


Designing an act apart

SUBMIT TED IN PARTIAL FULFILMENT OF THE 

REQUIREMENTS FOR THE BACHELOR OF MEDIA AND 

COMMUNICATION (HONOURS).

TIMOTHY SNOWDON

 B DESIGN (GAMES) RMIT, B DANCE VCA

SUPERVISED BY MS JENNIFER L ADE

2016





Designing an act apart

The magic circle has been widely debated, yet still provides 
a way of thinking about the relationship shared between 
players and their social context. Instead of creating a division 
between play and the world, the magic circle describes 
what is part of a game and what behaviours are acceptable 
inside it. It does not, however, explain how permission to 
misbehave is taken within the constraints of a game.

Under the guise of acceptable gameplay, we can satisfy a 
playfulness that does not serve the progression of a game. 
Through play, we can appropriate a game without destroying 
it; oppose the order of the magic circle without questioning 
its existence. This mode of play within gameplay is what I 
refer to as an act apart: disruptive playful intentions fuelling 
constructive gameplay expressions.

Looking a the design and play of three games — Dick Tingle, 
Puncho and Yea or Nay — the act apart is is found to be an 
incomplete view of what it means to play with games, while 
at the same time providing a way of conceptualising what 
may be appropriated in a single game. If the magic circle is 
permission given, the act apart is permission taken.
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D E S I G N I N G  A N  A C T  A P A R T

introDuction

As a designer, I have struggled to understand the relationship 
between my games and their players. The games themselves 
are flimsy pretences to do something funny, yet in play they 
have not always prompted the same misbehaviour that led to 
their creation. The permission granted by gameplay does not 
mean permission taken. At times, my games have failed to 
provide the kind of physical or performative play that I hoped 
for: games like Pretzel and Baby’s Discount Circus may provide 
room to play, but the resulting gameplay is not always as 
dramatic as expected.

In an effort to clarify how games relate to their context, 
I come to the magic circle with the intent to design with it 
and through it. The magic circle, as a lens, provides a way 
of conceptualising what will fall inside the game, and what 
behaviours will be negotiated into meaning. Inside the 
magic circle, the permission to misbehave becomes socially 
acceptable; yet the innumerable differences between games, 
contexts and players makes this transition difficult to predict.

A sense of playful appropriation can provide the permission 
to misbehave, but does not have to disrupt the structure of 
the game. This kind of appropriation, in which we satisfy a 
playfulness inside a game, is what I refer to as an act apart. By 
using the act apart as a lens — just like the magic circle — we 
can try to anticipate what may be appropriated through play. 
The act apart enables us to design games to be played as well 
as played with.
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In Chapter 1, I look a the history of the magic circle. Since 
its reintroduction by Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman, 
the magic circle has remained one of the most debated 
terms within game studies (Stenros 2). The magic circle, 
depending on the interpretation, cuts emotional ties 
between play and reality (Woodford 4), discounts the 
importance of broader play behaviours (Castronova 159), 
and implies a uniform interface with its context (Juul 63). 
What does not vary is the concern of how the magic circle 
treats the reality of the world outside of it. Approaching 
the magic circle from the perspective that play and reality 
are inseparable — and that the magic circle does not 
inherently contend this experience (Zimmerman) — we can 
see a structure that describes what socially makes up an 
individual game.

In Chapter 2, I begin to look at the kinds of play that occur 
within the magic circle. While we may always be playful, 
entering into a game requires a negotiation of what will 
form the play within that game (Juul 62). Games do not 
inherently decouple themselves from reality, they require 
social maintenance in order to permit a temporary, willing 
barrier between games and everyday life. That barrier is not 
perfect or solid (Salen and Zimmerman 98), and nothing 
can be adequately predicted to be inside or outside its 
domain (Juul 62). The term magic circle is nothing more 
than the description of that negotiation.

Our own personal play can invade the magic circle and 
change playing games into playing with games  (Sicart 
22). Beyond the standard desires of gameplay — the desire 
to win, the desire for an interesting game and the desire to 
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maintain the social situation (Juul 61) — this playfulness 
can carry ulterior motives. We can perform the Apollonian 
gameplay needed to maintain the magic circle, but do so 
to satisfy a Dionysiac intention within our own play. The 
combination of Apollonian expression and Dionysiac intent 
is what I refer to as an act apart. The act apart provides a 
way of thinking about playfulness within the confines of 
gameplay, without questioning the structure of the magic 
circle.

In Chapter 3, I take the idea of the act apart and explore it 
within three games that I designed. The first game is Dick 
Tingle, a social game played with mobiles phones. In Dick 
Tingle, players perform and discern secret identities so 
they can form pairs while avoiding capture from the titular 
Dick. The second game is Puncho, a physical game that uses 
a modified dance mat as a wearable controller. In Puncho, 
players push and press the person wearing the dance mat 
in order to sculpt a virtual statue. The third and final game 
is Yea or Nay, a politically themed card game. In Yea or Nay, 
players play and reveal cute politicians to vote for against 
certain policies.

In Chapter 4, I layout my research design and find the 
relationship between my work and how I prepared to 
play Dick Tingle, Puncho and Yea or Nay. The difficulty in 
anticipating what will matter in the magic circle makes it 
hard to predict who will connect with which games and 
where. Recognising who my games are designed for, namely 
my friends and collaborators, helps simplify my search for 
context. 
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In Chapter 5, I talk about what happened when playing Dick 
Tingle, Puncho and Yea or Nay. Following that play, I return to 
the act apart and the magic circle and attempt to evaluate 
their relationship. Despite flaws in reasoning, and gaps in 
understanding, I conclude that the act apart — just like 
the magic circle — has validity as a perspective. Although 
it may not truly reflect what it means to play within 
gameplay, the act apart provides a way of thinking about 
playful appropriation within the magic circle; how the 
permission to misbehave can be taken.
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C H A P T E R  1

the magic circle

The term “magic circle” was originally used by Johan 
Huizinga within Homo Ludens in 1938. The passage it came 
from expresses the qualities Huizinga attributed to the 
kinds of spaces which contain play: 

All play moves and has its being within a playground 
marked off beforehand materially or ideally, deliberately 
or as a matter of course... The arena, the card-table, 
the magic circle, the temple, the stage, the screen, the 
tennis court, the court of justice, etc., are all in form and 
function play-grounds, i.e., forbidden spots, isolated, 
hedged round, hallowed, within which special rules 
obtain. All are temporary worlds within the ordinary 
world, dedicated to the performance of an act apart. 
(Huizinga 10) 

Huizinga’s magic circle is a space in which we capture and 
play games. Inside, the norms and regulations of everyday 
life no longer apply; the circle is its own world within ours. 
The tools of play — the game pieces, the toys, the costumes 
— are transformed inside the circle, they become vital and 
meaningful (Salen and Zimmerman 96). The magic circle 
even transforms us, enabling us to become another being 
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entirely (Huizinga 77). The collective transformations and 
separations within the magic circle enable the “act apart” 
(10); a rejection of the ordinary world, an exclamation that 
“[w]e are different and do things differently” (12). 

According to Huizinga, all play is held together by 
an adherence to rules, not just formalised play (11). 
Imagination and chance are structured and ordered by 
rules, even if we never articulate them. In Huizinga’s eyes, 
rules and order within the magic circle make play beautiful. 
Its aesthetic value “casts a spell over us”, enchants us; puts 
the magic within the magic circle (10). Magic that has a 
lasting effect after the play is over (14).

The world within the magic circle is dedicated to “the 
performance of an act apart” (10), and yet we are able to 
be “apart together” (12). This phrase of Huizinga’s, an 
“act apart”, implies a separation from the world, but not 
a separation from people. Regardless of what he marks as 
inside and outside of reality, Huizinga’s magic circle has a 
lasting impact on its players and on society: 

But with the end of the play its effect is not lost; rather 
it continues to shed its radiance on the ordinary world 
outside, a wholesome influence working security, order 
and prosperity for the whole community until the sacred 
play-season comes round again. (Huizinga 14) 

In ritual and in law, play wholly dictates the lives that 
follow. Judges “step outside ‘ordinary’ life as soon as they 
don wig and gown,” transforming them into “another 
being” (77). Yet the costume play of the judge, for the sake 
of justice, must be interpreted by those inside and outside 
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the court as serious. It must be interpreted by those inside 
and outside the magic circle as real. 

