned doest need tobuildex nihilo p8 € 8Z & ~ oo}A §Z
imagination of [their] readers to shoulder most of the bard (Di Tommaso, 20Q@age 1.2, Lissauer,
2014) The liberal use of these normative clicheisd tropes in fantasf RPGs anitheir inspired media
assists in itgligestion and consumptio(Lissaer, 2014 Nikolaidou, 2018)

It is only via the use of problematic or exclusive mythologies that this sort of worldbuilding exercise
becomes problematt. Fifty years of he TRPG industry has embedded harmful politics into its tropes
and understandings of the genre writ large. In their study of fantasy transmedia Di Tommasso (2006)
(Jpv JVPEW v A]8Z §Z ~ swrh ®f puth-€astérn) lands aslespotic';the

location of sprawling kingdoms or empires ruled by whimsical sadisi§ ommaso, 2006. 114). As
paraphiased by Haty:

These eastern states represent the great bogeyman of Western civilization since the Persians,
a roke tha has bea subsequently filled, depending on the perspective consulted, by the
Parthians, Huns, Arab Muslims, Motgorurks, Russiang, Ghinese (0i Tommaso, 200¢.
115,Hardy, 2015p. 412)

We see the earliest fon of this dhering and characterisation of oriental inspired cultures and motifs
as evil in theLord of the Ringfrom which TRPGS and by extent, mB@Z P Z ( v8 «C[ A « « X &}

10
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Tolkienthe Easterlings and Southmen corsairs aréasvilworshippers (Mrgoth andlater Sauron)
imported to fight against th&uropean usuallyAnglo Germaniberoes(Tolkien, 1955)

[§[¢ C S} ¢ §Z o %o EJcuttural EppesaEZrods many other transmedia properties
includingA Song of Fire andd (L996) and Dungeons & Dragorsettings(Gygax & Arneson, 1974;
Martin, 1996; Wyatt, 2014)The normby thisstageis a focus on westerdvilisation with steppes to
the east and jungles and desert to the slo@Di Tommaso, 2006; Gygax & Arneson, 1974; Hardy, 2015;
Martin, 1996; Wyatt, 2014)Eastern and southern cultures are projected on bestial ormaman
races in savage orientalist appropriationsrafigenous culture(Di Tommaso, 2006; Hardy, 2015)
Prominent examples include the Japanese projextionto Orcs ilDungensé& Dragors: 4" Edition
(2008) Aztec and Mayan themed Lizardfolk and Mongolian themed Ogi&&arhammer(1983)
(Heinsoo, 2008\varhammer: Age of Sigmat983) The most prominent trope is the broad ranging
stereotyping of Orcish and Glitoid peoples as savage, evil and barbar(@Eggax & Arneson, 1974;
Warhammer: Age of Sigmat983; Wyatt 2014)

We can liftsome further examples fronGame of Throre Whilst the names of the main characters
ZA " UuE}% Vv Vv 0}Ppu « }RobertSIE JGateRWe A Z e§ §Z o Z](8 8§} Mu}cC
alien concotions replete with Z's, Q's, X's ahdrsh gutturals (Hardy, 201%. 414). This is a common
trope used across worldbuilding in fantasy transmetfisue look to more modern editions of RPGs or
AJEo plo JvP ep Z + D 38 20 [A}@D)or@Yrgeons Dragors: 5 Editior(2014) we
seethe sameues }( *[°U Y[+ v yHe names ¢fleBasts, dragons, the orient and any
viu]v 8]1}v }( Z2}8Z Ev <[ & «u]E C $Z (Eroc€htriSi@Mencer & SE} %  }
Haed, 2017; Wyatt, 2014)This may be something with which many persons of-Banopean descent
may identify n fantasy in TRGPS and transmethia continuation of centuries of their names and
culturesbeing markedprimitive or evil(Rutledge, 2001)

The harmful construction of newestern cultures can manifest in diverse ways across society and
media. Stieg Larsson brings ttosour attention inThe GirWith the Dagon Tatta (2010) with the
subversve suggestion from the protagonist Lisbeth that she always felt more in common witbrtise
from the Lord of the Ringthan the heroegLarsson, 2010Yhere is a broad consensus among design
and worldbuilding that the use of these normative tropes allowtheu v u ] Sy eabiy}
since familiarity with the setting allows for easier communication and the use eéxyisting codeqDi
Tommaso, 2006; lllieva, 2013; Nikolaidou, 204.89). Yet this may impose a mmative harmful

coding of othe, race, cuure sexuality or gender based on the historical and cultural attitudes that
construct those igins and codegDi Tommaso, 2006; lllieva, 2013; Nikolaidou, 2018)

24 Analysing and subverting harmfrtodpes

Atheoretical avenue tguide the dsruption of problenatic tropes or stereotypes lies in adopting
modern postcolonial and feminist theory. Intersectional and postcolonial theory gives a designer a
framework with which to identify problematic tropes or revkooutdated fantasy corentions
(Crenshaw, 1989; hooks, 201Fhrough postcolonissm we are encouraged te@valuateour
knowledg and ideas bpeople and cultures, and to be conscious of how western power and
knowledge structurefave influenced our understandird those peopt (Kohn & Reddy, 201.AVith
feminist theory, particularly intesectional feminism, we look at power, economic and sexual
relationships between genders and sexes and how these have shaped andpeel &y societ
(Crenshaw, 1989; hooks, 201#jtersectional theory and an understanding of how power and
repression may affect pple differenly based on a range of socicultural and economic factorggs an
important linking factor between our lenses of feminism and postcolomie(Srenshaw, 1989These

11
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combined theoréical avenues are espally importaint in thisanalysis of tropes in fantasy TRPGs and
their inspired media

This research igart of a wider body of exploration into how to apply the lens of feminist and
postcolonial theory to our understandings of therge. As mainstream poularisationof fantasy
TRPGs was occurring in the 80s and 90scairitoices had identified many of the tropes witklese
fantasy worlds as problematic. Authors such as Ursula Le Guin have 128%09critiqued this
through published essays and merins on the tgic of fantasyAdditionally, > 'p]v[e ( u}ues A}EIU
the Left Hand of Darkne$4969), shows us the fantasy need not be limited by its heteronormative
and Eurocentric origins with the depiction of an ambisexual alien. (&@n, 1969 his work has
}u e u]v o Jv §Z A 0}%u v }( Z( ul(@hws 196pP,197AIf we]lpuk b the
original editions éd Dungeons & Dragon$o U 0] Z HE]JVP 8Z ]+ }JA EC v E]e }( >
we see that the basis of what became normative tropes in fantasy transmedia today paid little
§8 v38]}v 8§} 8§z Z u] [ctdk of fne ti;pAInDUngeos & Dragonswomen were often
depicted barebreasted and mainly as spellcasteand were significantly fewer than the male hesoe
(Nikolaidou, 2018)Additionally the describedocial structures mimicked medieval European
hierarchies withittle equalityof gendergNikolaidou, B18). If we bok to thefirst two editions of
Dungeons & Draans ‘people of colour were rare, and, despite the claim that there were no sexual
§ }}e ]JvZ & v8 ]v 8Z =« 88]vPU Z}u}e £Au 0]3C A ¢« v} %] § }E u vs])
(Nikolaidou, 2018p. 22§. These examples highlight many oéthormative worldbuilthg issues
facing the TRPG industry today. Even when the creators aim for diversity, subversion, and
representation, their sources are often rooted in material one could cal v «]JA C 3} CJ-
standards (Nikolaidou, 2018)

