Question:
Write a critique of an experience in a built world. What evidence from this critique can be used to show how this experience transforms actual world phenomenon for the audience/participant?
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Ravenloft: The Gothic Horror of Dungeons and Dragons
The framework of the Dungeons and Dragons tabletop roleplaying game is diverse and multifaceted. The world of Ravenloft has been a staple in the Dungeons and Dragons franchise since the setting’s inception in the early 1990s. Departing from the high fantasy backgrounds of other settings like Faerun of the Forgotten Realms, Ravenloft instead adopts the veneer of Gothic Fantasy taking inspiration from classical sources like Dracula or Frankenstein. Given that the identity of the world is unequivocally linked with that of Dungeons and Dragons as a whole, both will be the focus of analysis in this essay. 

Gothic literature has existed in the cultural consciousness since the 18th Century, thrilling readers with “tragic tales of doomed romance and supernatural horror, often set in baroque castles”(Allison, 2014). Born of the sensibilities at the time, the style of Gothic pieces is to evoke dread at the fear of the unknown, the unknowable, and the unfamiliar; a stark contrast to the status quo of the era of its creation, the ‘Enlightenment Era’. And yet, the genre has endured to present day “because it is a way of dealing with issues that are normally repressed or can’t be directly addressed” (Palliser, 2014). Through the metaphors and analogies Gothic works provide its audience can connect with the fiction on an emotional level, as it speaks to the desire to explore the mysteries of our world – and our own psyches. 

Dungeons & Dragons, by contrast, is a relatively young platform for storytelling, having its origins in War gaming in the 1960s. Its creator, Gary Gygax, had a passion for combining his loves of tactical military games and pulp fantasy – most obviously, Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. In recent years, the game has been experiencing a resurgence in popular culture as people discover the appeal of this uniquely opened ended interactive medium (Bornet, 2012). Players take the central role as characters in the story and their decisions are the driving force in the story; in stark contrast to video games, they have a much more direct impact on the direction the plot takes, as both are reactionary to the other. They define their own characters, the fears and aspirations that motivate them through the story, which is relayed to them by the storyteller – also referred to as a “Dungeon Master”. In effort to simulate the random, unpredictable nature of life the game also includes the use of various polyhedral die – ranging from four to twenty-sided die with variance in between. These are used to perform “skill checks”, abilities and other such traits a character might be capable of.

Dungeons & Dragons effortlessly lends itself to a certain escapist fantasy particularly, in the modern age. With the tumultuous times we find ourselves in, people find comfort in escaping to other worlds, where they might be heroic individuals who are able to make a difference in the world around them. Conversely, they may also enjoy the perverse freedom allowed to be a villain, or a morally dubious character who indulges themselves as they please and leaves others to resolve their own problems. This moral flexibility is further heightened in the Ravenloft setting, “as the axes by which we judge these categories seem to shift ever so slightly, until we are no longer quite as adamantly sure which is which” (Gelfand, 1999). This freedom of exploration of morality and ethics allow players to “experiment with new worldviews and metaphysical ideas without any need for self-justification” (Perlini-Pfister, 2012) 

Another important element of the Ravenloft setting, and by extension Dungeons & Dragons is the collaborative aspect; the game is chiefly a multiplayer experience, where , where as little as two and typically somewhere between four and five players will band together, and “No matter what a character’s role the player quickly realizes that often they need their allies to carry out tasks that benefit the group.” (Krebs, 2014). In this way, Ravenloft provide the impetuous to do so, as the environment is betrayed as particularly hostile and aggressive – the players are encouraged to recognise that there is wisdom in banding together and collaborating towards a common goal. The game has proven so effective in this way that one player recounts “I’ve taught murderers, gang bangers and straight up neo-Nazis to come together and work as a team to slay a vampire, save the world, and most importantly, set aside any preconceived notions and attitudes for the common goal of having fun”(Jahromi, 2017). It is hardly difficult to see what an accomplishment this is; people of diverse and possibly even clashing backgrounds have been able to get over their preconceptions – possibly even social difficulties – for the sake of enjoyment with other human beings. 
 
Ravenloft serves as a backdrop for players to explore and develop their characters and has endured in popularity since its inception. Players are placed within a Gothic horror inspired environment and amongst other threats must deal with the despot “Count Strahd von Zarovich”, and other such villains collectively referred to as ‘Darklords’. The open ended nature of the setting would go on to inspire a sizable number of novels centred around these lords – books like Vampire of the Mist (Golden, 1991), Baroness of Blood (Bergstrom and Edwin and Terry Murray Collection of Pulp Culture., 1995) and Heaven’s Bones (Henderson, 2008) to name just a few. This is perhaps one of the more obvious examples of the Ravenloft setting impacting upon the real world – as without this established setting, these artefacts would be devoid of context. 