In 2003, Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman published Rules 
of Play. In it, they adapted the writings of Huizinga, Steve 
Sniderman and Michael Apter to formalise their own 
concept of the magic circle. Salen and Zimmerman assert 
that all games, by very definition, take place within a magic 
circle; a specially demarcated time and space, separate 
from ordinary life. The primary purpose of their circle is to 
enables rules to gain special meanings (96). 

Salen and Zimmerman say that games create magic circles, 
and we need to enter them in order to play (95). For the 
sake of play, the circle maintains the “fiction” of the game, 
leaving those aspects of reality that the game does not 
engage with separate from play. In the fiction of a game, 
a plastic playing piece becomes more than plastic; a game 
board becomes more than paper. The magic circle binds 
and transforms its constituents inside a new reality (96). 

Salen and Zimmerman say the degree of separation 
between the circle and its context is dependant on the 
nature of the game, with some games having a more 
open relationship with their context than others (96). 
Games that can be thought of as “play” or as “culture” 
interact with social and cultural factors; existing in open 
or permeable circles. While if a game can be framed as 
systemised “rules,” like most videogames, then the magic 
circle around them is completely closed; alienated from 
context and reality. 
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Salen and Zimmerman mirror Huizinga’s interest in magic 
in the description of their circle. They note that “there is 
in fact something genuinely magical that happens when a 
game begins.” (Salen and Zimmerman 95). Without magic, 
the components of games are meaningless. The position of 
chess pieces on a board is only an aesthetic issue outside of 
play, but inside the magic circle, the arrangement becomes 
serious: 

The players’ attention is intensely focused on the game, 
which mediates their interaction through play. While the 
game is in progress, the players do not casually arrange 
and rearrange the pieces, but move them according to very 
particular rules. (Salen and Zimmerman 95-96) 

A player might casually rearrange the pieces, a player 
might break the rules. Not just the spoil-sport player, one 
who willingly abandons play and “shatters the play-world” 
(Huizinga 11), but also the cheating player, or the “dark” 
player, whose own game “break[s] the conventions of 
gentrified play contexts” (Sicart 23). No magic enchants 
or unifies these players because the magic circle cannot 
exclude their play. Yet when we choose to follow the rules, 
the magic circle is the reason we do so.

A game is more than things and is also embedded in things, 
but most importantly it is contingent on human interaction. 
Game components are unable to transform themselves, they 
are transformed through a kind of “social contract” (Salen and 
Zimmerman 98), according to the agreed upon rules within 
the magic circle, but also through disagreement, cheating and 
lying. The “magic” quality belongs to us, not to the games we 
play with.
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Mixed Perspectives

Darryl Woodford criticises Salen and Zimmerman’s usage 
of the magic circle, saying the concept has contributed to a 
false belief that games exist outside of reality. Despite its 
prevalence in academia, he notes that the term, at the time 
of his writing, was “in reality just 4 years old” (2).

Woodford’s interest in the magic circle’s age, and the 
falsehood that it was conceived, as we know it, by Johan 
Huizinga, suggests he believes the concept has been given 
more credence than it deserves. Although the age of an idea 
is no indicator of its value, being tied to Huizinga’s Homo 
Ludens, “the most influential theoretical work on play in the 
twentieth century” (Salen and Zimmerman 99), may have 
assisted its rise to prominence in academia (Woodford 2).

Woodford’s largest issue with the model is that the name 
itself carries unhelpful preconceptions. Although Salen and 
Zimmerman attempt to nuance the magic circle, describing 
varying open or closed relationships with its context, 
Woodford asserts that a circle, by definition, is a closed 
object (3). Once a circle is open it is just a line on the 
ground; it is geometrically unable to contain anything. 

When the circle is totally closed, encasing the games 
that Salen and Zimmerman think of as “rules”, it has no 
relationship with its context (Woodford 4). Woodford 
suggests that almost all digital games would have to be 
considered in this way, as a collection of rules, since all 
programming is completed before anyone plays with them 
(3). But to say that any game could be totally alienated 
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from real life suggests that emotions cannot be carried 
between the two. Woodford sees this emotional segregation 
as unlikely, saying: “it is very rare that a human is able to 
completely separate one experience from another, there 
would always seem to be some crossover in emotions and 
psychological state between one experience and the next” 
(4).

In an effort to accomodate the emotional reality of play, 
Edward Castronova introduced his own variation on the 
magic circle: the membrane (147). Castronova’s membrane 
is an “almost magic circle” (159), adequately holding 
together the fantasy of the game, but not solid enough 
to block passage in either direction. In fact, Castronova 
recognises so much emotional movement between games 
and life that “the valuation of things in cyberspace becomes 
enmeshed in the valuation of things outside cyberspace” 
(147).

The strongest example Castronova provides for the 
enmeshed state of game and life comes from his own 
play habits. While in a game, he and his friends converse 
about that game, or the weather, or organise future play, 
or discuss auction winnings on virtual goods, or anything 
through voice and text and email to the degree that being 
in the synthetic world does not always mean attending to 
that world. Castronova supposes that his play habits could 
be divided:

Imagine if someone were to insist on the following rule: 
if a rabbit attacks Ethelbert and I help him by casting 
a spell, we are “in the game,” but if we are not actually 
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interacting with the synthetic world, but rather only with 
each other, then we are “in life.” One could always divide 
things up that way, but for the purposes of living with 
both the Earth’s weather and the fearsome Wererabbits 
of El Dorado, it’s not worth it. Our culture has moved 
beyond the point where such distinctions are helpful. 
(Castronova 159)

Game and reality can be split, but that divide seems to 
ignore the sociality of Castronova’s play. To him, the 
whole experience is the game; an inter-dimensional, multi-
mediated, social event. Within his social group, “who share 
a common set of assumptions about the rituals and symbols 
of [their] game-infused environments” (159), there is an 
understanding about what is part of their game and what is 
not.

What is and is not part of Castronova’s play is seemingly a 
matter of interpretation. Jesper Juul would argue that the 
way in which Castronova was able to organise for himself 
what is and is not part of his play is, in fact, the magic 
circle. Rather than forming a divide between play and 
reality, the magic circle is a negotiation of what will be a 
part of play (Juul 59).

For Juul, the magic circle does not ignore its context. Indeed, 
“[t]he magic circle is a description of the salient differences 
between a game and its surrounding context” (60). Since 
play within the magic circle occurs in real life, it is not 
a spatial construct, but a social one. It provides a way of 
thinking about behaviour — the acts that make up a game — 
so that we may adhere to particular rules and conventions. 
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When we play a game, how we play is important. Our 
gameplay behaviour can be assessed according to three 
different intentions: the desire to win; the desire for an 
interesting game, and; the desire to manage the social 
situation (Juul 61). These three intentions forms Juul’s 
Three Frames for Every Game Action, the behaviours that are 
generally permitted inside the magic circle in relation to 
the game’s social context. Wanting to win is just one way to 
enact play: in fact, our play often moves between the three 
intentions, each intention weighted differently depending 
on the person and the game.

Juul’s magic circle is able to be integrated into its context 
because communication between players concerning 
what is appropriate and what is play material creates that 
context. In fact, Juul argues that “[i]t is meaningless to 
make an ahead-of-time call about whether games are either 
supremely dissociated from or integrated with the context 
in which they are played. That question is in itself subject 
to continued negotiation between players” (61-62). In some 
cases, a game may not integrate into a context because of 
the complexities of play and our social reality.

