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Abstract

Editor’s Note: Welcome to Sounding Out! ‘s fall series titled “Sound and Play,” where we ask how

sound studies, as a discipline, can help us to think through several canonical perspectives on play.

While Johan Huizinga had once argued that play is the primeval foundation from which all culture

has sprung, it is important to ask where sound fits into this construction of culture;
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Editor’s Note:  Welcome to Sounding Out!‘s fall series titled “Sound and

Play,” where we ask how sound studies, as a discipline, can help us to think through several

canonical perspectives on play. While Johan Huizinga had once argued that play is the primeval

foundation from which all culture has sprung, it is important to ask where sound fits into this

construction of culture; does it too have the potential to liberate or re-entrench our social worlds?

SO!’s Multimedia editor Aaron Trammell reflects upon using sound in role-playing games as a

form of resistance. Ready, players?

—

When we play with sound, how does it influence the ways in which we understand, configure, and

experience the world? I have already argued that non-diegetic sound can produce a visceral and

emotive effect when connected to player interaction within a game world, that sounds are often

structured within games to construct a sort of feedback between player and system, and that

often within this feedback loop the narrative voice perpetuates problematic tropes of sexism and 

racism through its scripting. While I focused on the often dystopic production efforts of large and

middle sized game companies in those prior essays, here I will be focusing on autonomous and

grassroots examples of how sound is used as a way to stage social experiments which resist these

often hegemonic ways that these dominant narratives constrict our views of the world.

Role-playing games, the focus of my post today, offer a more viable path of social resistance than

better-known video games. Nordic larp style-games, for example, are written and played within

not-for-profit communities, and they utilize themes of social inequality, transformation, and

activism within their very scripts. Second, role-playing games, unlike computer games, do not

require that their developers are able to code. Instead, games are often circulated by word-of-

mouth, or in script format through player communities. In this sense, the genre itself is

untethered from many of the problems of consumer capitalism. Many underground role-playing

games are designed both around social issues and for local community needs as opposed to the

market demands that necessitate big budgets, big programming teams, and few risks in the video

game industry today. Finally, because role-playing games necessitate neither big budgets, the

ability to code, nor mass audiences, they are an ideal site wherein game designers and referees

can stage social experiments that speak to the unique wants and desires of the communities

within which they are run.

In The Larpfactory Book Project, a forthcoming book containing several ready to play examples of 

Nordic larp (a big shout out to Lizzie Stark for hooking me up with an advance copy of this portion

of the manuscript!), larpwrights Matthijs Holter and Fredrik Hossmann propose a game entitled
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“Before and After Silence,” focused on thinking through the collective experience of silence. From

the game description:

In a world of more and more sound, silence is becoming more valuable. Before and After Silence

is about limitations and listening, and about doing almost nothing. It is non-verbal and uses

silence as its starting point. It is about shifting the point of view from “what is” to “what is not,”

about shifting the focus from “the sounds” to “the spaces between the sounds,” from “the

actions” to what is “between the actions,” and to “what is not done.” Rather than playing

characters, we examine how we look at ourselves and how different filters can change how we

see ourselves and others.

The game is structured as a social experiment for five to twelve players who are made to select

two cards, one of which prompts players with an action they must complete only once during the

hour of silence (one example reads “Go over to someone and whisper something in a language

you don’t know”), and another which prompts players with a setting through which they should

interpret the actions of the other players in the room (one example suggests a player imagine

themselves in a community of prisoners, another makes a player imagine themselves as one in a

society of telepaths). Before the game there are a set of workshops aimed at orienting players to

the scope and silence of the game, and afterward there is a debriefing session where players

compare their experiences of silence during the game.

Tons of great examples of work in the Nordic

larp genre are in this book. Image borrowed

from FransBadger @Flickr.

Unlike American larps, which often take place in high-fantasy settings and direct their action

around combat scenarios, Nordic larps often focus on the everyday and comparatively mundane,

and as such tend to be more concerned the problems of the everyday as well. Even those that

take place in more exotic environments, such as System Danmarc, a game set in the cyberpunk

future of Copenhagen, engage players in real issues regarding class and poverty. After living in a

shanty-town simulating the future streets of Copenhagen for a week of game-time (In Nordic-style

larps, game-time is often equivalent to real time, and so a week in-game is equivalent to a week

out of game) players are shown a documentary about the actual slums of Copenhagen where they
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realize that their experience within the space of play was made to mirror the experience of those

struggling with the these very issues in the real world.

https://vimeo.com/18954660

In the case of “Before and After Silence,” it is interesting to consider the ways in which the game

designers here play with sound, and how these experiments in sonic game design might provoke

new modes of subjectivity. As described earlier, players are both given a particular action and or

noise to perform, but also are prompted with a way to imagine the actions that the rest of the

players in the room are performing. The resulting group performance is an acid dream of sorts

wherein each player is made to imagine the room’s soundscape in a very different way. Is the

setting a long-lost silent film, or are you drifting through an ether of emotions and past

romances? The game focuses on playing with silence in a way that makes the din of

communication an unfamiliar and distant memory. The game affords players an opportunity to

imagine the world sound. In doing this, “Before and After Silence” displaces the dominance of the

voice as a mode of communication and through this questions the ways in which we imagine the

world.