If we return to the present games similar to iaspired by TRPG naatal, such a¥he Witcheand
Dragon Age: Inquisitio(2014) provide a better framing for diversity of characters with varying gender
roles and sexualitied_aidlaw, 2014; Tomaszkiewicz et al., 20B8}h series deploy a complex
understanding of maal choice, and in many cases nuanced understandings of intersectional power
structures. Disenfranchised or repressed peoples, particuliwrs anddwarves in both settings, have
the Tolkienian construons flipped to repress them within a dadly humarsociety. The player
frequently may become involved in liberation or in assisting those pgagliellaw, 2014;
Tomaszkiewicz et al., 2019hese games avoid simplistic saviour ctiwviisationnarraives with
characters froneither erd of their racial power spectrums being complicit in various acts of moral
turpitude (Laidlaw, 2014; Tomaszkiewicz et al., 20¥&jditionally, both series should be commended
on creating strong and diverse female charactereughou. However, their female characters still
JV(}EuU 8} Z Eu(po Alep 0 *3 v E » « 5 C EO0C %HO0% ( vVE «C }( 32
(Nikolaidou, 2018)iconic and much loved characters such as Yennefer ilMitehe, and Morrigan in
Dragon Ag whilst empoweredn their capacityto effectthe setting are both characters structured on
Morgan le Fae from Arthurian legend, and The Morrigan of ancient Celtic myth@bgpe, 1998.
Both charactersarguablystill invoke thecautionary tales on the mysterious power of the sexual
woman(Laidlaw, 2014; Tomaszkiewicz et al., 2015)

25 Towards sociallgonscious Fantasy TRPGs

TRPGuthorshavemade attempts at escapingirocentrism and building more socially conscious
mythologies. The 90s TRPG settingdangeons Dragors, Dark Surf(991) broadly disupted the
tropic power dynamics of race and tiule and introduced maymore alien races such as the
Aarakocra, Dray, Thkreen, Kenku, Ssurran, and Ta(Brown & Denningl991) A huge component
}( EIl Muv]e o} ] snegswrag Jnuisiechanics ad worldbulding around desertification and
desolation as a metaphor for pollution and climate cha(@ewn & Denning, 1991park Suralso
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pushed outsidéeurocentrianedieval worldbuilding, looking tBttoman, Persianand Roman

influences for the structures of its magisters and city statesghe same time perioDungeons &
Dragonspursued similasubversive and creative engagements of their character cultures and settings,
such asSpelllamme (1989) and Plaresca (199) with less effect(Grubb, 1989; DZeb_Cook,

1994) Whilethese novel settings made strong incursions into the genre, they remain dgssgp or
commercially viable than thBungeons & Dragorstaple Eurocentric settings of Faerun and Eberro
(Baker et al., 2004; Wizards RPG Team, 2015)

Potentially the companies that mage and develop these properties see a loss of profit from
publishing material that would be more subversivedifficult to produce and marketchoosing to
update existingeurocentricsettings for the increasingly liberal gender and sexual politicseofflst
century without addressing thproblematic core cultural and piitical roots of those settings

An exception of note iSwordsfall: Legends of Tik@0Q0 an Afropunk fantasy TRPG that was funded
online through Kickstartan 2019(Dixon, 2@0). Swordsfalis a futuistic take on fantasgeton an
alternative African continenwith its characters being ethnicalBfrican andhave theircultures based

on a diverse cast of African ethnicities and traditonsZ\o ¢S ]S[¢ v}$§ C SinEmmation S$Z
availableseems positive and has some interesting depictions of an African themed science fantasy
(Dixon, 2020Swordsfall | Worldanvjl2019)

Erickson states thahe adaption of the understood tropes within fantaare important tothe

creation of successful fantasy matdrigrickson, 200). With the target market of most fantasy

materid being broadly engaged in fantasy transmedia, at the very least playing into these tropes is
perceived to lower the barrier for entry for manypfential audience members and consuraer
(Deterding & Zagal, 2018; Harvey 180 As Erickson ga it succincthyon his bog:

IvE ve P u]vP ¢« E+ 8Z 3E}%  Jvi} §Z € ]JvU A v AZ v Clu[E
patterns of recognition are set: one can either slide right in and do nothing new, or one can
take the whole messybthe throat and gig it a shake(Erickson, 2010)

Ericksorfe % }]vS o0} B ( E v + SZ %oaulvEr$e Poriceitd<thiét xdéaslid fantasy,

particularly in TRPGs need to be universabognisable. This due to the underpinninganguage of

archetypestropes and stereotypes which give writers ardyers a framework to explore new ideas

that couldn[ § Jv A13Zhus 3]}V 00CU o >]ee p E o3 5 ¢« "3Z o SE}%
E Z SC% * }( (vS C u (v3 «C AZ 3§ 13 Ao W[t§SZ}ub BZ QU VA Ao

(Lissauer, 204 Therefore,a designemwho wishes to shake up these tropes needs to both use them

as well as disrupt them. Breakitite fantasy worldbuilding convention outright can leave a reader

feeling alienated, or make the writing or garharder to understad (Lissaue 2014).

This research suggests that this is a core reason for why there are few mainstream TRPG fantasy
worldsthat aretruly sociallyconscious.

E] le}v[e MalEzme v ] A& Smordsfalboth followthe existing template in estdishing
more diversdantasy, a template broadly set by early attempts at diversification sucads S,
Spelljammeand PlanescapeThis template is to remove the traditional EIf, Dwarf, Orc and Human
ethnic and racial diracterisation andnove towards one that is more atic, and alien, andisually
accompaniedy a shift in economic or historical efeor Dixon irBwordsfdlthis is African humans
and a science fantasy futurism. For EricksoMalazan 1S[¢« e+  }wxpeiience as an
anthropolagist, creating various ggies of humans, and near cousins such as the Andii, Teblor, Jhagut
and Trellset in an multiethnic ironage empire reminiscent of nortAfricanRome, Persia and
Imperial JapaiErickson, 1999While this does suggest a move away from-présting codifications
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of ethnicity in high fantasy, it creates monerk for the author to bring the player into the wd with

the same broad appeal as tropic depictions of Elves and Dwarves. The reseaedistigg an

approach to creating a socially conscious TRPG suggests a more pivotal role of the designet,and artis
as both the world writer and visualis@_issauer, 2014)

An important conclusion we can take from the research so far is that any subversion of haopéd tr
in TRPG or fantasy material comes froskéfuland nuancedinderstandinganduse of fantasy tropes
in general

26 Changes Fantasy TRPG Audiences

New social and collaborative technologies have led to a resurgence in TRPGs. The rise of streaming
and social media has led to new waj9lay and engagevith this traditiond medium.Examples of
incredibly populamRPG mediincludeCritical Rol€2015) an ongoing series of recorded play sessions
of Matthew Mercer and his group of friends and calRu ¢V t]oo tZTaBlgvipg2012) and Dan