Games being ill-fitting of their contexts leads Juul to 
propose his own metaphor: the puzzle piece (63). While the 
magic circle has a “uniform interface” between game and 
context, a puzzle piece can have different shaped edges and 
irregular sides. Importantly, a puzzle piece fits somewhere 
specifically. Like the magic circle should be viewed, the 
puzzle piece suggests an intersection with its context. More 
so, the shape of the puzzle piece is constrained by the 
shape of the game, perhaps making it unable to integrate 
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anywhere. For Juul, this distinction enables us to talk about 
how a game is able to fit its context, not whether they are 
decontextualised or not.

The puzzle piece shows the simple contradiction of all 
games: a game must be integrated into a context in order 
to be experienced as separate from that context. ( Juul 65)

Unlike Castronova or Juul, Woodford does not propose his 
own modified version of the magic circle. To Woodford, 
the disconnection between the real world, the magic 
circle, and the theories that Salen and Zimmerman have 
adopted, renders the magic circle useless. The theories 
that Woodford views as misused do not end at Huizinga. 
Salen and Zimmerman reference Steven Sniderman, who 
uses “frame” as his own way of interpreting play spaces 
(Woodford 4). Although, Sninderman’s frame is supposedly 
different to how Salen and Zimmerman interpret it: 

All play activities exist in a ‘real-world’ context, so to 
play the game is to immerse yourself in that context, 
whether you want to or not. In fact, it is impossible to 
determine where the “game” ends and “real life” begins. 
(Sniderman) 

The frame, as something that passes over context, does not 
make a distinction between real life and the game; only game 
and non-game. It is a visual construct, something each player 
monitors internally, to assess if the game is still being 
played (Woodford 4). The notion that games are somehow 
outside of our world, or perhaps within a sub-world, 
is an idea that the “frame” never introduced. The gap 
between the game and real life, according to Sniderman, 
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is unknowable. Which appears different to Salen and 
Zimmerman’s perception of a “distinct boundary” (2). 

The structural differences between a frame and a circle 
represent key differences in their function: a frame is 
looked through while a circle is occupied. The decision 
to use one metaphor over another, whether it be circle, 
frame, membrane or puzzle piece, requires an attention to 
what people would do with that metaphor and what that 
metaphor represents.

When Salen and Zimmerman put forth their magic circle, 
they did not elaborate on complete structure supplied by 
Huizinga. As just one of the spaces Huizinga described 
as enclosing play, the magic circle was not of particular 
importance to him (10). Throughout his book, Huizinga 
himself opts for “play-ground” as the default signifier for 
this place. Had Salen and Zimmerman followed Huizinga’s 
play-ground, arena, stage, or even Sniderman’s “frame”, 
they may have avoided the contextual issues Woodford, 
Castronova and Juul raised with the concept of a circle. 
What these terms lack, however, is that connection to 
magic that Salen and Zimmerman are so enamoured with 
(95). Although Huizinga mentions it too, his magic is the 
appeal of play, not its process. For Huizinga, play “retains 
its magic beyond the duration of the individual game” (12). 
The magic is not the game itself, but something provided by 
the game that persists afterwards. 

The magic circle that Salen and Zimmerman describe, when 
fully closed, is unable to share this magic with our ordinary 
lives. This magic circle appears to have no relationship 
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with its context or the world outside, yet Huizinga’s divide 
is much more nuanced: appearing in a number of spaces 
which impact the world beyond.

Among his many play-grounds, Huizinga refers to the play 
that transpires in a court of law (76). The magic circle of 
the courtroom relies on written rules, laws and statutes 
established prior to the entrance of any players; a “closed 
system” (Salen and Zimmerman 96). Yet the play that 
occurs within creates life changing decisions. Courts 
produce a kind of play that has to impact the ordinary lives 
of those inside and outside the magic circle (Huizinga 78). 
Even a closed system is open enough to work with and 
upon the real world.

The openness of Huizinga’s magic circle is addressed 
by Woodford within his essay. He points to Huizinga’s 
admission that play “retains its magic” as an example of 
the crossover between games and real life (Woodford 4). 
However, what Woodford interprets as a transference of 
emotions from one “experience and the next” has only 
been defined by Huizinga as from one game into the next 
moment of ordinary life. Upon playing a new game, those 
aspects of life cease to matter once again (Huizinga 12). To 
say that Salen and Zimmerman were “far from Huizinga’s 
intentions in their use of the [magic circle]” is only partly 
true (4). 

Huizinga’s approach, in general, is a lot more nuanced than 
Salen, Zimmerman and Woodford acknowledge. The idea 
that something has to be either be real or unreal, open or 
closed, perhaps misses the very heart of play. This may 
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have been what Salen and Zimmerman were referring to 
when they mentioned systems which are open and closed at 
the same time (97).

Further differences between Huizinga and Salen and 
Zimmerman are highlighted by Jaakko Stenros. According 
to Stenros, the differences in their “ontological contexts” 
makes their magic circles two circles entirely (2). While 
Huizinga is interested in the culture of play, Salen and 
Zimmerman were only interested in play as it pertained 
to games. Stenros dubs their circle the “magic circle of 
gameplay” (2). As far as Stenros is concerned, many of the 
magic circle’s criticisms stem from attributing the ideas 
of one author to the other, and generally merging their 
collective work and the two circles into a singular faulty 
metaphor.

Confusion between the edge of the space, the edge of the 
mindset, and the edge of social negotiations muddles how 
we conceptualise play, games, and playing. The magic circle 
does not account for spatial or emotional barriers, only the 
edge of the game itself (Stenros 2). A playful attitude and 
space each have their own edges that do not always overlap 
with a game. In an attempt to clarify what the magic circle 
does, Stenros proposes psychological bubble and arena as 
concepts for non-magic circle edges (14).

Separated from space and play, a clearer image of the magic 
circle emerges. The magic circle is a social contract, an 
implicit or explicit negotiation (Stenros 14). The contract 
can be played with, and changed during a game. It can 
be breached and destroyed. The image of the perfect 
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impenetrable magic circle is flawed, not because emotions 
pass into and through it, but because it can be torn down 
as easily as it was built (Salen and Zimmerman 98). The 
magic circle is simply an idealised relationship between 
gameplay and player, built by players, defended by players; 
yet not always experienced by players.

Importantly,  the magic circle does not exclude the outside 
world. When inside, we negotiate what the outside world 
will mean until the end of the game. While we play, the 
magic circle is the permission to ignore the world around 
us. 

A Lens

In 2012, Eric Zimmerman revisited the magic circle in a 
blogpost which he called Jerked Around by the Magic Circle. In 
it, he addressed the controversy and confusion surrounding 
the model, explaining that he and Katie Salen had become 
“the embodiment of the worst of the magic circle.” Their 
synthesis of a space in which gameplay obtains meaning 
had come to be interpreted as a harsh division between play 
and real life. This interpretation birthed what Zimmerman 
refers to as “the magic circle jerk”, a character that many 
believed argued for the un-realness of games. A character 
than many believed was Eric Zimmerman himself.

The apparent disregard for sociocultural context was, from 
the perspective of some researchers, a bizarre and foolish 
thing (Zimmerman). What that interpretation of the magic 
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circle did not account for was Salen and Zimmerman’s 
perspective, or “ontological context” (Stenros 2). As 
Zimmerman explains:

Rules of Play was written by designers. Understanding 
our disciplinary point of view can help explain why we 
might be interested in the meanings that are formed in 
part from the decisions of designers. However, there is a 
world of difference between a subtle emphasis on design 
and the ham-fisted hyper-structuralism of the mythical 
magic circle jerk. (Zimmerman)

Their magic circle was not a social model, but a schema 
or a lens. Just as Huizinga’s magic circle was one of many 
play-grounds, Salen and Zimmerman’s magic circle was one 
of many lenses. They did not expect an imagined divide 
between play and reality to be debated. They expected it to 
be used within design.

Design is the context that I occupy, so I come to the magic 
circle hoping to find some way of understanding and 
framing the games that I make. My work takes inspiration 
from dance and play, and as such feels more physical, more 
in the world than out of it. Understanding play in context, 
through the magic circle, provides a way of conceptualising 
how unusual stuff can be allowed into games.

