LARP-AS-PERFORMANCE-AS-RESEARCH

BY EMMA LEIGH WALDRON

I would like to address the ways in which larp can be used as
Performance-as-Research (PaR),! and the ways in which
documentation practices can serve that purpose. It is my
intention to bring larp into the conversations predominant in
performance studies about the ethics and efficacy of
documenting ephemeral events, encourage critical approaches
towards documentation practices, and open wup further
discussion around documentation practices of larps and other
analog games in various communities around the world. In short,
we must question why we document larps. If we document our
larps out of the desire to preserve the unique, ephemeral event
that can never be recreated (that resists scientific
reproducibility), then we must not forget that the very thing
that gives larp such power is that it remains not in written
documents, but in the imaginations of its players, the very place
from whence the larp itself was created.

Other larp scholars, such as Marjukka Lampo, have also found
performance studies a useful lens through which to understand
larp, particularly as it relates to ephemerality.? However, I am

1. For more information about PaR see, for example, http://www.bris.ac.uk/parip/jones.htm.
2. Marjukka Lampo. “Larp, Theatre and Performance.” In Think Larp: Academic Writings from
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interested in an approach to larp that challenges this traditional
understanding of performance. In her seminal text on archiving
live performance, Rebecca Schneider offers a counter-suggestion
to the taken-for-granted definition of performance in the field
of performance studies as that which is ephemeral, or that which
cannot remain.’ She posits that this is not the only way to
understand performance, and that it is, in fact, a perspective that
is necessarily established and informed by oppressive patriarchal
and capitalistic traditions. In Schneider’s utopic perspective on
performance as something that certainly does remain but just
“remains differently,’* performance becomes a powerfully
subversive force that resists the “patrilineal, West-identified
(arguably white-cultural) logic of the Archive.”” The “body-to-
body transmissions™ of performance are simply a different way
of learning, teaching, and knowing. These lessons and
discoveries are written in our bodies and documented in our
memories. And if the academy is an institution established by,
primarily controlled by, and still operating within the rules of
this Archive, then Schneider’s notion of performance further
challenges the traditional academic view of knowledge itself, as
noted by Simon Jones, transforming it from a static noun into
an active verb (and therefore ephemeral and unstable): knowing.”
To approach knowing from this perspective is to unsettle the
authoritarian concepts of authenticity as well as objective truth
and to acknowledge that performance/practice itself can be a
form of research (PaR).

Jones describes one of the ways in which PaR diverges from our

KP2011. Edited by Thomas Duus Henriksen, et al. Copenhagen: Rollespilesakademiet, 2011,
pp-88-103. http://nordiclarp.org/w/images/c/c5/2011-Think.larp.pdf.

Rebecca Schneider. “Performance Remains.” Performance Research, 6.2, 2001, pp.100-108.
Schneider, p. 101.

Schneider, p. 100.

Schneider, p. 101.

Simon Jones. “The Courage of Complementarity: Practice-as-Research as a Paradigm Shift
in Performance Studies.” In Practice-as-Research in Performance and Screen. Edited by Ludivine
Allegue, Simon Jones, Baz Kershaw, and Angela Piccini. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009,
pp.19-32, 19.



traditional understandings of valid knowledge by analyzing the
ways in which this type of research is distinct from scientific
traditions. Whereas scientific practices aim to reduce knowledge
to finite, quantifiable facts and controllable events that can be
replicated in identical conditions by anyone who has access to
the blueprint, performance acknowledges the mutable, personal,
chaotic, infinite, and “uncanny”® ways of knowing in which we
all are immersed in our day-to-day lives. Jones, therefore, draws
a distinction between the scientific write-up, and the writing
alongside which must occur when documenting performance.’
This writing alongside acknowledges the fact that document
does not equal the documented. Writing alongside is a practice in
awareness and acknowledgement of the limits of documentation.
Whereas scientific writing-up in is a “blueprint” for
reproducibility,'® writing alongside can only point to the thing
that is necessarily irreproducible. As noted by Evan Torner, it is
a frustration that can plague the larp documenter, therefore, that
no matter how exhaustive or detailed the larp archive may be,
the diaries and photos and props and films are only ever empty
indices of that which no longer remains in the scientific world,!
but a performance which has left its mark, often in ways in no
way insignificant, on the bodies and in the psyches of the players
themselves.