, E u }wHarmon Ques(2016)(Critical Rol&J iiifiv ~, GEu}vYpu SU_}%ibV Tdese d
exanples of nouveau TRPG media reinforce the discnssised earlieregardingthe importance of
TRPGs to fantasy transmedia. Byand Cocc@®016)cite the growing mainstream inclusion and
acceptance obungeons& Dragorsin popular culture, entertainmerdnd education over the last

forty years(Byers & Crocco, 2016Jhey includeahe tv showThelT Crowd2006) to which we can now

ad Community (2009)the Big Bang Theor§2007), Stranger Thing2016) and Sex Educatio(2019

(Byers & Crocco, 2016; Harmon, 2009; Linehd@62Lorre & Prady, 2007; Nunn, 2019; The Duffer
Brothers, 2016)

This mainstream inclusion has assisted in the contemporary diversification and accessibility ®f TRPG
This diversification is ipart due tofeminist and intersectional critiqueof fantasy tropes, but

alsofrom the diversity andnclusion ofboth new designers and audiences for TRPGs and fantasy.
WhenVamire: the Masqueradg1991), a gghicpunk ( v8 «C dZW' o pv Zshér Waife %o 0]
Wolf was limited to a middle class Anean white design tea (Nikolaidou, 2018Rén-Hagen et al.,

1991) As a result the product demonstrated the limited information and research conducted by the

§ uV *"8Z u § E] o § }uE ]-%uratey shpdicia),(@ndvgdnerally pfve]A
(Nikolaidou,2018 p. 227. As the global culture of TRPGsim has becometerconnected through

online communicationboth access to source material and diversification of designers working on
these licences, ansubsequentlythe audienceshave evolvedThe design pipeline has evolved to
become more agile and inclusivéatwo-way discourse with the players within tliesign process
(Nikolaidou, 2018). Keeping inudh through participatoryand open forms of production has enabled
TRPGs to diversify with their changing audiefidi&olaidou, 2018). But the core economicxim,

which is also espoused across transmedizdpction is that making things more attractivewmmen

and international p ] v bdnefits sales (Nikolaidou, 201&)s such thevolution of TRPGs towards
more diverse and socialonscious settings comes in part to this diversification of audiences
(Nikolaidou, 2018)

Frequent inclusions of diverse characters in official material ftamgeons & Dragoris now seen as
normal to mainstream audiences. §@ars laterDungeons & Dragonsvritten by two Christian

identifying white malesis trying to accommodate everyor® Pnastasio, 2017Although there are

more sociallyconscious stories and characs being publisheé for TRPGs the evolved design process is
still not completely implemented. We can look @ o[ }&BdCritical R@[s pe }( &} oC
Eurocentricand orientalist tropes and characters despite contemporary gender and sexual liberalism.
New editions ofDurgeons & Dragonsse a variety of inclusiveharacters and character depictions.
However these characters are still broadly deployed to tradition&lyocentricand popular worlds
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and settings. These remain rooted in the harmful norwvatiropes that bega their construction and
evolution.

Thereremains work to be done in the design and creation of socially conscious TRPG worlds from the
ground up
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3 Methodolog

3.1 Ethnograph

A lage portion of the methodology of this project will fall to Ethnogingc research. This is due to the
designerg pogtion as both a TRP@ayer,and the creator oDark Arcaa. Using Ethnography in this
way should allow the designer to collect useful data aefine their design project to meet its
academic goals and creastrong conceptual design forark Arcaa.

Ethnographic research Wibe used in the following forms

X Research through reading RPG player and designer internet forums, communities apsl gro
x Feedback from members RPG players and designers on rulgmslgsiocesses and
literature.
X Review, decpgruction, adaption andeformulation of rules, designs and stories in other
published and published RPG products

GivenDark Arcaais a complex work and developing a setting and conceptual design for thi€fpije
complex and difficult, étnography isa useful method for unpaking with the complexity of the
synthesis of the guiding literature to the design work.

3.2 Quantitative Data Collectio

As part of this study validation of the ethnographic and liteiafgrmation was carried out by

gathering éta through a survey. Theurvey idbased on the tropes and stereotypes identified through
ethnographic analysis. Questions were framed around important design, cultural, political and social
considerationdor character archetypes, and themdsat couldbe extracted for the worldbuilding

design process and was structured around the-fiiaracter races dbark Arcan, reformatted as
necessary to be more recognisable to play&®cativedescriptiors and comparativequestions were
used to try and illicit amtuitive or subconsciousesponsefrom respondents, agropes are normally
subconsciouslprojected.

The survey intended to generate responses that could be used to create conceptual direction for the
design of tle character races, and the ddepment of desgn briefs.

3.3 Roleplang Game Vertical Slice

A vertical slice is a prototype or feature complete strip of a much larger progew tb demonstrate,

usually the commercial viability and risk of a prod{€linton, 201; @tiedtiger, 2012)Thefinal

design will take the fom of a smaller and more compact version of the Players Handbook for Dark
Arcana. In this case the designer chose to focus on a specific portion of the setting, including character
desigrs, props, costumes and a kegene locabn. This handbook will testhe concept design

techniques and principles of concept design andghbversiorharmfulgenre tropes in creating the

setting for Dark Arcana at a smaller scale as a miodéhe larger books and products ofehgenre.

The productionoftje Z v }}l1 ]« A Z] o &} § 8 §Z *]Pv E[* % &} e+ v E -
the expected character tropes in a natural and expected context for the audience. Aupdsishown
below.
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Image3W %o ohapdedle spread frordegenesisKarthasygGunther & Djurdjevic, 2014
https://fiction.live/stories/DegenesigAwakeningnbsp/evn3kvEGQ4WRJfybh/home

Al C }u%}v v3 }( plo JvP 8Z]« A &S] o +0] AlJoo §Z upe }(
e Vv [ ]v %didBdlaf ®r as key art talescribe ad present the mood and themes of the game.
They pose several characters as examplesharacters players may choose to play in an evocative
and dynamic way, usually in a heroic situation. Creating a key scene t#é pgmary methodology
for the illugration component as it involves the developmt of manycharacters and their cultes to
fit the scene, an environment and various other props (example shown over).
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£

Image4: PathfirnnderKey/ Splash ArtworR@ynoIds, WPRaizo, 2018
https://ww w.rollpg13.conmigame/pathfinderle/)

The vertical slice willso provide a shogtroseoutline for eachchamacter, which providetheir in-

gamechdE § E]*S] « 8} Z 0% S CGu]v SZ |E }USE u vSe v }eSpuu X
appearance and profession in the pastyls in thesubversion of the tropes most egpted by players.

