
 SUPER-DRAMA: A variant for playing superheroes in Drama System 

 In this game, characters play super-powered 
 individuals who live lives where spectacular, 
 violent conflict is always a possibility. But while 
 these conflicts will form an important backdrop 
 to this game, the foreground will generally be 
 the emotional conflicts that create these battles, 
 result from them, or both. 

 [This variant adapts the Drama System created 
 by Robin D. Laws and presented in the RPG 
 Hillfolk, all rights reserved, for comics-like 
 stories in time-limited circumstances.] 

 SETTING 

 Either the Gamemaster or the players as a whole 
 decide on a superheroic setting. This setting can 
 be an existing one, a variant on it, or a 
 completely original one. This should be 
 presented in enough detail to give the players a 
 good idea of what sort of characters would fit 
 into it, but most specifics can be left to be 
 worked out during character creation and play. 

 PLAYER ORDER 

 For character creation and for choosing Openers, 
 the order can either be that in which the players 
 choose to go (based on who has a strong idea at 
 the moment), or randomly. For taking player 
 turns, player order is chosen randomly and then 
 that random order is maintained for the rest of 
 the session. 

 CHARACTER CREATION 

 1. One by one, each player names the superhero 
 they're playing in that setting, and gives a very 
 brief idea for their superpowers. This can be 
 from a list provided by the GM, from the source 
 setting, or a new character, but not one already 
 being played unless everyone involved wants to 

 get into cross-universe craziness. In any case, it 
 is THAT PLAYER'S VERSION of the character, 
 unconstrained by any preexisting canon. 

 The player should also pick the character's role 
 in the superhero community, either from a list 
 provided by the GM or one they invent which 
 fits in with it. 

 Every player after the first briefly establishes 
 their character's relationship to the characters 
 already chosen. Two such relationships will end 
 up being the most important for the character, 
 but they don't have to decide which ones yet. 
 The player whose character is being related to 
 can veto any such relationship, most usefully by 
 suggesting an alternative. 

 2. Each player declares their character's dramatic 
 goal, which can be something as general as 
 "acceptance" or "vindication" or as specific as 
 "worldwide utopia". 

 3. Each player declares the two poles of their 
 character's personality, two drives they act on 
 which are often in conflict. Examples could be 
 "tyrant vs humanitarian", or "personal life vs 
 great responsibility", or "savage vs kind". 

 4. Each player declares a desire, something 
 important that their character wants from one of 
 the other player characters, preferably something 
 which seems like it would be a significant 
 stretch for that character to give. The other 
 player then declares exactly why they will not, 
 under current conditions, give them what they 
 want. If the first player thinks this will be too 
 insurmountable for enjoyable play (failure can 
 be fun!), they can change their choice. A player 
 character can only be the object of desires from 
 TWO other player characters, total. 



 5. Each player declares a second desire, 
 according to the same rules from step 4. 

 6. Characters rank their relative ability in seven 
 Action Types given below. The bottom two are 
 considered "Weak". The top two are "Strong", 
 and the character should give a one-to-three 
 word description. The rest are "Middling". These 
 are mostly used to aid in the plausibility of the 
 character's role in events and their community. 

 Moving - Hitting - Shooting - Enduring - 
 Building - Talking - Sneaking 

 7. Each character creates a one-sentence 
 summation of their character's ongoing story, 
 such as might be used on the first page of every 
 issue of a comic book. 

 8. The GM randomly determines the order of 
 play, distinct from the order character creation 
 was done in. 

 EPISODE PLAY VS ISSUE PLAY 

 In a campaign, each session of the game can be 
 the construction of an episode of a prestige 
 superhero story, for instance in a network 
 miniseries or premium cable series. However, if 
 this a one-shot rather than a campaign, each 
 round of the session is more like a comic book 
 issue destined to become part of a graphic novel. 

 The one gameplay difference is that in Issue 
 Play each round will start with an Opener and 
 end with a Closer, whereas for a Episode Play 
 there will be only one Opener and Closer for the 
 entire session. The rules given below will be for 
 Issue Play; if Episode Play is preferred, simply 
 omit the extra Openers and Closers. 

 In issue play, someone should keep notes on the 
 theme for each round for use in post mortem. 

 ROUNDS (ISSUE PLAY) 

 One player is chosen to be the Opener for the 
 round (generally a player who has not already 
 been Opener this session). The player declares a 
 theme for that round, from a list provided by the 
 GM or of their own invention. Everyone is 
 encouraged to work that theme into their play. 

 The GM, in consultation with the Opener, 
 establishes a situation that the characters find 
 themselves in, with all players welcome to 
 suggest additions or alterations to it. This can be 
 relaxed or tense, but while it may indicate some 
 sort of trouble on the horizon, the trouble should 
 generally be just far off enough to give the 
 players time to plan and make choices. 

 The Opener then takes the first Player Turn, 
 followed by the other players. The GM takes the 
 Opener's place in the order for that round. 

 PLAYER TURN 

 1. Call The Scene. The current player declares 
 which characters will be present (including 
 non-player characters), where it takes place, and 
 the general situation. 