Not all is perfect, however, in this utopia of resistance. As Lisa Blackman (2009) argues in her

essay “Embodying Affect: Voice-hearing, Telepathy, Suggestion and Modelling the Non-Conscious,”

play with the exchange of subjectivities and sound marks an ontological shift from a praxiology of

what bodies are to what bodies can do (p. 170). Moving forward from her work in understanding

the ritual practices of voice-hearing communities, Blackman explains that similar forms of sonic

play (including play with silence) allow for the experience, embodiment, and trade of desire, fear,

and trauma. In the context of “Before and After Silence,” this means that as players sculpt and

adjust the sonic space of the room, they run the risk of also shaping and altering each others

psychic conditions, in unpredictable and perhaps dangerous ways.

The conflation which occurs between these spaces of real emotion and play emotion is, in fact,

well documented, and referred to in larp communities as “bleed.” As role-playing scholar Sarah

Bowman (2013), explains in her essay “Social Conflict in Role-Playing Communities: An Exploratory

Qualitative Study,” even though bleed does occasionally create rifts in relationships (some

participants that she has interviewed reported in-game events disturbing their out of game

relationships), others seek it out as a form of extreme play. For this reason Nordic larps require

ethical behavior on the parts of their players, and because of the nature of the psychic and social

sculpting which can occur within the play spaces of the game, the possibility exists that a single

unethical player could create a negative and perhaps concerning experience for many others. That

said, there are several ways the community mitigates the possibility of this problem including

meticulous casting processes, before-game workshops, after-game debrief sessions, and safe

words for use during play.
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Players debrief after a game. Image borrowed

from Fiezi @Flickr.

“Before and After Silence” is a valuable cultural artifact that lies at the intersection of scholarship

on sound studies and serious play. At the same time that it promises several new ways to think

through how sound, communication, and silence influence the how we frame and approach the

world, it also raises deeper questions regarding the nature of social control and the viability of

autonomous modes of organization. As silence allows players to explore and interact with a world

where the soundscape takes on an increased prominence, do sexist, racist, and homophobic

modes of socialization still manage to creep into the play space? And does the voice, along with

its physiological and cultural embodiment of race, class, and gender, offer an escape from these

experiments in silence if and when they turn dystopic?

—

Featured image: “Larp” by Flickr user marten vaher, CC-BY-NC-SA 2.0

—

Aaron Trammell is co-founder and Multimedia Editor of Sounding Out! He is also a Media Studies

PhD candidate at Rutgers University. His dissertation explores the fanzines and politics of

underground wargame communities in Cold War America. You can learn more about his work at 

aarontrammell.com.

—
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[image: Sound and Play]Editor’s Note:  Welcome to Sounding Out!‘s fall series titled “Sound and Play,” where we ask how sound studies, as a discipline, can help us to think through several canonical perspectives on play. While Johan Huizinga had once argued that play is the primeval foundation from which all culture has sprung, it is important to ask where sound fits into this construction of culture; does it too have the potential to liberate or re-entrench our social worlds? SO!’s Multimedia editor Aaron Trammell reflects upon using sound in role-playing games as a form of resistance. Ready, players?




—


When we play with sound, how does it influence the ways in which we understand, configure, and experience the world? I have already argued that non-diegetic sound can produce a visceral and emotive effect when connected to player interaction within a game world, that sounds are often structured within games to construct a sort of feedback between player and system, and that often within this feedback loop the narrative voice perpetuates problematic tropes of sexism and racism through its scripting. While I focused on the often dystopic production efforts of large and middle sized game companies in those prior essays, here I will be focusing on autonomous and grassroots examples of how sound is used as a way to stage social experiments which resist these often hegemonic ways that these dominant narratives constrict our views of the world.


Role-playing games, the focus of my post today, offer a more viable path of social resistance than better-known video games. Nordic larp style-games, for example, are written and played within not-for-profit communities, and they utilize themes of social inequality, transformation, and activism within their very scripts. Second, role-playing games, unlike computer games, do not require that their developers are able to code. Instead, games are often circulated by word-of-mouth, or in script format through player communities. In this sense, the genre itself is untethered from many of the problems of consumer capitalism. Many underground role-playing games are designed both around social issues and for local community needs as opposed to the market demands that necessitate big budgets, big programming teams, and few risks in the video game industry today. Finally, because role-playing games necessitate neither big budgets, the ability to code, nor mass audiences, they are an ideal site wherein game designers and referees can stage social experiments that speak to the unique wants and desires of the communities within which they are run.


