
  

THOSE ARE THE BASICS of a roleplaying game. If you have a published game system, 
the work of finding clear and consistent ways to create and resolve situations, and 
describe characters in ways that everyone can agree on, has been mostly done for you.  
Only mostly, because when you play in any roleplaying game, the group may find things 
that they want to add to, adjust, fine-tune, or change hugely - and that's fine! That is, to 
many, part of the fun. As you might expect, the situations tend to get a lot more 
complex - a simple situation like the dragon hunters won’t last us long unless there's a 
lot more to it than it appears, and building more involved ones is a bit of a trick, but 
one that can be managed easily enough. Having solid and understandable descriptions of 
‘who the characters are’ and ‘what the world is like' get a great deal of attention in 
roleplaying games, and so do ways of making those things central to play.  There are 
rewards and methods for keeping everyone interested and engaged in the game at hand 
that some games use. But all of that comes after the very basics of describing situation, 
action, response, continue.

WHEN PLAYING A TABLETOP ROLEPLAYING GAME, 
you will pretend to be someone else – a character.   In a 
tabletop roleplaying game, there are players, each with their 
own character, and a Guide (also commonly called a GM), 
who takes on the role of the situation itself.

THE VERY BASICS

WE MIGHT NOT AGREE on just how tough 
your character is, or how sneaky, and those 
matter, so I get you to describe your dragon 
a bit more, and we figure some way of 
resolving it so we don’t end up bickering. 
We’ll bias things in your favour if your 
dragon is good at sneaking and fighting, or 
against you if your dragon is bad at those 
things. In the interests of being fair, we’ll try 
to codify how we did it this time, and write it 
down, so that we can keep it in mind for the 
next time that character has to scout 
something out; it’s good to be consistent. 
And we’ll make up a few other rules to make 
it feel more like being a dragon.

BEFORE WE GET INTO DETAILS, just imagine that we’re sitting at a table, 
and I say to you “So, you’re a dragon, and you're up on a mountaintop, 
looking around. You've just seen a group of people making their way towards 
your lair, and they look like dragon hunters. What do you do?” - and you 
respond “Well, I guess I'm going to try and figure out if I can beat them in a 
straight fight, first, so I'm going to slip down closer and scout them out”. I 
think about it, and tell you a couple of possible ways to slip down the 
mountain to get closer, and you pick one, and I respond with more stuff; and 
we’re playing. I’m the Guide, and you’re the player. We have a fictional role 
(you're a dragon), and we’ve got a situation that works, one where you have a 
goal, some obstacles, stuff like that. So far, easy.
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A ROLEPLAYING GAME is made up of people using a host 
of different rules – some of which are rules of etiquette, some 
of which are tools at the table, and others which only exist in 
the imaginations of those present.  Here's the stuff that's in a 
roleplaying game:

PARTS OF A GAME

BASIC PRACTICES COVER Who Says What.  The pages you're 
reading right now describe basic practices – back & forth description, 
setting and skipping scenes, division between Guide and player 
authority, in-character dialogue, and movement in and out of rules. 

THE FICTIONAL SETTING DESCRIBES Where You Are. 
Before players can have fictional characters, those people need 
somewhere to exist.  This could be just about anything; “a 
spooky manor in modern times” is a setting; so is “the 'verse 
of the Firefly TV show” or “the ancient Assyrian empire”.  

A PREMISE FOR ACTION DESCRIBES What You Do. Before creating 
characters, there should be a basic premise for action.  This can be fairly 
constrained, such as having the characters as elite military officers in a 
special squad that will receive missions to carry out – or it can be almost 
entirely open, such as saying “You're all down-and-dirty in Wharf Town, 
you could all use some coin.  The rest is up to you”.  A published game 
might or might not include a premise.

A SITUATION DESCRIBES What's Going On.  If 
the premise is “you'll be sent out on missions”, 
then a situation is a mission.  If the premise is being 
cash-hungry in Wharf town, the situation starts with 
“ways to get money”, but might extend into 
getting entangled in all kinds of town affairs, 
making that whole mess the situation.  Where the 
premise points the characters at the setting 
material, that's where situation goes.  In general, 
building situations is the province of the Guide.