 2. Challenges. Another player may challenge the 
 scene, and specify why. If Caller and Challenger 
 agree to a change that satisfies both, the scene 
 goes forward as modified. If not, the challenge is 
 resolved one of two ways: 
 (1) If the challenger says the scene is duplicative 

 with previous scenes, or advances the 
 story in a way that forecloses their plans 
 or the coherence of the story, all players 
 and GM vote, tie goes to the Caller. 

 (2) If the Challenger wishes their character to be 
 excluded or included in the scene, they 
 may effect this by giving a drama token 
 to the Caller, either now or at any time 
 during the scene. 



 3. Play Out The Scene. The scene proceeds, with 
 players portraying their characters and also 
 describing any surrounding circumstances. The 
 GM participates directly if any non-player 
 characters were called, or brought into the scene 
 by the players. If the scene is purely dialog, or 
 actions the GM considers proper to carry out 
 descriptively without further resolution, the 
 scene is Dramatic. Otherwise it is Procedural. 

 4. Resolution Of A Procedural Scene. This is 
 carried out using a cinematic, randomized 
 system the GM will describe, most likely the one 
 given in the Hillfolk rulebook. Note that, under 
 normal circumstances, this will not permit the 
 death or permanent disability of a player 
 character unless it's their idea. 

 5. Resolution of a Dramatic Scene. A dramatic 
 scene continues until all characters present (PCs 
 and NPCs) have had the opportunity to 
 emotionally petition for things they want from 
 one of the other characters, and those characters 
 have had the chance to accept or decline. 
 Generally, at least five minutes time should be 
 given if any of the participants want that much. 
 If after that time any player or the GM feels the 
 scene is dragging they can encourage the 
 participants to finish up. After ten minutes, any 
 player or the GM can end the scene immediately. 

 6.  Scene Consequences. The consequences of a 
 procedural scene will be advancement of the 
 story and the characters' place in it. At the end of 
 a dramatic scene, any player who granted a 
 petition gets a drama token (from the petitioner, 
 if available), as does any petitioner whose 
 request was refused (likewise). If either kind of 
 scene is concluded in less than three minutes, a 
 new scene can be called by the same player (but 
 any elapsed time will count toward the scene 
 time limit). 

 7. Forcing. A player in a dramatic scene may 
 force acceptance of their petition by offering two 
 drama tokens to the petitioned player. When 
 doing so they should narrate a change of 
 circumstances that could compel acceptance. 
 The other player may block this by instead 
 giving three tokens to the petitioner, giving their 
 own counter-narrative of how they escaped 
 compulsion. Otherwise, they must accept. This 
 acceptance can be a complete change of heart, or 
 the most tactical, grudging, temporary alteration 
 imaginable, or anything in-between. It forces 
 them to do or say something, not necessarily to 
 feel or believe anything. 

 8. Play proceeds to the next player in order. The 
 last player may, in consultation with the GM, 
 attempt to make their scene a Closer, finishing 
 off the Issue in a satisfying way. After that, the 
 GM can choose to call another closing scene or 
 not, as they feel appropriate. After that, a new 
 Opener is chosen randomly (or by consensus), 
 and a new Round and Issue begin. 

 END OF SESSION / GRAPHIC NOVEL 

 The session will generally be ended by a real 
 world time-limit, but the GM should help lead 
 those involved to bring things to some sort of 
 dramatic conclusion before then. In service of 
 this, in the last half-hour of the session, the GM 
 can declare the ban on player character death to 
 be lifted. 

 If time permits, there can be a post-mortem at 
 the end of the session, in which each character 
 describes how their character pursued their 
 desires, played to their poles, and worked with 
 the themes. If this session will be continued into 
 a campaign, all players then vote on which other 
 players did so best, with the two winners each 
 receiving a Bennie, a point that allows special 
 actions in future sessions. 



 OPTIONAL: For more of an issue-by-issue feel, 
 the GM can have such a post-mortem after every 
 round, and implement the Bennie rules from 
 Hillfolk. But this might not be the best use of 
 time in a convention or otherwise time-limited 
 one-shot situation. 

 CONSENT & AUTONOMY 

 As noted, players make the final decision on 
 their characters' relationships, canon status, and 
 generally mortality. Players disagreeing can 
 express this through extremely brief and polite 
 words or by working through the game system. 
 It is not appropriate to pressure or disparage a 
 player for exercising their right to decide. 

 Further, even when the rules circumscribe this 
 autonomy, such as in the Forcing rule or the 
 end-of-session mortality change, these should be 
 handled in the spirit of cooperative fun and with 
 as much consideration for the player's feelings 
 as possible. 

 GM: SERIES CREATION & PREPARATION 

 Given the time-intensive focus of this variant, it 
 can be very helpful for the GM to create the 
 equivalent of a Drama System series pitch 
 before beginning the session, including 
 suggested setting, characters, roles, themes, and 
 complications, and perhaps going further into 
 private notes for a rough overall storyline. Even 
 if the players depart from any or all of these, 
 such preparations can still justify themselves by 
 sparking creativity and getting things going until 
 the players become confident enough to take 
 control. 

 Given the potential for consent and autonomy 
 issues, the GM is advised to provide the players 
 with some form of safety tools at the outset and 
 to be alert for possible issues. The emotional 
 moments this game generates can be incredibly 

 enjoyable or even helpful, but one player's 
 real-life feeling can too easily get overlooked or 
 lost in the shuffle. 

 -  Bob J. Koester 