By focusing on one kescane with multiple chaacters each charaer can be separated out into a

character portrait to go along with the description of their ethnicity and culture. Supporesgds

and graphics will be created and exgdated out from work done to completihe finished designs as

well as the result®f the survey

3.5 Concept Design Methods
3.51 Integrated 3D Workflow

The use of a strong multiple staged pipeline to createigies for this project is key in its succedss.
order to reconcile these parts, aselWas work most efficiety and accurately, | have utilised an
illustration pipeline using both modern 3D vissgation workflows as well as modern illustration
techniques Bybuildingposable 3D maquettes as@anatomic model for each race, | have created a
pipeline that can quickly be repurposed well as deliver high quality custom reference imadery
illustrations and paintings. In paralk@l this 3D development | have worked tire costume and
characterdesigns of each race in an abstract and illustrative manner using digital 2D art.n@ambi
both avenues of inquiry have allowed for well thoughit designs with a high quality with maximal
time for feedback and for the deliveof survey results. Thedmding of 3D and 2D illustration
techniques is championed across the modern conceptgteand illustration industry as a highly
effective tool fo commercial design delivery for fantasticspeculative propertie¢Concept Art is
Dead 2018). This practical methodology wéhablethe deliveryof a design product with high
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production and illugtation quality with maximum time for changes and feedback or necessary
reprioritisationsfrom unexpected survey results or changes in scope t@tbgect

The tools | have used for this wdidw are Brush for sculpting and Blerd 2.81 for rigging, laydu

and rendering. Both are industry standard and as a desigmeve a high familiarity with each.
Photoshop has been used for rendering and pamptand InDesign for the layout of the handioo
Additiond software used to help wlit the pipeline include Sitance Designer, Substance Source and
Substance Painter for generating and acquiring textures.

3.52 Layered Design Engagement

Layered engagemensia design process used in entertainment gadiut not well documented

outside it.It primarily is the pringile of using multiple vocabularies of design within each other to

transfer the intended messages to the audience as they become more involved mddia. In order

to effectively and subtlgeploy subversion of the harmful tropes( dZW'es / Z A IR E %o %o |
subversion in layers of more palatable, expected and stereotygesign motifs that are not harmful,

and the audience will respond tobhavedeployeda 3layer strategy to help my dégns to engage

their audience and sulert the harmful tropes idatified by the other aspects of this methodology.

Thee 0 C E+s E E (EE &8} « ZE [ JvP 8Z }E E JviyZ] Z +% 3
the audience, with lower number reads bgirmmediate or before others. | havesalordered these

layers acording to thecomplexity ofdelivered information.

x First Read: colour, materials and shape language. The designer intends to work within
establited paradigms and expectations to create desithat are recognisable immediately
av  }Vv[E ue }PissphiAce or effort for engagement.

o Example: A dwarven warrior in bulky heavy armour afssr gold and maroon.

X Second read: professioulass and charactefhis incorporates aspects that are expected and
prolificin the transmedia for those characters busa aspects that are unexpected and
chdlenge dominant harmful tipes for that character. This read signposts thd that the
viewer should expect that the work will be different or challenging, but also gessdome
structure to them in that it is stiliying to be what they expect.

0o ExampleThis dwarven warriorwe@& s SC%] o0 o0} IC %0 S (@EUuU}uE Vv =+
shaped more after eastern and antique armours than the typical western depictions of
dwarven pate. They wear jewellery inspired on Mayaztec and African, rather than
Nordicartefacts

X Third read: pogolonial and structural hierarchies. In the finadamost subtle read the
designer will package subversion of the most dominant and harmfues.ophis read blends
into the prose of the fition that accompanies the design watkne and is mostly identdble
in subtle aspects of each character. | had@pated that the prose is the clearest place where
subversion can be done well, so this laigthe package and link to the prose and
worldbuilding. An example is using artefaor props as a signpost mechanism for
subversive but complex world buitdj tackled in the written fiction.

0 Example: The dwarven warrior is coded as a female bodyaladyet has no outward
depictions of her gedter identity. She has metallic implaritsher body, scarificatio
and wears a runestone necklace. All of these aspelentify her relation to her tribe
and class in dwarven society and are a link to the raobversive material deployed
in worldbuildingto directly undercut harmful TRPG natives.
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4 Design

4.1 CasStudis
4.11 Degenesis: Rebirt

Imageb: Degenesis: Rebirth Bo¢&inther & Djurdjevic, 2014
https://shop.sixmorevo#ia.comken/degenesis/23degenesigebirth-premiumedition.html)

Degenesis: Rebir{2014) ]«  Z %0 (E ] uTRPGsphih[a peapocalyptic and decaying real world
Mediterranean (Gunther & Djurgevic, 2014ForDark Arcaa it is directly relevant based on the
similarity of themes and its dark tones as well as its beautiful illustrations and high productian valu
and design work across the tme product. Additionally,it mirrors the separatiorof ethnicity, culture
and prokssion for player character creation amithin the worldbuilding Degenesidemonstrates

how characters can progress from any culture iaty profession. It is how theeators ofDegeness,
and the illustrators design thessharacters and present thenhat is of direct relevance as a case

studyfor this project

DAS LAND DER AUSERWAHLTEN

PURGARE

AR O VALY

it K\ :‘ =ik '.1' A
Image6: Degenesis Purgare Tribe pd@dinther & Djurdjevic, 2014
https://shop.sixmorevodka.cofen/degenesis/8degenesigebirth-premium-edition.html)
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1 Borca 2 Franka 3 Pollen
(German) (French) (Polish)

4 African 5 Scourger 6 Anubian

Image7: Degenesis cultercomposite imageGerrisen, 2020 andslinther & Djurdjevic, 2014)

The sucess ad relevance oDegenesifcharacter designsomefrom an evolvingubtlety of
signposting of cultural influence, ethnic motifs and cultadéfacts and shapes. Props and tools are
also used to indicatéhe profession of any character tin Degeressk, which helps to reinforce the
character and item based TRPG gamepl®genesifcharacter designs use a unique framework of
shapes, iconograph colour and material to indicate professiand importantlyhistorical culture
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Unifying asped of the podud's art direction help to establish worldbuilding paradigms with
recurring motifs of the chakra, spore, and circuit being incorporated intoacher designsDegenes
owes its designuecess in part becae it works with extant cultures aninfluenes whch allow
MarcoDjurdjevicand the other artists to adapt, remix and reinvent cultures that have clear symbols
and signifiers they can use tmepost and undertake visual worldbuilding.

Thecomparativelmage 7(previously)s of several of th®egeneis culures (a player background,
distinct from a%. 0 Cpr@gssion). We can use these as case studies to analyse the design of culture
deployed n Degenesisind how this is signposted. Brdlg the designs s how the artists use areas

of advance mateiials andconstruction, with more modern shape language and tools to ensure the
audience reads the cultures as pastiustrialisation or apocalypti&ven tribal cultures in Degenesis

are showrto be living in tke ruins of a posindustrial world fran the hclusionof modern clothing,

building and engineering materials into their costumes.

However if we compare the African (bottom row) cultures to tBeiropean cliures (op row)there
are sane stak and problematic differences All the Africancharacters hag exposedskin,horns,
natural materials andetishes, clearly signposting them ggrimitive [or Znimist [ Except foithe
rugged Pollen, the Boaand the Fraka are fully clothed and have adwed equipment ad garb. The
onlytechnology the Africans arghown to have are rifleswith their looksuggesting rebeAfrican
fighters and warlordsWe seehere aproblematicvisualisation of African cultes and history itthe
game.Thisharmful structureis furtherenhanced ly the far Ewer Africancultures andorofessionsa
player can choose. There is only orfédan culture availablebeing a parAfrican cultual background
compared to theb farmore specific Euopeancultures a player can choos8imilary, there areonly 3
African themed professions, compared t&@&opeanones.