A RULES ENGINE IS USED TO RESOLVE “I 
shoot!  Do I hit?  What next?”; these are the 
parts of the game most commonly called rules.  
Often, these are arranged in a systematic way, 
with numbers, dice, and on, creating the game 
part of a roleplaying game.  “Light” versions of 
games are often nothing but engine.

CHARACTERS DESCRIBE Who You Are. The point of all this is to provide 
a space, motives, and support for people pretending to be characters – the 
roleplaying part of a roleplaying game.  Characters will have traits and ratings 
that describe them in the rules, will be built in light of the setting, situation, 
and premise, and brought to life by playing them.   Sam
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AT LEAST TWO PEOPLE are required to play a tabletop roleplaying 
game - one to take on the job of being the Guide, and the others as 
players. The Guide should have access to their rules engine at all times, 
and be pretty familiar with it. Most often, a prospective Guide decides to 
"run a game",  sorts out a setting, premise, and the bare bones of a 
situation, and then invites potential players to take part. Players will need 
enough familiarity with the rules engine to build characters, but that can 
happen at a session or beforehand, whichever works best.

SETUP AND PLAY

A GROUP WILL ALSO NEED somewhere to play that 
is free of interruptions. They'll need all the various props 
that their game engine uses, which usually means having 
pencils, paper (or character record sheets), and dice of 
the sort their engine uses. This might also include poker 
chips, cards, maps, tokens, or other devices for managing 
the game elements that the engine provides. 

THE OPENING OF A FIRST SESSION 
will often involve a quick run-down on 
the engine and setting being used, and 
the parts of it that the Guide will be 
paying special attention to.  If a session is 
being used to introduce the players to 
the rules engine, setting, and so on, this 
might be a whole lot more extensive; 
doing a run-through of the engine and 
building characters can take up a whole 
session just by itself, depending on the 
setting and engine.

EACH PLAYER WILL NEED A CHARACTER. 
Sometimes, this is done before the group sits 
down for play, and the Guide will simply do a 
quick check that everyone has their character 
stuff ready.  Other times, the group will want 
to toss around ideas as a group, looking to 
build characters that mesh and aren't likely to 
upstage each other too much.  Once characters 
are complete, the Guide may need to adapt 
their situation so that their material fits.

ONCE THE GUIDE IS READY, the 
players have characters, and 
everyone has their various pages, 
dice, and other bits set up, the 
group can start playing, with the 
Guide setting up the starting 
circumstances of each character.   
Play lasts until the group needs a 
break or is done playing for the 
night (you can come back to it 
later), or the current situation is 
resolved, in the opinion of the 
group. At first, play will usually 
pause to reference the rules and get 
familiar with how things work fairly 
regularly, but as the group gets 
more comfortable with the rules, 
such delays will occur less and less 
often – it takes time to settle into a 
groove, and that's okay.

IN THE FIRST SESSION

IN EVERY SESSION
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ONE OF THE TROPES of tabletop roleplaying games is “So, you all 
meet in a bar” - but the most important part of that phrase is actually 
“So, you all meet”.  It's possible for the Guide to run scenes for each 
character individually – and sometimes it's a very good thing to do that! 
 But a game where the characters don't meet up and work together is a 
game where players are sitting around the table as audience a great deal 
of the time, and most players are mainly at the game to play, not to 
watch.

STARTING 
CIRCUMSTANCES

SOME ENGINES AND SOME PREMISES, will link up 
all the characters right from the beginning.  Others don't 
do that, and the Guide will instead engineer the situation 
so that they get thrown together.  Players are generally 
expected to try and 'go along with this', even if it's a little 
bit clumsy, and Guides are expected to try and avoid 
having it be too clumsy.

SOMETIMES, the starting circumstances are best thrown out 
there as an active scene – if the Guide starts in with “So, 
you're all travelling on the Vantia Highway, going north, 
when the goblin army comes into sight on it's way south.”, 
the characters don't have to know each other to fall in 
together; there's plenty of reason to just get rolling.
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MOST OF AN RPG is played out just by talking, but there are 
a couple of different ways of talking about and between actions 
that might take some getting used to.