All is not lost, however. Film studies scholars such as Bill Nichols
and Stella Bruzzi have identified a genre of documentary film
that challenges traditional notions of authoritative knowledge
and which offers instead “an expressive quality that affirms the
highly situated, embodied, and vividly personal perspective of
specific subjects.”’? Although Nichols’ influential taxonomy of

8. Jones, p. 24.
9. Jones, p. 26.
10. Jones, p. 27.
11. Evan Torner. “The Theory and Practice of Larp in Non-Fiction Film.” In Think Larp:
Academic Writings from KP2011. Edited by Thomas Duus Henriksen, et al. Copenhagen:
Rollespilesakademiet, 2011, pp.104-123.
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documentary subgenres was developed specifically for
documentary film, these modes can be useful in analyzing any
kind of documentation practice, particularly larp
documentation. Nichols’ taxonomy provides a spectrum that
starts at one end with a “what-you-see-is-what-you-get” model,
and reaches on the other to what he terms the Reflexive and
the Performative modes of documentary. In the Reflexive mode,
documentary filmmakers showcase their awareness of their
medium by inserting themselves into the final product. In the
Reflexive mode, the documenter does not try to erase her
intrinsic influence over the shaping of the narrative. The
Performative mode takes this one step further and acknowledges
the inauthenticity of everything, often by incorporating elements
which are not easily distinguishable as either fact or fiction.
Performative documentary, therefore, subverts the false binary
between authenticity (revered by science) and inauthenticity
(exemplified by performance, practice, and larp).!?

Performative documentation of larp does exist, but it is not
currently the predominant style. For an example of a typical
contemporary larp archive, we may look at one larp in
particular: Mad About the Boy (2011), designed by Tor
Kjetil Edland, Margrete Raaum and Trine Lise Lindahl.'* This
larp tells the story of a world of women who face the task of
rebuilding society after a mysterious virus violently and
suddenly kills every human on the planet with a Y chromosome.
The game has thus far been run four distinct times in three
different countries, and has therefore amassed a diverse, robust
collection of documentation from its various iterations. From
this collection we may begin to be able to identify familiar modes
of documentation, as well as new ones unique to larp alone.

Bill Nichols. Introduction to Documentary. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2001,
p.132. See also: Stella Bruzzi. New Documentary. 2nd edition. London: Routledge, 2006.

An excellent example of performance documentary footage from one of the first runs of
MA!B is available on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4BP7_6XXNg8.
Edland, Raaum, and Lindahl. Mad About the Boy. First run Norway, 2010.



Perhaps one day we will see the development of larp’s own
taxonomy of documentation practices.

To begin with, most larp archives have at their core the incidental
materials which make up the scripts, rules, instructions, or other
kinds of blueprints for the game. The full set of such materials
for MAtB are available online for those who will be running or
playing the game.'® They may also be accessed by those who have
never and will never participate in the game, but these kinds of
blueprints are arguably empty of the “true” experience gleaned
from the body-to-body transmissions experienced in live role-

play.

That is why the next step, typically, is to produce a “write-up”
of sorts, explaining what happened in one particular run of the
game. These write-ups may come from the designers, organizers,
or players themselves, and may occur in more formal
circumstances (such as at conferences'® or in edited books'’), or
in more informal ways, such as on personal blogs'®.

There are also communal documentation efforts such as the
Nordic Larp Wiki,'” as well as more private, semi-inaccessible

15. http://madabouttheboy.laiv.org/.

16. Tor Kjetil Edland, Trine Lise Lindahl, and Margrete Raaum. “Mad About the Boy.” In The
Foundation Stone of Nordic Larp. Edited by Eleanor Saitta, et al. Denmark: Knutpunkt, 2014,
pp- 251-259. Video of the live presentation is also available on YouTube at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UG8spVaD2Tg.

17. See Sarah Lynne Bowman, ed. The Book of Mad About the Boy (2012 US run). Copenhagen:
Rollespilsakademiet, 2012; Eleanor Saitta. “Mad About the Yankee.” In Crossing Physical
Borders. Edited by Karete Jacobsen Meland et al. Norway: Fantasiforbundet, 2013, pp.72-82;
and Lizzie Stark. “Mad About the Techniques: Stealing Nordic methods for larp design.” In
Wyrd Con Companion 2012. Edited by Sarah Lynne Bowman et al., 2012, pp.71-76.