My original perspective was that my games could 
overpower their context; work in spite of and redefine 
their context. In an article concerning design, Ian Bogost 
describes that “in practice, design more often seeks to 
escape or overcome constraints rather than to embrace 
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them.” This practice is not what Bogost identifies as the 
best process for design:

Design isn’t a process of invention or innovation, at least 
not most of the time. It’s a process of play—of identifying 
all the material properties of a thing, and then working 
within those constraints to treat that object with dignity. 
(Bogost)

Instead of trying to force play upon people, I hope to 
treat the social context with “dignity.” Present play as a 
possibility, not the only possibility. 

Understanding what my games do requires redefining what 
my games are. Douglas Wilson suggests game designers 
consider themselves “context providers” over “object 
makers” (130). 

Games, as a societal practice, occupy a privileged space 
where absurdity, raucousness, and silliness are all 
culturally sanctioned, at least to some degree. In this 
sense, games can be conceptualized as a kind of alibi – a 
recognized excuse to act out and perform the ridiculous. 
(Wilson 132)

Absurd, raucous and silly are apt descriptions of my own 
work, as my games are flimsy excuses to take part in that 
kind of play.  Rather than thinking my design materially, 
my games are the magic circles, only instigated by the 
objects I must make. Embedded in things but not things.

My games are the permission to touch and say and be, 
instigated by the game but ignoring that game’s result. 
Calling each game choreographic feels appropriate to me, 
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since what is performed is more important than why it was 
performed.

Each game is the permission to do something in the world, 
supported by the negotiable play-ground of the magic circle. 
Yet, permission granted is does not mean permission taken. 
Even with the excuse — the carefully constructed space in 
which some things are agreed to matter and some are not 
— the root cause of playful misbehaviour remains out of 
reach.
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C H A P T E R  2

Doing things with 

circles

From the varied interpretations of what the magic circle 
does and what it should do, there are two perspectives 
which are not mutually exclusive. The first is Darryl 
Woodford’s, which views the magic circle as unable 
to divide play from its context or reality because play 
intersects with reality (7). The second is Jesper Juul’s, 
which views the magic circle as adequately defining 
what players agree to acknowledge within an individual 
game (60). These two perspectives fit neatly into the two 
different magic circles that Jaakko Stenros identified: the 
circle of play and the circle of gameplay (2).

The circle of play originates within the Huizingan approach 
to play in culture. It is the view that play is within many 
spaces — arenas, courts, play-grounds — but that it 
is effectively bound to those spaces. This is the circle 
that Woodford identifies as not exisiting, and not being 
particularly useful. If we turn to Miguel Sicart’s idea of play 
as a way of being in the world (1), a circle of play cannot 
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be applied to those spaces exclusively. Play does not end at 
the courtroom door, play permeates the world we live in. 
Huizinga may have thought of the circle of play as being 
instantiated when needed in time and place, but through 
Sicart’s definition of play, we can make the circle of play 
big enough to encapsulate our entire lives. The circle of 
play, which is a kind of “psychological bubble” (Stenros 10) 
allows us to take playfulness, among other things, into and 
out of games because it is “being in the world” (Sicart 18).

The circle of gameplay comes from Juul’s acknowledgement 
of the agreements needed between players when forming 
a game. If play is a way of being, gameplay is just doing. As 
Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman state, games occupy a 
time and place; outside that time and place the rules and 
pieces of a game are meaningless (96). Although memories, 
emotions and behaviours will enter and leave the game, 
we still, even if superficially, demarcate what is part of the 
game and what is not part of the game. Through knowing 
what is part and what is not part, the circle of gameplay 
enables us to see whether a game is active or not, because 
we have collectively agreed on what those signifiers entail 
(Sniderman).

If we think of the magic circle as a lens, as Salen and 
Zimmerman intended, it is much more like a circle of 
gameplay than a circle of play. Although the magic circle is 
inadequate at addressing the emotional and sociocultural 
realities of play, that cannot be considered a fault when it is 
not part of the magic circle’s design.
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If we think of the circle of gameplay as being synonymous 
with the magic circle — and that the magic circle is a 
social negotiation of what does and does not matter within 
a given game — then we have in remainder an unbound 
element of emotion, reality and play.

Games, Play & Gameplay

In 2015 I made Pretzel. Pretzel is a “body game” (Máquez 
Segura, et al.) inspired by Twister, that demands physical 
and even exhaustive engagement. In play, Pretzel uses a 
small deck of tiles, illustrated with body parts.

One player, the cox, lays out the tiles one by one, edge to 
edge. When a tile connects with another, they call out that 
connection: “Right hand to left foot!” A group of players 
follow along, communicating between them who can supply 
which body part, and then bringing those parts together. 
Each point of contact must be held as new ones accumulate, 
layering connection and connection. Eventually the group 
becomes so tangled or stretched that they cannot continue, 
collapsing into a heap.

Fig.1: Head, bum, chest and foot tiles used in Pretzel.
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Players were wary of Pretzel. In Darryl Woodford’s 
understanding of the magic circle, Pretzel was unable to 
decouple itself from the everyday lives of its players; it had 
no magic circle. Maintaining the social situation is one way 
of choosing play behaviours within a game (Juul 61), but 
when social maintenance is the only thing players think 
about — eclipsing thoughts of winning or fun — gameplay 
does not really click. The social reality of being physically 
close was too overwhelming to play with.

When Pretzel worked, however, it demonstrated how games 
do not just have magic circles by nature, but how they must 
be manually constructed and maintained by players (Salen 
and Zimmerman 98). Trust had to be figured out between 
people, throughout play. Each new point of connection was 
another negotiation, another testing of personal boundaries 
and another moment of holding the magic circle together.

Whether Pretzel clicked or not, the players were still 
performing the game; playing by the rules. Aesthetically, 

Fig.2: Playing Pretzel.
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gameplay appeared to be the same. What was missing was 
not really part of the game itself, but rather an element of 
play — not gameplay — that enabled Pretzel’s social faults 
to be enjoyable. More than just trust, Pretzel needed a little 
bit of risk-taking: a little disruption.

Miguel Sicart’s concept of play moves between order and 
disorder. To describe these modes of play, Sicart refers 
to the Apollonian (from Apollo) and the Dionysiac (from 
Dionysius) tendencies (9-10); terms he borrowed from 
Nietzsche because they are “relevant for understanding 
play” (109). The Apollonian is the “rational pleasures of 
order and creation,” while the Dionysiac is the “sweeping 
euphoria of destruction and rebirth” (Sicart 9). To abide by 
the rules of a game, to perform gameplay, is to adhere to an 
Apollonian mode of play.

Like Twister, the fun of Pretzel is not exclusively derived 
from following the rules; building a human pretzel. Like 
standing dominos in a line, like playing Jenga, Pretzel teeters 
on the edge of collapse. Each step forward is placed within 
a minefield; inseparable from the pleasures and perils of 
human contact. Pretzel’s uncomfortable gameplay becomes 
tolerable as each step towards order also builds towards 
emotional and physical destruction; a controlled demolition 
through play.

The Apollonian adherence to the rules within Pretzel 
allows for a Dionysiac appropriation of what is allowed in 
the social context. If we let it, Pretzel brings its own new 
rules for being together. Those rules are enabled, in part, 
by the imagery on the objects and the naming of players 
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and cards. The bright, exaggerated feet, faces and hairy 
legs, along with terms like “bum” and “cox” mix innocence 
with vulgarity. This mixture walks a line between what is 
appropriate and inappropriate: a taste of innuendo within 
harmless fun.

Enjoying Pretzel relies on a Dionysiac approach to the social 
context more than it relies on an Apollonian approach 
to gameplay. The rules, and the game itself, exist only to 
provide the excuse to touch each other in way that we 
normally would not. If we take the game too seriously, 
commit too strongly to the Apollonian, players are denied 
the catharsis of failure and collapse. Pretzel provides 
gameplay which permits another kind of play.