THE FLOW OF PLAY

DESCRIPTIVE ACTION IS the basic way of playing.  
The Guide will set a scene, the players will describe 
what their characters are doing. The Guide will state 
how this affects the scene, telling them what happens 
next, and back and forth it goes. If the Guide 
described some ruins, a player might say "I explore 
the ruins, looking for anything interesting". The 
Guide might check with the other players to see what 
they're doing at the same time, and then jump to the 
first interesting thing in the search, or the first thing 
that interrupts it. So, the Guide is adding new details 
to the setting all the time. Here, players are in charge 
of, and concentrate on, their characters; the Guide 
manages everything else.

SOMETIMES PLAYERS SPEAK AS THEIR 
CHARACTERS. These may be lengthy discussions, 
or quick exchanges of a few words. Moving to this 
kind of play is easy; if your character, Arathmus the 
dragon, does some scouting and discovers that the 
dragon hunters are, on close examination, something 
else entirely, you might suddenly state “Why do you 
little ones intrude on my territory?” as if you were 
Arathmus. When someone begins speaking this way, 
it’s normal to go with it, speaking in response. This 
can end just as easily, returning to descriptive action. 
Smooth changeovers to and from in-character 
speech, without division, are standard. While acting, 
everyone is in charge of the same thing - the 
character they play.

RULES ARE ALSO USED.  In the middle of descriptive action, a player might 
describe their character doing something, and the Guide might respond with 
“Give me a roll for that”, or some other reference to “Let's use the engine to 
resolve this”.  This can be an rapid jump out of and back into descriptive action; 
you roll a die, state if it's higher or lower than some number, and jump back.  
Or it can be very extensive; “You enter the Temple of Night.  Let's lay out the 
map.” might be a call to move the action into rules terms, where movement, 
fights, and many other features are handled by the engine, and descriptive action 
and in-character speech are things you do as asides while engaging the rules, 
rather than the reverse.  Different engines have different degrees of rules-bound 
action available; some assume that groups want to avoid extended engagement, 
others assume that it's desirable.Sam
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A SCENE IS A CHUNK OF TIME in which the overall location, 
characters, and action remain generally the same. When any of 
those things changes in a “jump”, that’s a new scene - though 
transitions in the midst of the action, such as an argument turning 
into a fight, or a few bit part characters entering or leaving, don’t 
make for a new scene.

SCENE-BY-SCENE

THE GUIDE SETS A SCENE by describing it and how the characters 
enter it. This description will start with a basic sketch - the characters 
are in deep in the catacombs of a cathedral, soaring over an island 
chain by night, whatever the case is. It will move on to the most 
overall sensory impression; by describing the stench of the catacombs, 
the darkness of the night. A few more details of setting, describing the 
street below or the tables and crowds around them, finish that sketch. 
After making that sketch, the Guide will almost always go on to add 
an active element - something that is happening that is there for the 
characters to interact with, whether that’s someone to talk with, 
enemies to fight, or whatever the case may be.

NOT ALL SCENES DESERVE ATTENTION. Characters sleep. They 
eat. They move about the setting. Sometimes, there will be fascinating 
stuff to deal with here. But most of the time, nobody at the table will 
care how the characters slept, or the details of how much they ate, or 
other such trivia. Most of this will just be glossed over with “You sleep. 
You wake. The next day…”, or something equally quick. Equally 
important to the skill of setting a scene well is the skill of knowing 
when to set a scene at all. A good scene always includes at least one of 
the following, and often has the potential for more:
♦ An obstacle - from a fight to a calm bargaining situation.
♦ A significant choice to be made about what to do next.
♦ Something important to the situation the characters would know.
♦ A chance for the characters to acquire something that they might 

want, or get closer to achieving a goal.

WHILE THE GUIDE DESCRIBES SCENE CHANGES, 
players will often make it clear through action what the 
next scene should be - “We go talk to the ancient one he 
told us about”. Players will also occasionally ‘cue’ scenes 
with action; if the Guide is describing the transition with a 
few details, and a player declares that they want to do 
something about one of those details, that’s a player 
initiating a scene, and may very well mean it’s time for the 
Guide to set it up. Both of these are not only normal, but 
should be expected.Sam
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