18. See Adi Robertson. “My So Called Larp.” The Verge. November 27, 2012.
http://www.theverge.com/2012/11/27/3609806/my-so-called-larp-living-world-without-
men; Kira Magrann. “Anticipating Mad About the Boy.” Gaming As Women. October 2, 2012.
http://www.gamingaswomen.com/posts/2012/10/anticipating-mad-about-the-boy/; and
Emma Leigh Waldron. “Nordic Larp: What It Is and Why It Matters (Part II).” Applied
Sentience. April 17, 2013. http://appliedsentience.com/2013/04/17/nordic-larp-what-it-is-
and-why-it-matters-part-ii-2/.

19. “Mad About the Boy.” Nordic Larp Wiki. http://nordiclarp.org/wiki/Mad_About_the_Boy.
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ones such as in password-protected photo albums and forums
(some public if you know where to look),® as well as the
overwhelming, untrackable mass of email threads, and
comments on Facebook, G+, and personal blogs which are
accessible only to those who are in-the-know.

Finally, there are the traces of performances as captured in
photographs?' and film, as well as objects and artifacts from the
live game-play itself, such as costumes, props, or even character
diaries. These kinds of documentation, which point to the
simultaneous existence of players and characters and confuse
the distinctions between them, are the ones which are most
performative, which write alongside the larps, and which have
the most potential, therefore, to emphasize the unique ways of
knowing that occur only within the ephemeral game experience,
and which remain in the bodies of the players.

See, for example, http://laivforum.net/threads/18990-Mad-about-the-
Boy?highlight=mad-+boy.
See, for example, http://www.flickr.com/photos/yunyard/sets/72157624333290771/.



T

Diegetic documentation from a Norwegian run of
MAUB, featuring character names on a real-time
schedule for the day. Used with permission of the
artist, Xin Li on Flickr.

Some of these types of documentation will be more suited to
different purposes than others—and this is why it is important
for us to think critically about why we choose to document our
games. If larp indeed has revolutionary potential in its innate
ability to resist the rigid standards of the Archive, and if we want
to harness that revolutionary potential to provide a platform
for honoring different ways of knowing—particularly ways of
knowing that resist being put into words—then we must strive
to engage in modes of documentation that tend more towards
reflexivity and performativity. It is impossible to recreate the
original larp, or to capture the knowing from the larp into
knowledge fixed on paper, film, or in objects. To attempt to do so
is futile. Instead, we must approach our documentation practices
as writing alongside, as opposed to writing-up. Documentation
can serve many purposes: the effort lends itself to growing the
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community (Whether or not this is always seen as a good thing),**
provides a semblance of the ephemeral experience of the larp for
those who could not participate, and also serves as justification
for the hobby. The latter is the point that I would like to take
up. Larp has enormous revolutionary potential to unsettle the
textocentrism of the academy. That being the case, to what end
are documentation efforts in place to try to fit larp into a
textocentric mold, and in what ways can our future
documentation efforts more deliberately challenge that mold in
order to better harness the unique qualities of larp?

In closing, as we move forward in thinking critically about the
ethics and efficacy of larp documentation practices, we have
many questions left to consider: For example, what does it mean
to impose the non-fictional genre of documentary onto
inherently fictional stories in larps? Or, to what extent are larps
fictional —where do the boundaries of performance and reality
begin to dissolve? What does it mean to impose the strictures
and structures of the academy on a medium whose very strength
is in its ability to resist and transcend those structures? Are we
perhaps doing a disservice to larp by trying to fit it into certain
(textocentric) standards through documentation practices? More
importantly, when looking at the ways in which documentation
is approached in different play cultures, what does it mean to
utilizea discourse that is laden with socio-economic
stratification in some environments, but not in others? Why has
documentation evolved as an indispensable practice in some play
cultures and design traditions more than in others? What
different forms of documentation currently exist? What do they
seek to do and what do they achieve? What forms of
documentation might evolve in the future? On whose authority
are these stories told? Whose voices are included in different
documentary practices and whose are left out.

Lizzie Stark. “Larp’s Oral Tradition is Dying.” Leaving Mundania. July 23, 2014.
http://leavingmundania.com/2014/07/23/larps-oral-tradition-dying/.