Opposing the Circle

The tension between the limits of a game and play’s lack 
of limits make the edge of the magic circle visible. In the 
simplest terms, games create order (Huizinga) whereas play 
can disrupt it (Sicart). When we play games, we are always 
testing them, pushing the boundaries of the game and the 
boundaries of the magic circle. Play, rather than gameplay, 
opposes the circle because it has capacity to tear structures 
down.

When we play a game we have, in reality, more options 
than just to play by its rules. Our participation can come 
in the form of gameplay, in agreement to a game’s magic 
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circle. Alternatively, we can reject the rules and appropriate 
the game’s setting for our own fun.

As Jesper Juul’s Three Frames for Every Game Action 
demonstrated, the same playful act can be motivated by 
multiple aims (61). Like the intentions Juul identified, 
Apollonian and Dionysiac play can appear in combinations 
of intention and expression, within similar behaviours, 
toying with the ordered nature of games in different ways.

Purely Apollonian behaviours, in expression and intention, 
are a willing adherence to a game’s magic circle. Purely 
Dionysiac behaviours, in expression and intention, form 
disruptive acts.

Disruptive acts push against the edge of the magic circle 
out of a willing disconnection with the game. A player 
who performs disruptive acts may be the cheater or the 
spoilsport that Huizinga identifies (11), or they may be 

Fig.3: Diagram of Apollonian and Dionysiac expression and intention.
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undertaking dark play; challenging the order of the game or 
the order of society for their own enjoyment (Sicart 23).

Pure Dionysiac play is just one way that players may 
oppose the elected order within games. Players do not 
need to intentionally break rules for their play to undo 
structure. From the perspective of a designer, gameplay is 
the correct response to their design. If we turn to a riddle 
as a metaphor, gameplay is the right answer to the question 
posed by the designer. Yet there are, at times, acceptable 
answers that the designer never considered. Expressions 
that become disruptive for the game, but were never 
intended to be so.

Among his play-grounds, Huizinga saw play within sacred 
riddle contests. On these contests, he wrote:

The answer to an enigmatic question is not found by 
ref lection or logical reasoning. It comes quite literally as 
a sudden solution —  a loosening of the tie by which the 
questioner holds you bound. The corollary of this is that 
by giving the correct answer you strike him powerless. In 
principle there is only one answer to every question. It 
can be found if you know the rules of the game. These are 
grammatical, poetical, or ritualistic as the case may be. 
You have to know the secret language of the adepts and be 
acquainted with the significance of each symbol—wheel, 
bird, cow, etc.— for the various categories of phenomena. 
Should it prove that a second answer is possible, in accord 
with the rules but not suspected by the questioner, then 
it will go badly with him: he is caught in his own trap. 
(Huizinga 110)
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To play by the designers rules is to be “bound” by the 
questioners tie. That tie comes loose when the game ends, 
but solving a game is not the only way to do so.

In 2015 I worked on a game called Baby’s Discount Circus. 
It was a murder mystery, set up with paper puppets, props 
and documents; sharing more with murder mystery dinners 
than mystery games. The twist within Baby’s Discount Circus 
was that we never intended to divulge the identity of the 
killer; it was a riddle without a solution. Any player that 
figured it out did not know they had officially solved the 
game. Among the debris that made up the evidence, many 
players found their own solutions to the mystery through 
relationships and details we never considered. Imagination 
filled the gap that our design did not.

It is entirely possible to play within the guides given but to 
do something unexpected. A player may play “in accordance 
to the rules but not suspected by the questioner” (Huizinga 
110) and break the game. The players intention was 
Apollonian, but the result was Dionysiac; an unexpected 
act of disruption. In gameplay, this may emerge like it 
did in Baby’s Discount Circus, through embracing details 
not recognised by the designers. Or it may appear as the 
discovery of a glitch or the unknowing exploitation of an 
imbalance in power.

The final way that people may play with games depends on a 
greater shift of motivation. As Juul notes in his Three Frames 
for Every Game Action, there are a number of reasons a player 
may perform the same gameplay act. Extending beyond 
Juul’s frames, a player may appear to adhere to the rules, but 
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their intentions may be Dionysiac. Other than intentionally 
disrupting the game, that player’s intentions may simply lie 
somewhere outside the magic circle.

Salen and Zimmerman, in their description of playing 
Backgammon within the magic circle, point out that: “While 
the game is in progress, the players do not casually arrange 
and rearrange the pieces, but move them according to very 
particular rules” (96). To not adhere to these rules would 
be a rejection of Backgammon’s magic circle, and would be 
a Dionysiac expression of play. However, a player can adhere 
to those rules but still move pieces with intentions beyond 
those of gameplay alone. This behaviour is a performance of 
Apollonian play, but without Apollonian intention.

Salen and Zimmerman’s example reminds me of when I 
learnt to play chess. My brother and my dad taught me how 
the pieces should move, but I never grasped what to do with 
those movements. Instead, where possible, I would just 
mirror the movements of my opponent. Recently I have learnt 
that mirroring can be a viable strategy, but I was not being 
strategic. 

My behaviour did not exclusively match any of Juul’s frames, 
and goes beyond the motivations that drive gameplay. I had 
found a way to be Dionysiac within the agreed structure 
of the magic circle. When an Apollonian act is performed 
for a reason other than the desire to win, the desire for 
an interesting game, or the desire to maintain the social 
situation, then it becomes something Dionysiac in intent. This 
combination of Dionysiac intention and Apollonian expression 
is what I refer to as an act apart.
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The Act Apart

On top of the magic circle, on top of gameplay, we carry 
with us a playfulness through which we interfere with 
the world around us. While this play appears to disrupt 
the clean border between games and reality, it is a way of 
being that is different from gameplay. When we indulge an 
external playfulness and appropriate a game while under 
that game’s authority, we are performing an act apart.

The term “act apart” can be found within Homo Ludens, in 
the same passage that Huizinga mentions the magic circle. 
For Huizinga, the acts within the magic circle were “apart” 
because play exists outside the norms of society (11). 
Huizinga’s act apart sets everyday life as the default, and 
our play as something apart from that.

My use of the act apart begins with games as the setting, 
so that the act apart occurs within a game, but is more 
than gameplay. It is apart from the deepest enclave of 
the game, where the only available behaviours serve that 
game’s progression, to the detriment of all other goals and 
desires. These are the goals within Juul’s three frames; the 
Apollonian intentions.

Like Juul’s three frames, the act apart can have many 
different intentions lurking behind the singular gameplay 
expression. The act apart will always, on some level, 
connect with one of those frames. It must, or else the 
illusion of Apollonian expression would be broken, and the 
playful act would descend into pure Dionysiac. Without its 
gameplay disguise, the act apart would just be play.



32

T I M O T H Y  S N O W D O N

My strategy for chess was an act apart, as my intentions 
did not end within the game. I cared enough to maintain 
the social situation — this game mattered to my brother — 
and my moving pieces to the rules at least kept the game 
going for him. Perhaps I was swayed by the authority of 
the game, perhaps it was because my older brother held 
authority. Either way, I knew I wouldn’t win, and I was 
not trying to make an interesting game of chess. My game 
— my Dionysiac play — was to see how long it would 
take until my brother recognised my intentions. My game 
was to see how long I could hide my lack of strategy and 
understanding.

Designing games that encourage a desire outside of 
gameplay, but encourage its expression through the 
terms of a game, requires a different kind of gameplay 
experience. Winning, even gameplaying, needs to be less 
rewarding than something else. In Pretzel, a kind of bawdy 
roughhousing was the promise, and often underpinned the 
motivations beneath gameplay. Without this intent, the 
expression appeared similar, but it was not the same game.