Zarovich began as an interpretation of vampires from classical literature – particularly, and perhaps unsurprisingly, Dracula. In the most recent edition of Curse of Strahd, the writers go into detail on the inspiration from the classical literature, at the same time addressing the notion that “The vampire we so often see today exemplifies the polar opposite of the original archetype: the lie that it’s okay to enter into a romance with an abusive monster because if you love it enough, it will change” (Perkins et al., 2016). The goal was to create a vampire that was a monster – not a tortured soul in need of redemption, but instead “a selfish beast forever lurking behind a mask of tragic romance, the illusion of redemption that was ever only camouflage for his prey.”(Perkins et al., 2016). 

On the smaller scale, the citizens that players meet (the roles of which are played by aforementioned Dungeon Master) serve as motivation for the players; the original sourcebook describing them as “the poor villagers of Barovia, [having] been terrorized for centuries by "the devil" Strahd”(Hickman and Hickman, 1983). This sense of hopelessness and dread in the surrounding populace of the setting are in part to keep in line with Gothic sensibilities but are also designed to create a sense of impetuous for the heroes to rise, to defy the status quo and strike back against these terrible leaders for the sake of the common man. 
	
Dungeons & Dragons has transitioned through five variants on its rules since its inception in the early 1960s, with the most recent rendition being called a “massive, unqualified success” (Ciaramella, 2018). This franchise together is the narrative aspect of the game which allows players to focus upon their characters motivations and behaviours, evolving them progressively and reacting to the world around them as it unfolds. World building and storytelling have always been an aspect of this process to such a degree that, when publisher Wizards of the Coast attempted to adapt their product to better cater to an audience more familiar with video games, the “glue of the game, the narrative aspect that drew so many in, melted away” (Jahromi, 2017). As players explore and discover the wonders of this world, over time they watch their characters –albeit in a truncated fashion – grow and develop.

The central aspect of the game is the assuming the role of your character, thus their descriptor as “role playing game” or “RPG” (Byers and Crocco, 2016). Many players will attest to the fact that they see elements of themselves in the characters that they create – indeed, “most Dungeons and Dragons characters are roleplayed as, and infused with, the character of one’s nonfantasy self” (Richardson, Best and Bromley, 1991). The characters people creates often exaggerate one concept, usually that a person can recognise within themselves consciously or otherwise and can often actually be used for development and personal growth. The impact of this is so significant that it is not uncommon that people have used Dungeons & Dragons as a form of therapy particularly with younger children to “practise using the social skills they struggle with.”(White, 2017). The added benefit of playing a game that can, at times, be so deeply personal to its players is that it helps people develop better social understandings and connections with their teammates. 

This collaborative nature the game inspires has transcended beyond the tabletop format. In recent years, Wizards of the Coast have made the substantial efforts to improve the community surrounding their product – introducing services like the “Dungeon Master’s Guild” (dmsguild.com) that allows players to publish their own content for peer’s consumption, or collaborating closely with websites they have inspired, like Roll20. Before this, fan websites had existed to serve as community hubs – multiple fan Wikipedia’s exist to cover the expansive topics and settings of the game, and websites like the eponymous Ravenloft (Ravenloft: Fraternity of Shadows: Home of Ravenloft on the Net, no date) specifically to provide advice, guidance and input on running a game in the setting of the name. 

More prominently, Wizards have made a huge push towards developing their livestreaming community at twitch.com, where games can be broadcast to viewers across the world – allowing hundreds, if not thousands of people to be a part of the same narrative experiences. Now, more than ever, people can be a part of the wonderful highs and lows that are inherent to the game, as they watch the players they love and appreciate find new successes and weather terrible luck. Perhaps more than any other aspect, this demonstrates the narrative power of the format; hundreds of people simply watch the game unfold, while having no actual impact on the game itself, reacting and enjoying being a part of the ephemeral experience of the story. 

The appeal of Gothic Horror – the fear of the unknowable and unquantifiable – combines near seamlessly with the interactive, reactionary nature that is the framework of Dungeons and Dragons. Few, if any other medium could claim to play on both personal and generalised fears of its audience quite as effectively as the game does. Taking the social, creative and educational elements of the game into account as well, it is undeniable that Ravenloft has a strong impact on the world of the people who play it; leaving them with memories and experiences unique to them, and the people they were fortunate enough to share them with. With the sense of community and family the game creates, it is no surprise that some fans would go so far as to say Dungeons and Dragons “saved more lives than penicillin” (Rinaldi, 2008). 
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