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EVAN TORNER | When Lizzie Stark pitched the Unit-
ed States run of the Norwegian all-woman larp Mad 
About the Boy, the obligatory Facebook responses of 
those who could not attend the event poured in:

“gonna have to o!caly (sic) pull out bc of "nances/mov-
ing/crazy life attack...but thanks for keeping me in 
mind and i hope everyone has a blast!”

“Sadly my job rolled out a new payment plan that essen-
tially amounts to a rather large paycut for me. I really 
don’t think I can make it which really blows cause I’ve 
been looking forward to this for months :(”

“All the folks I know who I’ d suggest this event to live 
here in the Seattle area, and like me don’t have the time 
and/or funds to #y cross country for the game. ;)” 
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Despite Stark’s e!orts to make the event a!ordable, 
many women balked at the "nancial commitment. 
Mad About the Boy became primarily accessible to 
childless women between the ages of 25-40 with 
semi-predictable incomes. Put in Marxian terms, the 
other women’s labour-power had already been sold, 

denying them opportunities to at-
tend. In Karl Marx’s words, “la-
bour-power is a commodity which 
its possessor, the wage-worker, 
sells to the capitalist... in order to 

live” (Marx, 1847). It is therefore unsurprising that 
the price-tag of a given larp has a consequential im-
pact on the "ction it generates. Material conditions 
have all-too-obvious impacts on any cultural prod-
uct. Players’ necessity to eat and sleep, along with 
joint "nancial and social pressures all have an e!ect 
on play. Why do we even have to bring it up?

#e answer to the question lies, however, in precisely 
in the anxiety that it raises: the Almighty Bottom 
Line structures our play in ways we can only perceive 
in retrospect. We live in a post-industrial society. Our 
lives are now controlled through bizarre ecologies of 
information metrics, service sector employment, and 
distantly outsourced labor and material-resource har-
vesting within global networks of power and capital 
circulation. #ese all leave bloody footprints on any 
artwork we create. Larps and other “serious leisure” 
activities take place at the intersection of a collective-
ly created "ctional imaginary (Jones, 2012). Material 
conditions permit this imaginary to exist. Payment 
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for the site, provisions, su$cient vacation time from 
work, and medical care are all factors in letting the 
"ction unfold. #ese banalities become increasingly 
important in a world where scarcity reigns as a means 
of human control. We as designers and players seek 
to circumnavigate these scarcities.

Below, I articulate an informal methodology of re%ect-
ing on these issues. #en I follow up with a description 
of di!erent games in which material conditions reared 
their head in ways that directly or indirectly impacted 
the "ction of the larp. #ese anecdotes draw only from 
my personal experience, forming a diary of sorts that 
more prompts us for further self-re%ection than it im-
pels us to ‘take action’ against the material privations 
that humans experience. 

SOME WORDS ON POLIT ICAL ECONOMY

Political economy is the notion that power, structured 
by material relations, manifests itself in our cultural 
products. Capital, as wielded by distinct persons and 
institutions with propertied in-
terests, exerts rhetorical pressure 
on us to dream a certain way. As 
game designers, we believe that 
our systems and environment 
are primary forces acting upon our larpers. But to 
some degree, we are in fact unconsciously expressing 
a non-neutral stance about how the material world 
works, about how one acquires power and privilege 
and/or the means to resist it. In classic Marxian dis-
course, the material relations are what one calls the 
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base, and the superstructure is the culture that rests 
upon it. !e base and superstructure are always act-
ing upon each other. Material relations produce the 

kind of cultural consciousness they 
require (not the other way around), 
which impacts material relations 
again. What resources are avail-
able produces the limits of what 

can be thought about those resources. If we read our 
larps as texts to be interpreted in retrospect (as per 
Stenros, 2004; Ilieva, 2010.), then do they not also 
reveal the choices made about resources at the time?

In the rest of this essay, I examine the material con-
ditions of three larps in order to "nd their emergent 
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political valence. I give a brief summary of the local 
conditions producing the larp, then a #eeting de-
scription of the larp. I conclude with my own obser-
vations about the conditions impacting the "ction. 

CASE STUDY 1: WMIL S

On December 1, 2012, Western Massachusetts Inter-
active Literature Society (WMILS) organized an ad-
aptation of Meguey Baker’s 1,001 Nights as a larp to 
be held at an art space. !is shift in venue forced us 
to charge $10 per person, split between the organiz-
ers and the venue. Organizers could thus cover their 
overhead, and the art space was happily occupied 
and producing revenue. !is meant that we could 
provide food, costumes, and all the a$ordances of 
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a high-budget larp at a fraction of the cost. !ose 
players who could make it required some form of car 
transport to get to the site, which also prohibited the 

participation of a certain audience. 
Charging admission meant we 
had a smaller, self-selected group 
of players – some seasoned larpers, 
some tabletoppers, and some art-

ists who just wanted to play “dress up” – who drove 
their characters’ stories hard enough that we were 
able to end after 2.5 hours of play. Players were well-
fed, well-costumed, and able to freely generate their 
own storyline. !e "ctional result was numerous 
plots to kill the sultan (myself ) that did not manage 
to succeed. Simply playing a smug sultan in an actual 
larp space full of plenty was more than enough to in-
cite the kind of smoldering, jealous rebellion desired 
of a 1,001 Nights game. !e political economy of 
this larp produced satis"ed players whose goodwill 
bled into characters who could not quite overthrow 
the structures that imprisoned them.