Thisis broadly indicative dfiow non-European cultureare shown in TRRGBdh throughthe
desigqis, gameplay and wortdlilding there are harmful limitations and stwtypes.
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4.12 Nimenera

T
NUMENE

Image8: Numenera Cover and KeytAtom (M. Cook, 2015)

Numenera2015)is a science fantasy TRPG frampreviousDungeonst Dragors author Monte Cook.
It takes place on a fduture version of Brth which bears little to no resemblante our known world
(M. Cook, 2015)The theme of the setting revolves around fusing elements of magic and atahn
and not clearlydefining either. A a science fantasy setting that tries to tackle the depiction of
magitech and techno magicdevices asvell as constructultures for a newr RPGINumeneracan be
used as a casstudy forDark Arcaa.

The character deghs withinNumenea provide little overarching or linking desitanguage. Whilst

they are quite succesdgfin blending visuahhguages of technology and magic, the designs themselves
have little grounding in a caructed or extant culre. Inlmage9(Ovel) we see that othese

characters the third (far right) hase¢hmost distinct feel to its culture, buhis is mostly due toheir

design as a mutant or changed human. On a whole these three images presehtdieaiass
archetype<learly and signpst how they might @y in a game with equipment and props, but no
unifying shape language, graphic desigostume or colours iticate the makeup of their cultural
backgrounds or socipolitical connections. In tersof magitech desigthe left-handcharacter's

fusion of or@nic shapes with metal is the most compellangd unique with the shapes and materigl

of the organic livig metal prosthetics

Inlmage 1Qover), we find furher examples of how signposting magitdualt little in the terms of
cultural constructions again. Theft-handcharacter has the clearest indida that he perhaps
belongs to a distinct dture. His armour, colours and the complex angular shape langsegm to
indicate an advanced warrior gujldis armour reading as a uniform. The lightning mage omigne-
handside also seems to have a prigstesign which also @licates an importansocicpolitical
association. By contrast the typical leather rogwsstume with hood of the central fematbaracter
implies little cultural or political group association

None of these three characters haveyaghnic or cultural ggnposting beyond theiprofession and
ludic class archetype
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Numenera TM and @sz Monte Cook Games. LLC. www.montecookgarmes.com ’» 8

Imagel0: Numenera Classes(2anner, K2015) in (M. Cook, 2015)

We can lookda Numeneraherefore as a moderately sucsgful example ofusing technology and
magic.Weknow that organienetals, glowing materials and magical prosthetics and implants strongly
type characters aboth magical and technological. We canoaletermine that in terms of cultural
condruction or ethnt associations thaflumeneras largely unsumessful only demastrating ludic
professions or player classes. Beyond these gameplay aspects the chasaketsthils, props,

symbols or graphic dem that would make them stand out as irditing a world wih living cultures

and hierarchiesrather ne thatreadsas & 115 Z v <]vI[ AthkEla ra}&ngagement but
problematically built on a core @urocentricand white normativity.
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4.12 Swrdsfall: Welcome to Tiko

HaHL==

RPS /

Imagell: Swordall Splastrt (Dixon, B2019,
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/swordsfall/welcomto-tikor-the-swordsfalirpg-settingand-

ar/descripton)

Swordsfall(2020)is anAfropunkand Afrofuturist sciencefantasy TRPG that was successfully
kickstarted and is yet to be fulpublished(Dixon, 2020Q)It shares similarities tDegenesin that itis
based on sora aspects of existing cultures; and similaritie®Ntumenarain its fantastic treatment of
the scence fiction aspects of its setting. It is set in a fantasy continent reminisceffiticd Ard takes
inspiration for its cultures, professisrandclasses ad stories directly from African, and some middle
eastern mythologyldentified earlier as a potential sign of the @isificdion of TRPG intellectual
properties and setting; Swordsfal is useful as a case study to see how their artisige gone about
embeddingnon-Euopeandesign and mytblogy into their character design.

Although there is limited artwork currentljiewableof Swordsfdl, the provided artwork

demonstrates hav the designersare tacklingAfrican influenced fantasgultures. In the rough concept
art panels for tie Dihoma tribegimagesli4 and 15 later) we see some unifying visual motifs used to
signpost the Africamess ofthe designs and resist eurgentric designs. Géfly among these motifs

are the use of angular shapes, partigijyadiamonds and triangles that broadly referen&fican

textile patterns such as the cloaks of the Maasai and Zulu shield d€sitgages 12 and 13Yhese
triangular anddiamond shapes and patterns are reinfedand echoe in the clothing silhouettes as
well as in inflaéd or exaggerated leg and arm coverings. Barexposed skin particularly shoulders is
used to demonstrate similarities withfricantribal clothing andimplies a hot, dry and tropical clinea
asthe norm.The colour palettes being used reference tradiibochre and darkeifricantribal
palettes andhe spot colours of red, purple and blue like again reference impoidintancultural
garb.lt is al® important to notice what is missirfgom these degins that one would typically expect
from African @ southern coded designs in fantasy RPG matafailst the shapes may be indicated
these designs are all missing feathers, teeth or otheanigtribd materials or totems. These are
eschaved n favour d creating a more modern and industrialised feghich is key in these designs'
success at creatqhdistance from pre&olonialAfricantribal garb. This is in direct contrast to the design
work of Degeress which whilst it denigrates manyuEbpean cultures to primitivism, without

exception uses organianimal and existing African tribal garb and mefiif the designs of its African
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cultures. Incorporating these aspects, whilste to the garb nan-Europearpersons when colonised

andusually animportant part of their cultural legacyis notnecessarilyndicative of whatAfrican

people vwearday-to-day today nor is itspealativeof what (E] v HOSUE [« P E A}uo o}}l o
there been no vast and destructive Europezniorisation of the continent

While it is stilearly inSwor ¢ ( omreuction, the techniques used gignpostand ground the
characters withinAfricanculture provide a useful design precedent @frticular reference is how the

art of Swordsfdluses gaphic design, materiality, silhouettes asldape languag® ground and unify
a cultural depiction in gharacter

- \ %
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=i SN

U =

- oS 250 ; )
Imagel2: examples of the Masai Shuidaung, N, 2018,
http:// www.noirquides.com/massaishukakenyatanzania.htm
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Imagel3: Zulu Ngumi shield(Unknown 2019, https://www.africancraftsmarket.com/historpf-the-
zulushield.htm)
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Image 14: Dihoma Tribe concept art(Mere, T, 2019)
s:/lwww.Kkickstarter.com/projects/swordsfall/welcoméo-tikor-the-swordsfalir

ar/description

Imagel5: Dihomar Tribe aocept art 2 (Mere, T, 2019,
s:/lwww.kickstarter.com/projects/swordfall/welcometo-tikor-the-swordsfalir

ar/description)
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Image 16: MinosProfession concept afMere, T, 2019,
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/swordsfall/welcoméo-tikor-the-swordsfalir

ar/description
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4.2 Survey Analis

The results of the survey were both intetegy and validating téhe premise of the research. Based on
the results wecan confidently conclude that TRPG audiencesarservativen the tropes,

stereaypes and design language they expect for character races in TRPGs. The survey hetped me t
understand the biasgeinherent in the broader playendthat | undeestimated the strength of

certain normativiy for several of he subject racesUsefuldesign information was extracted from the
survey, such as identification of key motifs afebign language assated with each character race.