Once the act apart has been made transparent, it can leave 
a sense of unknowing. When we become familiar with the 
intentions that can hide behind the action — as my brother 
quickly did with mine — then each gameplay act, even the 
most sincerely Apollonian, is ambiguous. Our frame of 
reference for game and not game becomes unstable. The 
magic circle flickers, but is yet to fall apart.
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C H A P T E R  3

ponchos, Dicks & 

politics

The three games in this chapter form a suite which 
explores the idea of an act apart. In order to prompt the 
kind of playful disruption I am looking for, each game 
contains a gameplay behaviour that, I hope, has appeal 
external of the magic circle. Like Pretzel, which inspired 
physicality through the taboo of bodily contact, these 
appeals aim to provoke another kind of play that is able to 
disguise itself as gameplay.

That play, and all of the games that I design, rely on 
their sense of humour. Laughter is the product of 
play’s carnivalesque quality; a quality which balances the 
relationship between order and destruction (Sicart 10). 
“By temporarily dismissing the oppressive forces of the 
establishment, laughter takes over and allows for a bodily 
form of knowledge” ( Sicart 11-12), we take control of play 
through losing control of our self.
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While laughter and humour are considered in play, they 
receive less critical attention in the realm of art and 
performance:

Somewhat ironically it seems that humour has not been 
considered a subject worthy of serious consideration, 
despite the fact that — quite apart from making us laugh 
— it has been employed to activate repressed impulses, 
embody alienation or displacement, disrupt convention, 
and to explore power relations in terms of gender, 
sexuality, class, taste, or racial and cultural identities. 
(Higgie 12)

Play is the excuse to joke, and game design is my excuse 
to make a joke. Humour in Pretzel — from the pictures of 
bums to calling a player the “cox” — brings laughter, but 
is a serious thing. The reprieve from the game’s perceived 
authority eases our guard, enabling the touch that social 
context inhibited.

Humour is the reason I design, but it is also a tool used to 
enable misbehaving. The games are not serious, and yet the 
play is seriously unserious. Despite these games seeming 
like the opposite of seriousness “some play can be very 
serious indeed” (Huizinga 5). 
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Dick Tingle

Dick Tingle is a social detective game with hidden characters 
and agendas. Like Avalon or The Resistance, those agendas 
set some players against others; with the character of Dick 
Tingle up against every other player. Unlike Avalon or The 
Resistance, there are no turns, no moves; no structure per 
se. As a sort of spiritual successor to Baby’s Discount Circus, 
players receive the pieces of the game, and make what they 
can from it.

The premise is that each player is a master of disguise. 
They have come together, in whatever social situation the 
game is being played, in a reunion of sorts. Some of the 
players a criminals, and each one has shared a sordid love 
affair with another. At this reunion, they must try to find 
each other, while under the watchful eye of Dick Tingle. 

Fig.4: Scanning a QR code in Dick Tingle.
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Dick is a detective, also in disguise, who has been sent a 
bounty for one of the criminals. If all the criminals can find 
their lover before Dick Tingle can find their target, they can 
all abscond together, winning the game. If Dick finds their 
target, however, all of the criminals lose.

When Dick Tingle begins, players receive a tile with a QR 
code, which they must scan with their mobile phone to 
reveal their identity.

To figure out who is who, players can share the three 
interests provided on their character’s screen. These 
interests include weather, news, culture, fun, food and love. 
Individual interests are shared by three characters, but each 
combination of interests is unique. Players must attempt 

Fig.5: QR codes from Dick Tingle.

Fig.6: Character images from Dick Tingle.
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to communicate their combination to their partner so that 
they may find each other, whilst avoiding the potential of 
being spotted by Dick. 

There are no strict rules about how a player can 
communicate their interests. The need to be subtle, in 
case Dick is listening and looking, suggests weaving clues 
through conversation: never committing too strongly too 
quickly. But players may use whatever is at their disposal, 
and do whatever they feel like, to get their message across. 
Players can even say their character’s name, what their 
picture looks like, reveal their card and their image, or 
clearly list their interests. The only worry is that you may 
draw the attention of Dick Tingle to yourself, your partner, 
or make Dick’s job of narrowing down that much easier.

By making aspects of conversation gameplay moves, Dick 
Tingle draws its magic circle around its social context. 
Anything and everything can become part of the game, 
as long as it is available to the players. The act apart 
appears as legitimate conversational interests emerge 
between players. Conversation has been permitted by the 
game, enmeshed with the magic circle, so conversing is 
an acceptable gameplay move. But, if any players attempt 
to communicate a character interest legitimately piques 
someone’s personal interest, then the play-ground can 
become flooded with unintended gameplay moves. The 
permission to talk and be together provided by Dick Tingle 
— a permission not needed in many social contexts — 
trumps the urge to remain unambiguous about which 
interests your character really has.
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Dick Tingle is like a game of chess in which players are 
known to move the pieces with no reference to the game at 
all. No act can be known to be within the magic circle; not 
until a secret identity is revealed can intentions be clarified. 
The magic circle in Dick Tingle is always blurry. Anyone 
scanning the “frame,” as Sniderman describes, may come 
up blank. Its play can look exactly like not playing.

The bright and comic appearance of the tiles and characters 
was a late addition, designed to balance the drama that 
often emerges in other secret identity games. The over-
all look and feel was influenced by modern phone user 
interfaces, with the interest symbols designed to look 
like app icons. Aside from wanting it to look “at home” 
on a phone display, I hoped that the similarities — 
however subtle — between a character screen and phone 
home screen might help maintain ambiguity if someone 
accidentally caught a glimpse. The interface like appearance 
holds another little joke, or disruption, of my own; in which 
I imagine players attempting to press or swipe elements of 
a static image.

Puncho

Puncho is a competitive body game that uses a modified 
dance mat controller that is worn like a poncho. One player 
puts on the poncho controller and is surrounded by four 
other players. Each of the outside players is assigned a 
button on the poncho player (one on their chest, one on 
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their back, and one on each shoulder) that they must press 
and protect from other players.

On screen is an image of a concrete block that can be 
chipped, sculpted and shattered with sequential presses 
of the dance mat’s buttons. Each player’s assigned button 
corresponds to a specific section of the block, which can be 
sculptured into a human body part relating to its position 
on the poncho player. 

The aim of the outside players is to press their button the 
right number of times so that their section of the sculpture 
is completed, while also attempting to press the other 
players buttons after completion, reducing that section of 
the sculpture to rubble. The poncho player is able to win if 
all sections of the sculpture are complete at the same time. 
That player is, in action, unlikely to win as there is very 
little the poncho player can do to influence the behaviour of 
the other players.

Fig.7: Wearing the Puncho poncho.
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Puncho, much like Pretzel, relies on human contact. The 
magic circle needs to be drawn around the bodies involved, 
especially the poncho player. The central body in Puncho 
becomes a living controller, making that player a kind of 
plaything. Having negotiated a magic circle around the 
Puncho player, pressing that controller’s buttons is an 
acceptable thing to do.

The action around the player/controller has the capacity to 
descend into a wrestling match, curled around the central 
body: a competitive hug-of-war. The act apart in Puncho 
privileges that descent over winning the game. Revelling 

Fig.8: Puncho screenshots.
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in touch allows players to test social boundaries within the 
magic circle.

Like Pretzel, Puncho uses humour and cartoonish visuals to 
relax physical tensions. The nudity of the statue emerges 
through play, prompting laughter and playfulness. Once 
tensions have eased, the gratuity of the statue’s genitals 
aim to shock the group of players. Ideally reminding them 
of the physical reality of the poncho player; the body they 
have been touching and jostling throughout play.

Yea or Nay

Yea or Nay is an politically themed card game. It is the 
most traditional game within the suite, and does not have 
a particularly physical focus.  To play, players draft a hand 
of MPs (members of parliament) and use them to vote for 

Fig.9: Two MPs from Yea or Nay.
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or against policies relating to art, finance, education and 
health. In short rounds, players select pairs of MPs from 
their hands in an attempt to obtain a majority vote in 
favour of any policy type.

If their votes in favour outweighs any votes against, a 
winning player must select a policy card that is the same 
type they voted for. That player takes their policy card and 
holds onto it for the rest of the game.

Each policy card has a unique handicap which affects the 
owner either immediately or for the rest of the game. If a 
player can manage to obtain all three policy cards of the 
same type, they win the game. Alternatively, the first player 
to obtain five policy cards of mixed types wins.