CASE 2 : INTERCON

Intercon is a theater-style larp convention held annu-
ally over a weekend in Waltham, MA for about 250 
participants. !ey are big enough that they have to 
deal with expensive hotels, and thus have to leverage 
their ability to "ll rooms with hotel guests against 
the environment o#ered by the hotel. Intercon moved 
from a smaller to a larger hotel in 2010: the expensive 
hotel Westin Waltham Boston. !e hotel was located 
away from reasonably priced, healthy eating options; 
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it charged $7 for a slice of pizza. !is did not align 
with the cultural and economic expectations of the 
Intercon larp crowd. After the overwhelming com-
plaints about said hotel, the convention switched 
back to the old (but bursting-at-the-seams) Radisson 
Hotel in Waltham. 

!e larp in which I participated at the Westin was a 
steampunk aethership larp called Aces over Arkham 
(2010), a "ve-hour extravaganza on the Saturday night 
of the convention in which two 24-team ship crews 
in separate rooms fought each other “Battleship”-
style. However, due to the di$culty the convention 
participants experienced in obtaining food, half-doz-
en larpers never showed up. Others showed up late, 
and some players left the game because they were 
hungry. Tension emerged in the game not because of 
our characters, but because we could not perform all 
the necessary functions and oversee the action with 
such a skeleton crew compared with the other team. 

Our ship crashed that night due to sabotage per-
formed by a player-character whom I thought had 
left the game to get food, but who 
was actually around the corner 
whispering poison in a GM’s ear. 
!at is to say: our wicked villain 
characters were actually in a state 
of poverty, bleeding feelings of player poverty about 
the corporate hotel. !e game became about how 
we would most gloriously commit suicide. !e high 
price of the convention led to high expectations from 
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the game, and the game itself could not accommo-
date for the strictures imposed by the hotel. 

CASE 3: FASTAVAL

Fastaval is a freeform-heavy convention held in Den-
mark every year, and its original, high-quality sce-
narios have recently gained international attention. 
!e 300+ attendee convention is held in a school. 
One would presume that would give the organizers 
full autonomy over their event. Not so – the Danish 
government intervened in the year I attended (2010) 
to bar the convention from using one-third of the 
school’s classrooms, because of some plants having 
died the previous year. !e political economy of 
Fastaval is that it’s subsidized for its basic (and capa-
cious) space needs. On the other hand, it’s subservi-

ent to arbitrary whims of the state. Naturally, this 
had an impact on play.

At Fastaval, I assisted Julia Ellingboe in running her 
larp What to Do About Tam Lin?, a courtroom drama 
based around the old faerie ballads. !e group that 
showed up was about twice as big as the space that 
was available. So Fastaval organizers led one-half of 
the group down to a new playing 
space: a small hallway in a base-
ment. Due to the Danish govern-
ment intervention, we were now 
playing a larp about a faerie court 
next to little kids’ jackets and a couple of benches in 
a hallway. !e hallway ensured we had a fairly brief 
and intense round of negotiations before the court 
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drama. Space limited di!use character interaction. 
"e hallway became our context: we were interstitial 
characters having a tiny spat, rather than main char-
acters holding an epic debate. We of course received 
profuse apologies from the Fastaval organizers – eve-
ryone su!ered that year – but the question of money 
and power came surging into our diegesis as we co-
created it.

A BRIEF AFTERTHOUGHT

"e above anecdotes illustrate some ways that resource 
allocation can haunt the play and plot outcomes of 
larps. Political economy is a mode of discourse about 
culture, but is by no means a predictor of ful#llment 
of larp goals. Returning to the US Mad About the 
Boy example, the play outcome of that game (for 
those who could make it) saw a women-only commu-
nity built among the characters that was then torn 
asunder by the same when the last man entered the 
play environment. Players had mixed emotions about 
watching their organically formed community torn 
asunder by a surprise ending, though such an ending 

is not atypical for weekend-long 
larps trying to lure players back. 
Was this a result of the time, space 
and #nances allocated to the larp, 
or simply a generic component 

of the larp’s design? I have no room to judge, for I 
was not there. But our investment in our characters 
is never purely #ctional; it’s also material. My #nal 
word is this: in order for us to politically analyze a 
medium that emphasizes #rst-person audience, we 
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have to both take note of the hard resources required 
to make a larp happen and then our embodied player 
experiences as we experience the e!ects of these re-
sources. We must recognize that there’s a man be-
hind the curtain, while also seeing the spectacle of 
Oz and reacting as our characters. Is it possible?