The results clearly shoa strong bias and association between specific concepts lzaradcter races

in the audence. The resultshow the strong stereotypical associations of character racecharhcter
class and gvernance, specifically that Dwarves are fighters Bnds are rangers or mages. The lesser
known racesl{zardfolk and Beastfolk) have a weake&orrelation butare both associated with
primitive or barbaric classes. Humans dwiarvesare assumedo be martial and aristocraticHves as
elitist and the minorraces as barbaric or despotic. Adding gender structures solthliance also yields
expectedresults Dwarves andHumans are strongly patriarchallves are gender neutral or swing
towards matriarchyand Beastfolk and_izardfolk have soft correlation togpriarchy and matriarchy
respectively Other questions about egalitarianism, technological advancement, societyrege

and multiculturalismalso validate most if not all bias and stergpes in transmedia fiction about
these races. Other more esoterand conceptual questions suck planet, insects and animals and
concepts also broadly align with ethnographic loe esgners assumed expedtan. Al this data can
be seen iM\ppendix &2.

The survey also asked participants to see character trapabhiapes, colours dmpatterns, to generate
a direct correlation to the design process. The results for colour angeshshow typical tropic
associations betweenaeh race. The survey showsredibly strong associations with colour and
shapes are for bitn Dwarves andHvesand some comparatively less strong associations for the
others.

Imagel?: Graphic usingpictures of craftsmanship qualities by chetex race. (Gerritsen, 2019)

Imagel8: Graphic of most associated shapes and cosooy characterace. (Gerritsen, 2019)
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What colour is most associated with each Race?

B Red M Blue Yellow W Green [0 Orange [ Purple White [l Black
135 134

83
77

EIf Dwarf Human Beastfolk Lizardfolk
Imagel9: Colour by character rad&erritsen, 2020)
What shape is most associated with each Race?
W Circle Triangle W@ Square W@ Pentagon M Hexagon
150 140 140
100
82

EIf Dwarf Human

Beastfolk Lizardfolk

Image20: Shape by charactgace(Gerritsen, 202
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A few questions at the end of the survey proved trickyxtract value from on their own. These were
literary ard wordy qiegions seeded with tropes by ¢hdesigner.From these the designer generated

a word cloud a a way of apmximating the data, which gives a general understanding of the mood of
the tropes aound each race.

DESTRUCTIVE

T |1 0] ——e—
MILTARISTIC ovencsTiaare none OTHERS MISIIIISIHIIH-I

.ﬁlnsinlm i
<=GHOICES - ppppe I“EJEJ&EE% =

Image21: Human word cloud (Gerritse2020)

mSllIIIIIIWHIl

_ = s!mssa MEIMMIEHTV
gﬁ : E NATORE = | B
NESS o || !l [ - e T
Busmsss = TING B 1AKD

[{ d M n I B l . LA,
F E v ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ BETTER WHETHER WRITTEN
COMPATIBLE

THINR CONNECTED
KNDWLEDGEABLE IMFﬂﬁYANISHPHEMAEISI
I'I'lﬂlfll

CONNECTION ARRDGANT
uuu:

ADVANCING
SOCIETAL
‘W

SNOBBY

Image 22: Elven word cloud (Gerritsen, 2020)
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Image25: Lizardfolk word cloud (Gerritse2020)

A couple of conclusions can be very quickly drawn frieensurvey resultsFirstly, the biases
surrounding certain keystone tropic aspects of a races culture arsttbagest, sut as Dwarves
being technological and Elves magical. Each race leas af their own keystone tropes that players
most strongly expet oridentify with and are recognisable across most media to include them.
Secondly for most questionexceptfor their keystone tropes, players have much stronger biases
regarding Elves, Dwges and Humans than Beastfolk or Lizardfolk. This indicdeek af proliferation
of settings with Beastfolk and Lizardfolk as playable races, but also teat theyare included thei
cultures have unclear, foreign or unmemorable constructions. Funtlbee, the biases about
Lizardfolk and Beastfolk are more oftproblematic than for Elves and Dwarves, indicating that these
races are used as a dumping groupHE ZEE 3$]A [ optokepi€n. Thirdly and finally that the
visual design and conceml design biases are usually stronger across all races tleasota and
worldbuilding questions. This in part validates the need for a visual design deplopmessponse in
addresang harmful tropes, or in interrogating or playing with an audieneg|sectations.
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4.3 Design Proces
4.31 World Outlisand Egloratiors

The design process began with identifying the areaBarfk Arcaato be developed into concept art.
Identifyingthese components was done by vimi outlines and extracting fiarmation from the game
rules and setting notesThs process included creating several draft iterations of the handbook and
working from the top down on artwork for the satty. In the early stages of develment, a locatin

in the setting called Meridian, is chosen as the focudHervertcal slice

7
\ Meridium - The Nexus

The Dead Plane

2T
(‘o_ Shol - The Silversun

() Tartarus - The Endless Burn

@ Styxia - The Umbre Plane

Charon - The Plane of ice

(3€) Thatas - The Ocean of Storms

Image26: Collage of early world building art and reference images for Meridian (Gerritsen), 2020

| used the dr& prose and game design to Deteima the designs of the anamay of each of thés-

characterraces ofDark Arcaa. This startd by dong a comparative visual analysis of existing

depictions of & | & sracg analogues in other settings (particularlynfrdRPGS). | used these
comparativestudies to develop and conape the anatomy oDark Arcaa[s GE ¢ 8§} }SZ (E % E} U S
analagues.

e YT oy
“'/
Riccinigp LS o

Image 27: Comparative mood board for the Thrope character race (Gerritsen,)2020

After collating this reference material, | dedith a set of silhouette studies amshatomical
orthographicfor each race. These serve as a guide to the creation of Ijhettas. Image 28 and 29
(over)show thisprocess
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Image28: Silhouette study of the character races (Gerritsen, 2020

TERRAN QUICKLING SYLVAN THROPE GORGON

Image29: Anatomical skethes for all races. (Gerritsen, Zf)

The anatomicahnd silhouette studies helped to guide the initial degipase andnformed the
development of new mood boards and reference material which referenced mood, tone and feature
details for each of the chiacter races. Research and meditasts in 3D help t@inpoint the best way

to pursue building a virtual model of elarace s that they can be posed and customised during the
design process. | used a plungfor ZBrustcalled ZBuildefGeorgiev, 201 Aduman Zbuder v2 n.d.)to
develop layered blend shapes, and to customise the humanoid ib@skes ¢ createcustom designs
that were diversely nofnuman.Experimenting, and reverse engineering the tool somewhat by
breaking out itdase components allowed me to @te a more custom mesh for each character race

of Dark Arcana
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)

Image30: Terran and ThropeMaquettes with human silhouette for scale

Image31: very basically posed maquettes for each character.race
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4.32 Brief Creation

Once this insetting location of tle work and tle anatomymaquetteswere created | created a lisfo
briefs forthe charactes | woulddevelop to this setting. With the location in the setting broadly being
unknown some literary work was first done to explathe general description of thesting.