The act apart within Yea or Nay relies on an expression 
of preference outside of the games direct goals. This 
preference is like the aesthetic choices than preface the 
playing of many games: who will be white or black in chess, 

Fig.10: Two policies from Yea or Nay.
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who will be the top hat in Monopoly? Ignoring the turn 
advantage in chess, these decisions tend not to augment the 
game in any meaningful way. 

In Yea or Nay, the selection of MPs asks for a shallow choice 
to be made between policy interests, ideologies and how 
cute they are. One card is progressive while another is 
conservative, one card loves the arts but hates health care.

Functionally, the game works without any reference to 
policy or ideology, yet they are there to provoke a kind of 
decision making that goes beyond the immediacy of the 
game. Each decision is no longer purely strategic, since 
there is little difference between the varying policies 
and ideologies. The choice between what may be two 
functionally identical cards can only be a judgement of a 
criteria other than which is the optimal move.

Aside from shallow politics, there are the visual and 
emotional factors that influence every game. Which MP is 
cuter, which has a funnier name, which policy agenda is the 
nicest colour? Those selections are all valid ways to move 
within a game, and reflect the kind of order that Huizinga 
recounts as being the aesthetic quality of play (10).

Ambiguity returns when it becomes unclear whether a 
player has identified a good strategy or whether their 
choices are a performance of what suits their politics 
or their aesthetics. It becomes difficult to respond to 
un-strategic manoeuvres, since there are no counter 
manoeuvres when an opponents choices are based on 
something invisible and inconsistent. The ambiguity of the 
aesthetic act apart averts strategic gameplay.



44

T I M O T H Y  S N O W D O N

Yea or Nay emerged in response to the Australian 2016 
federal election. Making it was my way of making sense of 
the result and making peace with unrelenting conservatism 
in politics. My intention was that the game would be a 
stimulant for discussion; provoking political talk more 
complex than the game itself. The silly names and the cute 
faces aimed to take back a sense of control by “temporarily 
dismissing the oppressive forces of the establishment” 
(Sicart 10) to allow an exploration of their power, and how 
we perceive them (Higgie 12). 
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C H A P T E R  4

research Design

The act apart is an organised transgression. In order 
to occur, people must bring a playfulness that guides 
gameplay with them into a game. They must enter the 
magic circle without putting down their own play; it must 
cross the boundary. Jesper Juul suggests that “[g]iven that 
the magic circle is an imperfect boundary, it would be 
convenient to have a list of things that can potentially cross 
the boundary.“ (62). With such a list, I could confirm if the 
play within gameplay of Dick Tingle, Puncho and Yea or Nay 
was likely. Unfortunately, no such list exists.

Supposing what may be played with in gameplay requires a 
lot of guessing. The acts apart in the suite of games are, by 
and large, assumed possibilities. Whether those Dionysiac 
intentions emerge in play or not, thinking through the 
act apart has certainly informed design. Each game’s act 
apart is its central premise: ambiguous conversation, 
physical anarchy and aesthetic expression. But, in order 
to occur, those acts need the right players and the right 
context. Jesper Juul’s metaphor of the puzzle piece is an 
apt comparison, as any game “may or may not fit in a given 
context” (63). It is possible for a game to have no context at 
all.
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Finding a Context

Part of what makes these acts so hard to set up is that 
they rely on a play quality that cannot be easily structured. 
Play, by Miguel Sicart’s definition, is appropriative (11) and 
autotelic (16). Those qualities make play difficult to wrangle.

In a plea to bring attention towards play and away from 
games, Sicart suggests a shift from game design into play 
architecture,  exclaiming that “[g]ame design is dead. Long 
live the architecture of play” (91). Sicart’s predilection 
towards architecture and architect as opposed to design 
and designer reflects his perception of the principal 
differences between play and gameplay. For play, a space 
must be made for the unexpected.

With too much structure, too much design, the play quality 
can become lost and all that is left is a limited set of things 
to do. Admittedly, the act apart within Dick Tingle, Poncho 
and Yea or Nay is just one thing to do. Yet they are not the 
only way of acting apart within those games. Like my play 
within chess, any other intentions may emerge through 
playful appropriations of their magic circle.

To allow appropriation, the methods of play architecture 
require “creating a setting rather than a system, a stage 
rather than a world, a model rather than a puzzle” (Sicart 
90). On the stage of play, a game is nothing more than a 
text, concretised by players through gameplay (Fernández-
Vara 6). As performers of a sort, their creativity determines 
what that gameplay looks like.
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Strangers might not connect with these games, just like 
they did not connect with Pretzel. Their negotiation of 
the magic circle and their willingness to act apart defines 
the game. I cannot force people to find fun within them. I 
cannot force the playful quality within gameplay. But, I can 
set those games where I believe that play is most likely to 
happen. I selected the text, wrote the choreography; I can 
also set the stage and hire the performers.

The context of my design work, the broader social context, 
includes who it was made for and where it would be played. 
My work and my research intersects with the games I play 
and the people I play with. For every single one of my 
games, my target audience was always my group of friends. 
That was the context that Pretzel fit, its magic circle was 
welcome with those strange and wonderful people. In a 
sense, Dick Tingle, Poncho and Yea or Nay were made for them 
to play.

Staging Play

To see Dick Tingle, Poncho and Yea or Nay in action, I planned 
a playtest with a maximum of ten people that were either 
professional or social contacts. Their play took place over 
two sessions in a single day, and was documented through 
notes and video recordings.

In my ethics application, I explained that my participants 
would be sampled from my personal network because I 
wanted a group with an existing social relationship. For 
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Puncho and Dick Tingle, this meant that I could anticipate 
what they might do and say, which influenced how those 
games were structured. For Dick Tingle in particular, I 
suspected that the conversations that drove the game would 
be wholly reliant on shared relationships between players.

Using a consistent group of familiar players focused the 
research on the collaborative nature of my play and design;  
I was able to continue making in response to our specific 
social dynamic. This allowed me to work with the “messy 
relationship between designed systems and sociocultural 
context” (Wilson 2012), providing the means to make 
choices that could reflect the inside and outside  of the 
magic circle. Their familiarity, in part, served to simplify 
how I presented these games and the ideas therein. 

In a game like Puncho, trust was an important issue. As I 
had learned from Pretzel, games with physical contact can 
go wrong. I needed players that were not only confident 
being physical with each other, but were well versed in 
their boundaries and the boundaries of others. The group 
I selected knew how to respect each other physically, since 
they were familiar with other body games. Because of their 
familiarity, I did not need to preface and mitigate their 
play. The trust they had long established between each 
other allowed me to anticipate no harm would come from 
gameplay.

I do not expect to draw any grand conclusions from this 
play, especially since I was not working with a large sample. 
What I did want, however, was to see these games in 
action, since their play is precisely what is being discussed 
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here. The act apart is not something that exists in any one 
game, but through what is done with that game. Seeing the 
act apart expressed through games that I designed provides 
an opportunity to discuss what playful gameplay — and 
playful games — can look like.
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C H A P T E R  5

an account of play

The two sessions in which I staged Dick Tingle, Poncho 
and Yea or Nay provided texture enough to evaluate the 
quality of play that I hoped to provoke inside the confines 
of their gameplay. Within that texture, each game had 
an unexpected failing, highlighting the impossibility of 
enumerating what can and will matter within the magic 
circle (Juul 62).

Fig.11: Playing Dick Tingle.
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Playing Dick Tingle

During Dick Tingle’s first play-through, the players were 
hesitant to do anything. The lack of structure surrounding 
how and when to attempt contact with a partner left a 
feeling of unease. Without assurance, the first gameplay 
moves were obvious and awkward. One player quickly 
mentioned the day’s weather — one of the interests 
supplied for their character — which struck the other 
players as unusual.

I had anticipated that the subject of weather would be a 
difficult one for my group of players. It may come up in 
passing, but it is hardly something we discuss at length. 
Yet the gulf between ordinary conversation and the sudden 
acknowledgement of the day’s weather was more jarring 
than I had expected.