In The Larpfactory Book Project, a forthcoming book containing several ready to play examples of Nordic larp (a big shout out to Lizzie Stark for hooking me up with an advance copy of this portion of the manuscript!), larpwrights Matthijs Holter and Fredrik Hossmann propose a game entitled “Before and After Silence,” focused on thinking through the collective experience of silence. From the game description:


In a world of more and more sound, silence is becoming more valuable. Before and After Silence is about limitations and listening, and about doing almost nothing. It is non-verbal and uses silence as its starting point. It is about shifting the point of view from “what is” to “what is not,” about shifting the focus from “the sounds” to “the spaces between the sounds,” from “the actions” to what is “between the actions,” and to “what is not done.” Rather than playing characters, we examine how we look at ourselves and how different filters can change how we see ourselves and others.




The game is structured as a social experiment for five to twelve players who are made to select two cards, one of which prompts players with an action they must complete only once during the hour of silence (one example reads “Go over to someone and whisper something in a language you don’t know”), and another which prompts players with a setting through which they should interpret the actions of the other players in the room (one example suggests a player imagine themselves in a community of prisoners, another makes a player imagine themselves as one in a society of telepaths). Before the game there are a set of workshops aimed at orienting players to the scope and silence of the game, and afterward there is a debriefing session where players compare their experiences of silence during the game.




[image: Tons of great examples of work in the Nordic larp genre are in this book. Image borrowed from FransBadger @Flickr.]Tons of great examples of work in the Nordic larp genre are in this book. Image borrowed from FransBadger @Flickr.





Unlike American larps, which often take place in high-fantasy settings and direct their action around combat scenarios, Nordic larps often focus on the everyday and comparatively mundane, and as such tend to be more concerned the problems of the everyday as well. Even those that take place in more exotic environments, such as System Danmarc, a game set in the cyberpunk future of Copenhagen, engage players in real issues regarding class and poverty. After living in a shanty-town simulating the future streets of Copenhagen for a week of game-time (In Nordic-style larps, game-time is often equivalent to real time, and so a week in-game is equivalent to a week out of game) players are shown a documentary about the actual slums of Copenhagen where they realize that their experience within the space of play was made to mirror the experience of those struggling with the these very issues in the real world.








In the case of “Before and After Silence,” it is interesting to consider the ways in which the game designers here play with sound, and how these experiments in sonic game design might provoke new modes of subjectivity. As described earlier, players are both given a particular action and or noise to perform, but also are prompted with a way to imagine the actions that the rest of the players in the room are performing. The resulting group performance is an acid dream of sorts wherein each player is made to imagine the room’s soundscape in a very different way. Is the setting a long-lost silent film, or are you drifting through an ether of emotions and past romances? The game focuses on playing with silence in a way that makes the din of communication an unfamiliar and distant memory. The game affords players an opportunity to imagine the world sound. In doing this, “Before and After Silence” displaces the dominance of the voice as a mode of communication and through this questions the ways in which we imagine the world.


Not all is perfect, however, in this utopia of resistance. As Lisa Blackman (2009) argues in her essay “Embodying Affect: Voice-hearing, Telepathy, Suggestion and Modelling the Non-Conscious,” play with the exchange of subjectivities and sound marks an ontological shift from a praxiology of what bodies are to what bodies can do (p. 170). Moving forward from her work in understanding the ritual practices of voice-hearing communities, Blackman explains that similar forms of sonic play (including play with silence) allow for the experience, embodiment, and trade of desire, fear, and trauma. In the context of “Before and After Silence,” this means that as players sculpt and adjust the sonic space of the room, they run the risk of also shaping and altering each others psychic conditions, in unpredictable and perhaps dangerous ways.


The conflation which occurs between these spaces of real emotion and play emotion is, in fact, well documented, and referred to in larp communities as “bleed.” As role-playing scholar Sarah Bowman (2013), explains in her essay “Social Conflict in Role-Playing Communities: An Exploratory Qualitative Study,” even though bleed does occasionally create rifts in relationships (some participants that she has interviewed reported in-game events disturbing their out of game relationships), others seek it out as a form of extreme play. For this reason Nordic larps require ethical behavior on the parts of their players, and because of the nature of the psychic and social sculpting which can occur within the play spaces of the game, the possibility exists that a single unethical player could create a negative and perhaps concerning experience for many others. That said, there are several ways the community mitigates the possibility of this problem including meticulous casting processes, before-game workshops, after-game debrief sessions, and safe words for use during play.
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“Before and After Silence” is a valuable cultural artifact that lies at the intersection of scholarship on sound studies and serious play. At the same time that it promises several new ways to think through how sound, communication, and silence influence the how we frame and approach the world, it also raises deeper questions regarding the nature of social control and the viability of autonomous modes of organization. As silence allows players to explore and interact with a world where the soundscape takes on an increased prominence, do sexist, racist, and homophobic modes of socialization still manage to creep into the play space? And does the voice, along with its physiological and cultural embodiment of race, class, and gender, offer an escape from these experiments in silence if and when they turn dystopic?
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