Exracting informatian from these notes then allows fohe creation & appropriate briefs A raft or
characters and ideas were generated with the intention of pairing these back as &nstiope or
project deliverables as needed orequired

Initially briefs for characters were criggl around a adventuringparty inMeridian with the aim of
having several key scenes and accompanying character renders. This plan was far too ambitious and
had the intent of fleshing out Mé&tian at a moe environmental and narrativievel.

What does this project look like?

Project Briefs (High Level)

e Character — Gorgon Artificer
e Character — Quickling Aeromancer

e Character — Thrope Gunslinger

e Character —Terran Goleuch

e Character — Sylvan Marine

e NPC-Terran Matriarch

e NPC- Archite Enforcers

e NPC-Sylvan Fleshsinger

e NPC-Sylvan Ghoul

e Keyframe — Fractal Vats Sylvan Breeding Facility

e Keyframe — Matriarch’s Seat, Terran Heartchamber

e Keyframe - Nexus Slums, Downtrodden Magitech Market
e Keyframe — Archon’s Sanctum

e Map of Nexus

e Working Concepts — Show any additional concepts that can be presented well.

Vertical Slice

Image32: Screenshot foworking exegesidocumenation (Gerritsen, 2020
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Reducel to 5 characters and a key sceneach dharacter received a brief written about them that

explained their professions, culture abdckgroundsEactcharacter was specifically designed to be in

some manner subvsive. Byeferringto the ethnographic research arttie survey decisions were
made for the characters genders, cultures and professions that woulthbepected. Examples of this
are having theThrope and Gorgon characters be technological, the Sylvaedéiir armoued with
an ae rather than a sword anthe Terran and Quickling characters be female

Party Character - Quickling Aeromancer

Female Dark ashin like skin, white hair, blue eyes (Gehenar origin Meridling)
Kineblades (gripless levitating telekinesis blades)

Robes that are similar to modern webbing, lots of pockets across chest for easy access to
equipment.

Blue poncho type shortcape that indicates her tribal allegiance. Something between a
Palestinian posha and a gaucho’s poncho.

Dressed utilitarian and with more equipment than just the battle knives (jill of all trades)
Gear is a bit bedraggled and unkept.

Some sort of magical totem charge that allows her to use magic without accessing the archon
(a scrawl totem?).

Image33: original brief for Zoe the Aeromancer (@tsen, 2020

To expand outhie briefs eacltharacter wagienerated using the rules &fark Arcaa to ground their
equipment and prps in the game rules. This doubled as a metlaydieterminingequipment
appropriatefor their profession as wedls resolving unknowns about their costumes.

Quickling Blademage

Female Dark ashin like skin, white hair, blue eyes (Gehenar origin Meridling)

Kineblades (gripless levitating telekinesis blades)

Robes that are similar to modern webbing, lots of pockets across chest for easy access to equipment.

Blue poncho type shortcape that indicates her tribal allegiance. Something between a Palestinian posha and a
gaucho’s poncho.

Dressed utilitarian and with more equipment than just the battle knives (jill of all trades)

Gear is a bit bedraggled and unkept.

Some sort of magical totem charge that allows her to use magic without accessing the archon (a scrawl totem?).

Quickling, Noble (Mercantile), Mage, (Wanderer, Plain)

Str

Dex Con Int Per Cha

9

9 11 11 11 12

Spells:

Traits: Medium, Unrecognisable (+1DD)

Abilities: Linguistics (Gehenese, Trade Terran, Old Terran, Nexus Creol), Spell Lore (+2)

Skills: Arcana (+1 Arcanology), Charm, Deceive, History, Literacy, Logic, Nobhility, Ride, Spellcraft
(Aeromancy +3) Streetwise,

Equipment: Light Weapon, MQ Clothes, Leather Shirt (Cloth BA1SE weight 2), Leather Leggings (Cloth L1SE weight 1),
Light weapon, Gehenese Clan Cape, Gehenese Nobles Pendant, Components Pouch (20sp), Mages Robes,

Aeroblade Harness with 2 x MQ Aeroblades (+2 to hit)

Minor Telekinesis, Levitation, Unseen Force,
Force Armour (4d6), Telekinesis (4d6), Force Grip (4d6), Magic Weapon (4d6)

Image34: character brief vth rules and stistics (Geilitsen, 2020
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It was clear that some work on visual design and art directiomfagical technology and for the
network of danes vas needed to push the arirgction and design furtherReference imagery was
collatedto createa list ofandexduded and included motifs and sigriBhese are chosen to specifically
enhance the subversive aspects of the charadisigis and project, to suppothe magepunk
aesthetic directionlt is important that the magepunkradirection remains core ands distinct from
high fantasy and science fiction as this unusual blend is part of the layered engagement strategy
signposing tothe audience that they shdd be prepared to receive subversive rather than
conventional content

Gem pommel.

magic €ndgame SWORd

Image35: Collage of excldednotifs, options and props for the art direction (Gerritsen, 2D20
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Image36: Collage of included motifs, options and propsthe art direction (Gerritsen,@20)

Through visual research based on the paradigms alresahtified, therunic crcle is deternmned to be

the most important motif to carry through the graphic dgsiof the project and its layout. 3D tests are
donetoo}}l 8§ 8Z & S)}vne(EWwWwPR] BB %SUE ] < }( ]JE& ]88 } E ¢ v
circles seen below. Thercle and runeboard become the key unifying visual motif fdark Arcaa

38



A Dark Arcana: dbter ofDesgn Exegesif Christiaan Gergen

separatirg it from the usually angular design language comnnastience fiction and fantasy. keat
will use this language and technological language to gindelesign and creain of the Tokenak key
scene environment and props aadditionalprops and elementfor the characters

\\

Image37 (left): 3D Runestone mockusérritsen, 2020)
Image38 (right): Goetia @monic sealg¢https’//en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Goetia seals.g)

From these art direction paradigmsriefs and the results of the survey | synthesisa set of shags,
colours, textues and graphic design elements that serveagmlette for each racémage39 shows

this, the shapes othe leftindicate the shapéanguageand the icons on the right are finalised graphic
design elements for each race and each mcelture

So S

e ®

Image 39: Design palettdéor each race (Gerritsen, 200
4.33 Costme Exploratian

Costumedevelgpment occurredacross theproject and thework done in gtting the art diection and
shape language. Costwrdesign started in blockhapes and colos over sinple posed characters.
Costumes were designed race bgce initialy to determine generacultural attire and motifsvhich
could then bechanneled into e artwork of thespecific claracters.As part of the attemts to subvert
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tropes and expectabns referene andinspirationwassourced from cltural attire of non-European
origins.Secificeffort was made to avoidhedieval Europeanlooks A key resourcén the collection of
broadculturalreferene was the photography afimmy Nelsopespeially fom his lmok BeforeThey
Pass fvay. (Before They Pass Aw&015; Nelson, 2018)This book contains a wide range of
impressive potos of wltures and tribes in traditional attire, particularly of rare aisdlated cultures.
Other key source aterial isavant-gardefashion andmodern sportingveapons.

