Reimagining Historical
Settings in Game Design

Cole Wehrle (PhD, You can trust me about this stuff.)
Creative Director, Leder Games
Co-Founder, Wehrlegig Games
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What I Hope to Share Today

1. Some different ways of understanding theme.
(Here we might spend too long talking about Catan.)

2. A simple framework for making history games.

(L’ll give you tons of case studies so you can see this framework in action.)

3. What we stand to gain and lose.
(And why I think it’s worth the hard work.)




1. Table Settings
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René Descartes
1596-1650, RIP to a Legend




Mind Body
Mechanics? Theme?
Theme? Mechanics?




Linguistic Metaphors

As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams
he found himself transformed in his bed into a monstrous vermin.

A Game Design as a Grammar e | e |

Gregor Samsa | awoke

Diagram design by Pop Chart Lab

Theme as Vocabulary




What are we making:

a creature or a conversation?




2. No Game is an Island

...even if it’s about an Island.






Catan as a Language

e (atan’s Grammar
.. Spatial Dynamics of the Map
b. Generation of Resources
. Spending of Resources
. Trading of Resources

(Boy, the game cares a lot about resources.)

e (atan’s Vocabulary







ESS

St baven 10 i s Kare

Left photo by Crosis2369 (BGG)
Right photo by Pasi Apild (BGG)




Hade In the US.A

Klaus euber

s 5 Take any 2 resource 3

A ~ 3 cards from the bank |

and add them to your :

M AYFAIH X % hand. These can be twodif- f s

ferent resources or two of the same = ‘?877 00483

s AMES o resource. These may immediately be Move the robber and steal one | < TACRACE
= Yoo antr st buid

resource from an adjacent player. } victory point 0796883MFI‘|35W
®

Cathedral

Temple
iR

Victory point




ol A Game o /
Discovery, Settlement
. and Trade

‘When you play this card, announce onc type
of resource. All other players must give you
all their resource cards of that type.

Take any 2 resource cards from the bank and

add them t0 your hand. They can be two dif

ferent resources or two of the same resource.
‘They may immediately be used to build.

e o

UNIVERSITY OF CATAN

GOVERNOR’S HOUSE

SOLDIER

1 victory point!

1 victory point!

.
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Contextualizing
Settings with a
Knowledge Map




Greg Loring-Albright,
“First Nations of Catan: Practices in
Critical Modification” (2015)

An 1872 representation of "American Progress” associated with the Frontier Myth. Public

Domain.

Settlers of Catan, both by its title and its thematic elements, situates
itself as a game about settling new land. While the game does not
root itself in any historical reality, playing it in the U.S. creates a link
to the real historical settlement and concurrent genocide of indige-
nous peoples. Consider the “frontier myth,” a phrase that describes
the work of Frederick Turner Jackson, whose 1893 essay “The
Significance of the Frontier in American History” attributes the
rapid development of the U.S. in the late 19" century, and the speci-
ficity of the U.S. American character, to mystical forces contained in
the “empty” and thus edenic American West.? Settlers of Catan, by al-
lowing its settlers to find the island of Catan in a similarly edenic
state, reifies this myth, which helped to render American Indians in-
visible. Thus, Settlers of Catan, when played in the U.S., is complicit in
continuing to make indigenous communities invisible. Primarily in
order to counter this troubling aspect of Settlers of Catan, and to cre-
ate a game that | feel comfortable playing, | have designed a variant
of Settlers of Catan titled First Nations of Catan.
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Award-Winning

Game of Discovery,

Settlement & Trade

2007




CURRENCY

THE MAN WHO BUILT CATAN

By Adrienne Raphel
February 12, 2014

: ; I E DLE R ﬁ After Barbarossa, Teuber designed several other games and

won two more Spiel des Jahres awards, but he was still
working fourteen-hour days in the dental lab. In 1991, after
reading histories of Viking life, he became fascinated with
Iceland and the age of discovery. “What was it like when they
reached this virgin island?” he said. “I wanted to find out.” He
tinkered with an island-settling game for four years, testing
versions on his wife and children every weekend. Initially, the
instructions included lots of complicated mechanics—for

example, if you had enough cities and settlements in a cluster,

Ein Spiel von i
Klaus Teuber you could create a metropole—but eventually, Teuber said, “I

cooked it to the heart of the game.” A breakthrough moment

came when Teuber experimented with using hexagonal tiles
instead of squares for his board. He said he had a dream that
he remembered having once before, the last time he won the
Spiel des Jahres: “T was standing on the shore of a pond and

saw very big fish, and I angled the biggest of them.”
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3. Agents and Anxieties



e Who has agency?
e What do they care about?

So, you want to make a
game set in the past?
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Agents for a game about the Great Game?

PETER HOPKIRK : » ! EpEAT AN

FROM RUSSIA,
WITH LOVE
Ian Flemin

Death-trap
for
James Bond

. | CPETER HOPKIRK IS TRULY
THE LAUREATE OF THE GREAT GAME."-JAN MORRIS
- =

(1994)




Adventures in Missing the Point

Joseph Wolff
1795-1862

oo by A2 A
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Charles Stoddart Nasrullah Khan Arthur Conolly
1806-1842 1806-1860 1807-1842




CURZON .
State and Tribe in
Nineteenth-Century
| Afghanistan

The Reign of Amir Dost
Muhammad Khan (1826-1863)

"0 CHRISTINE NOELLE

(1997)

RETURN
OF A KING

THE BATTLE FOR
AFGHANISTAN, 1839—42

WILLIAM
DALRYMPLE

AuTHOR oF The Last Mughal
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Those silly
intelligence
agents.

Political Actors

Players as

Power Brokers







4. Spots of Time



Renegotiating our Settings

ANDREAS SEYFARTH

alea




S € Inception Otk of Edward Said,
dhe idea of inferiority and difterence, 1, o™ at0n of mperiaist s
rational, effici s et

znbebe generalized tzn:}; o superior, anq the undevelsccpedoms; 1[ he‘ W:::dis ke

e nOn-Westem 5 rient—s s term that
ther—i
B Dherachicoing ofien neading ther—is positioned as inefficient, irrational,
racialized knowledge divide between ¢

‘When we ask,

“Where are
oot © the Native inhabitants of Puerto Rico?” the answer is,

e p::’t:i‘:?;?:l:: rss:o:ists in the game actually are slaves, something that

imes within the board gaming community, as well as

in academic sources.’ They are represented in the game by dark brown discs, visually
evoking dark-skinned people (figure 7.2). The BoardGameGeek forum for Puerto Rico
is full of discussion threads with subjects such as “Dark Side of Puerto Rico,” “Slav-
ery,” “Colonizing in an ideal world,” “The thorny issue of slavery,” “PR isn’t Offen-
sive enough, or, making Slavery more offensive,” “Racial overtones of PR and black
gamers,” “Isn’t this game a little racist?,” and “Racist?” The discussions in these threads
often become heated, and several threads have been locked by the administrators.
Some people argue that there is no proof that the colonist discs represent slaves, but
most agree that this is the only reasonable assumption. People disagree, however, as to

whether this is problematic.

The Indigenous name of Borinquen was replaced with Puerto Rico by Christopher
hundred years ago, and ever since, Western exploiters have con-
M ary FI anag an t(l::rex: tt): ijl:;er:i::zvtehe land. Thye Arawak-speaking Taino people who greeted Columbus
Mikael Jakobsson relied on fishing and agriculture but were quickly overcome by colonizers. Native men,

women, and children were forced to build buildings for the colonizers and dig for gold

h of the riches the Europeans sought. Within fifty years of Columbus's arrival,
in searc —aatna sho Native pagglations through, disease. murder, _____loey poind.
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Finding the Right Moment
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PRODUCER

| Each player i rotation,takes
from the Hiring

one worker from i
ECRUITER | Hallunil il workers ae gone.

Buy a Building e and place it
on oneof your Istand board's

Ty
BUILDER | Cty spaces.
+

Take goods from the suppiy.

Sell good i the Trading

N

fovatTAGE

You may choasea Quarry tile
instead of an Esate .

Take | additional worker from
the supply ple 3t the sartof
the phase.

Pay | coin fess than the cost of
the Buiking.

Take | additional barrel, of any.
of type o good you produce,
from the suppiy.

CTRADER  che bank.

Ship goods, earning 1VP for

Your good.
Eam VP bonusfor the phase:

CAPTAIN

| There i no acton associated

TEMPORARY  with this rol.
CWORKER

11

There is o action assocated
R M thisrole.

of goods).

Eam | coin from the bank.

Piracy, Munder,Raid, or Capture.

Small Fruit Storage




And Now for Something Completely Different
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Good Agents
Bad Anxieties

GAMES
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9. Atmospheres with Attitude



Better agents and better anxieties
oive us better design tools.



Three Different Registers of John Company

I.
Imperial
Infographics
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Success 33% | 56% 70% | 80% 87% 91%

Failure 33% | 33% | 26% | 19% | 13% 9%

Catastrophic

, 33% 11% 4% 1% <1% | <1%
Failure

An Illuswn of | Contfrol




I1.
A Distant
India

CRISIS EVENT

Photo by Aceptableloss (BGG)
Paintings by Amita Pai
Sculpts by Amarjeet Bitke

Inscrutable Chaos
Chart by jmoslainte (BGG)



I11.
A Cynical
Homefront

SPOUSE
You cannot transfer this card.

You may no longer seek or
own Company shares. If you
are Chairman, move your
family member back into the
Court as a share and vacate
the office. Any shares you have

must be traded or removed. 13

Goals and Gossip

SPOUSE
You cannot transfer this card.

Gloncora

Remove your opportunity marker
from the game. It is never placed

when you take an action. Note:
you may still gain extra actions

? Jfrom laws and an extra writer
el when there are 4+ vacancies.




S
=
—~ =
i =
o]
= =
O ==
=
20 %
o
- =
|
]
@
+
o p—
a0
-
o p—

Putt



The Lies of John Company?

May seek debt up to track max.
Taking more than 3 requires
the Court’s approval.

Q- ®

THEN, allocate Company Balance.

Add one to
this office’s
attrition roll.

57

...or Historical Games as Historical Fiction




Going Beyond
Period Art

Levy & Campaign SericsssVokme

Photos by Scott Muldoon
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JOIN THE AMERICAN WOMEN'’S
SUFFRAGE MOVEMENT

1848-1920

A GAME BY TORY BROWN
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6. No Kscape



A Responsibility to Games
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And a
Responsibility
to Everyone
Else
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Let’s go make (and play)
better games about history.

Feel free to reach out:

@colewehrle (Twitter)
cole@ledergames.com
cole@wehrlegig.com
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