Two phasesf drawings were done for eadtulture: an ideation and a refiementthe refinement
streamliningthe ideas from reference of the first phase asoplyingthe developingart direction

0 ® @ ®

Image41: 2nd Pass Terran Costurt@erritsan, 2020)
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Completing these skehes reinforces a broad idea of tikestumelanguage an@lementsof each
Z & § & [degign dirextion. | conducted rencer and media test on a sileggdesign as a case
study for the pocess. Theérran Savemaste below represents this media tesbmpleted in
photoshop without the use of the maquettes which were still in development. This render is based on
the 4th Teran design from the previous imay

Individual elements that are interesting and appropriate from the first round of sketches are kept and
ported intonew desigs. Ekamples include several varianbs of shape language and certgirops and
shapes thawork or resonate with the character desig(eg; the Nbdele tribe inspired metallic

jewellery present on the Terran Nobles).comparative analysis of the visuakdgs against the

survey parametes helps to resolve and strengthaspects that are reHalitated stereotypes or
subversive

Image43: 3rd pass Terran costume concepts and optif@erritsen, 220)
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Image44: Thrope Fur Pattern investigatigGerritsen 2020).

The Thropeand Gorgorboth receive an additionaldesign pas to try and determine $k and texture
patterns.

The® costume designand nformation provides thénspirationand style reference fodesigninghe
costumes for eacharticular character baed on their briefs.The same methoaf designing flatine
andcolour costumess followed with 3 variations of the character being kexpd and aspects being
incorporatedfrom surveyresultsand cultural designsTheseare basedon the final poses for the
characters in the &y scene layouwith the intent to reduce tme spent rendering lar.

© Howro PEYSEN
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Fomthe 3options for each character a final design is composed of the suastessil elements or
with incorporation of nev features tostrengthenthe design Below is theihal design for Atraxia that
was taken to the redering phasethough not allelementsfor the designcould beincluded in the
renderdue to timeconstraints.The defgn s an atempt to blend the expectedmartial aspects of
Beasfolk culture and the expected shapes and cosés, with more sophisticatbtechnology
undercuting normativebarbaric or orentalistassumptions hout Beasfolk. Modern military armour,
hunting gear,andwebbing is used with morgypical swords and soety elementsto try and create an
urbanhunter lodk that subvertsharmful expectations of @8eastfolkbut } v [cBuse disonance or

jar expectations inthe audience.

Image46: final costumedesignfor Atraxia (Gerritsen, 2030
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Image47: Lineupof all character designs loosely composited to scale and position in envirdr{@emitsen, 2020)
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4.35 Vertical Slice Layaurd Writig

Goncurrently to thedesign work araft handbook layout ws compéted to determine and understand
the pages and conterthat would be required as wkhas where various aspects of the design work
wouldfit and where additional graphics would need to be created

EDITORIAL

CREDITS
CONTENTS

DISCLAIMER

DA

EVOCATIVE ILLUSTRATION FOR

SECTION 1 (INTRODUCTION
SECTION 1

Image48: screenshots of draft PDF from word witlaceholder gaphics (Gerritsen, 2020

A working design layoun InDesign is created for the handldonow using the first word layout as a
guide Font options areonsideredand the vertical slice begins to take gleawith areas that need
extra graphicbeing identfied. This document becomes the vking book for he vertical slice

CONTENTS
i -.THE DRAGON 15 ETERNAL.-

DIRK AR(ANA

‘The Planar Adventurers Guide to
Meridian, and the City of Nexus

/@,

@  ..me DOOM
Opon THE PLANES -

INTREDUGHION

~SHE 1s consTANT-.. o iy

- SHE 15 h END...
. —.anp THE BEGINNING

Image49: Screenshots of the iterated handbook layout noviriBesign (Gerritsen, 2020)
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Work on themanugript for the planar guides extensive and iserated on severatimesover the
course of theproject. This is not finished kthe end of the project butomes to aboutl4 thousand
wordswith onlysome minor items at the end of the copy beingfinished.

The core section of this coyn eachrace and the culturéhat inhabits Meridian kecamethe key
literary component for the worldbilding and designThe rest of the c@y isrested for future
development and iteration orDark Arcana

4.35 Key Scene Desig

Originally,| intendedthe maquetes to be posed and rendereih ZBrush u@g its nativetools, but this
proved limitng. With the key scene and environmeabmponens becoming more impdant | chosea
productionrigging plugn to rig maquettes inBlender. Linkingthis with the ZBrushfiles and some
quick texturework in Substanc®ainter and Designer all@s me tonon-destructively make additions
or edits to the magette meshesat any timeand allows me to ad prop and armour parts to the
meshes for theihal render.

For the key scene Ihose a mgical version of adkam, the centrakore of anuclear reactor. This
helps with the magepunk anchno-magicalfeel, aswell asechoingarchetypal key sene locations
such as a castle, chapel, tbror dungea. It is asoprovidesa clear am appropriatecompaositional
shapefor the key sene and character hierarchucha device is also appropriate to the part of the
setting the vertical slice was to be set inith such magiteckdevices common on Meridn.
Paintovers and annotains on theshots taken from the work iprogress scene help to identify
storytelling and compositional issues

The characters are gged and dopped into the scene soon as it is blocked duBlendersoffline
renderengine Cgles ad theirreal timeengine EVEE a&rboth tested and ultimateNEEVEEE speed
and comparativefidelity is superior.

Image50: Tokamak reference, sketching and blockso(Gerritsen, 2@0)
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Imageb2: Compositionhpaintover inblack and white with guides and planni(@erritsen, 2020)
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Image53: Updated poses withew production rigs beingsed(Gerritsen, 2020)

Working in 3D allows blockouts to besated of @pects of the scene or variouslydelledas needed
to help create reference or lock in perspige. To this effect designs for propad the environment
are investigated and blocked out. The Tokamak control rods are pufacthér, and the envionment
receives a texturing pass as it viidim the basis ofhe final rendered image. Images below amebr.

Image54: Tokamak thumbs anexturing on 3D modgGerritsen, 2020)
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== : - _ == ¥ — R
— = s -

- Ir?légeéS:'Emifénfnextures andsome lighting and volumetric effex(Gerritsen, B20)
The final scene igpdated aml edited beyad thiswith additional prop and workWork is done to
update the scene and make itare interesting after @everal paint overs. The final eramment

becomes alestroyed Tokamakwith the chaacters salvaigg magicaldel from the cental cae.

Ultimately due totime constrants the environment and key scene do not receive a final readdhe
vertical dice becomes only the character and culture pages of the intdriidandbook! linked the
charader rendersinto the key scenearlyasl workedthemup which allowed me taletermine that
the key senewould take more time than available to finish, ants to focus on the characters and
layoutsonly.

imagés:‘ Lihup composition and paintoveiith final character designsnd posegGerritsen, 2020)
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- ." e

ImagéS?; the final tokamak environment rendered outith some paintiné over beiné completd@erritsen, 2020)
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Imageb8: updated and finessellockout environment (now @stroyed) with updated meshes posesops and texires(Gerritsen, 2Q0)
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