The obviousness of that move quickly became a joke with 
the whole group, prompting the co-development of a 
specific play-style. Interests were threaded two and three 
at a time into singular statements. “I like fish and chips 
because it comes wrapped in newspaper,” mentioned one 
player in an attempt at combining their character’s interest 
in food and the news. Other players followed, making sure 
that as many of their character’s interests could become 
clear in a single statement. Even with such transparent 
moves, true identities remained unclear. The players that 
could think of a good joke involving particular interests did 
not always officially have those interests.
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Unfortunately, when they began playing Puncho and Yea or 
Nay, it was evident that they were distracted by the new 
games. Their jokes, and Dick Tingle as a whole, fell to the 
side. Each player admitted that while learning and doing 
something else, they had completely forgotten about Dick 
Tingle. One magic circle eclipsed another. 

In response to their distraction, the players opted to play 
Dick Tingle as a singular activity during the second play-
through. This was not how I designed the game to be 
played. In fact, it was my belief that the requisite actions 
in Dick Tingle were not enough to substantiate a game that 
is the singular focus of any situation. Without the disguise 
of broader time and space — other games and other 
conversations — I suspected that it would be too easy for 
the character of Dick Tingle to find their target.

Yet the players were not worried about inadvertently 
assisting the character of Dick Tingle. They were not 
worried about losing; their only concern was making fun. 
Through the guise of gameplay, the jokes from the first 
game returned. The exact same phrases that has been 
said the first time around were repeated, by multiple 
players. The urge to be in on the joke was greater than a 
commitment to gameplay. While maintaining the magic 
circle, a new act apart emerged.

Wanting to be a part of the joke led to the difficult decision 
between being clear about character interests and being 
funny. Where I thought the players would need time to 
secure their roles, they found ambiguity in all sharing the 
same joke. No one player could be sure who was playing the 
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game and who was playing along. The framework of Dick 
Tingle made jokes about Dick Tingle matter, one player even 
exclaimed that the game “re-contextualises everything!”

While the game did not play as I had expected, a playful 
approach still appeared. The act apart did not sidetrack 
gameplay, but shifted what mattered in playing the game. 
Making fun of Dick Tingle, and making fun of the awkward 
but earnest early maneuverers, was just as important to the 
players as the internal result of gameplay.

Playing Puncho

Fig.12: Playing Puncho.

The act apart inside Puncho played out as I had expected, 
yet was supported by a relationship between body and 
screen that had not occurred to me. The four outer players, 
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organised around the player/controller in the middle, 
usually faced inwards towards that player. Attending to 
the screen and the poncho player at the same time was 
not possible. When players looked towards the computer 
screen, to check the state of the sculpture and assess 
their next move, the action would continue behind them. 
The difficulty in managing the gameplay, and what that 
gameplay meant in the virtual space of the game, made the 
computer not matter.

The act apart emerged as a necessity to maintain the game. 
In the same manner that I kept the game of chess going 
with my brother, but found another way to enjoy it, Poncho 
may have continued out of obligation, but the play became 
focused on something else.

Without looking at the result of their actions, players 
pressed, and guarded and hugged the central player. Once 
a round ended, the winner, as declared by the computer, 
mattered to the players. Yet the state of the statue between 
the beginning and the end of the game was less important 
than wrestling over the central player.

The physical arrangement of the game encouraged that 
shift in motivation. Since it was so difficult to attend 
to, the virtual counterpart of the game would phase out 
of the magic circle as soon as the match began. It was 
only allowed back in when it signalled that a winner had 
been selected; refereeing the results but not leading the 
gameplay.

The technology of the poncho did not help either: 
the stiffness of the dance mat made input unreliable. 
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Sometimes the buttons would do nothing; sometimes 
the movement of the poncho would reduce the onscreen 
sculpture to rubble. The inconsistency fostered the act 
apart: only those who wanted to play found something 
appealing in the physical struggle.

One player relished the physicality so much that they were 
unable to be convinced that certain parts of the sculpture 
had already been destroyed. In one round, that player was 
standing behind the poncho player, poised to press and 
protect the button on the back of the poncho. Although 
that outer player’s body was pointed towards the computer, 
their view was entirely blocked by the central player. They 
did not look towards the screen once, and did not listen 
when the state of the sculpture was relayed to them. They 
were too absorbed with wrestling to control as many 
buttons as possible. Their play was condoned within the 
magic circle, yet was unsubstantiated by the current state 
of the game.

Playing Yea or Nay

Politics did not matter in Yea or Nay. Once the game was 
explained, the first question I received was whether an MP 
being conservative or progressive impacted the game. My 
honest response of “no” gave away what felt, to me, to be 
the most expressive part of the game.

Despite breaking that illusion, no one noticed that the 
appearance of the MPs or their names were equally 
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“unimportant.” In jest, the character of Tubby Gums was 
named the most powerful card, despite being functionally 
identical to another card in play. 

This declaration prompted the group of players to divulge 
which characters they would always try to obtain in play, 
and which ones they would prefer to play first. Their 
choices depended on which looked funniest or which had 
the best name; precisely the aesthetic act apart that I had 
hoped for.

Seeing how the players saw through the flimsy political 
divide, but did not interpret names and faces as being 
equally decorative, I suspect that aesthetics can reliably 
form an act apart within any game. Yet it may not survive 
from the beginning of play until the end.

In Yea or Nay, once players became familiar with the cards, 
they began to make more informed choices when they 

Fig.13: Playing Yea or Nay.
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selected their MPs. Although they performed the same 
gameplay actions, the aesthetic act apart fell away as player 
intention shifted into strategy. Tubby Gums may have been 
the preferred first play before, but if that player was now 
pushing towards a financial policy victory, Tubby Gums 
would be saved for a later round.

An act apart, particularly an aesthetic act apart, can be 
something players do when they do not have enough 
information about the game yet. They know enough to 
play, at least expressively, but the underlying purpose of 
each piece, each card, each action has yet to sink in. Until 
they know what to do, selecting which gameplay action to 
undertake can fall to a set of criteria other than strategy. 
When I feigned my way through chess, the visual appeal 
of a mirrored board was not lost on me. Like choosing an 
MP in a game of Yea or Nay because you like their name, 
aesthetic acts apart uphold the magic circle through a 
playstyle not necessarily supported within a given game.

Fig.14: Tubby Gums and Pinkie Pin Esq.
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The Act Apart and Design

Designing games to provoke acts apart was hit and miss. 
While I think the resulting games succeeded in prompting 
an interesting kind of play, the process for producing those 
games was lacking. In design, there were only two steps. 
The first was hypothesising what might provoke a playful 
response within a game. The second was making people 
play that game. 

Social context, I suspect, played a great part in securing 
that playful response. While I anticipated that the group 
I worked with would be likely to engage with my games 
playfully, and admittedly designed my games for them, 
what context means for a game has not been adequately 
addressed. Using the group that I did bypassed the issue 
of context and any interesting questions regarding how and 
when a game can fit within one.

The wider result of what players choose do with a 
game was similarly under-explored. While the act apart 
represented non-game motivations within a game, I did 
not ask my players to divulge their myriad intentions. Only 
those that volunteered how and why they played, and those 
that were transparently Dionysiac, were collected here. 
Although I was only interested in seeing play in action, not 
interrogating the minutiae of thoughts and feelings that 
underpinned that play, I could have been more committed 
to drawing out some of those intentions from my players.

Aside from issues with playtesting, the definition of the 
act apart could still be explored further. In particular, 
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while the use of Dionysiac and Apollonian intention and 
expression clarified the relationship between the act apart 
and other ways of being in games, it also oversimplified 
the relationship between order and disruption; inside and 
outside. The non-gameplay intention in Yea or Nay was 
hardly disruptive. To classify that act apart as containing 
Dionysiac intent simply because it was outside of Jesper 
Juul’s Three Frames for Every Game Action (61) ignores the 
possibility for play within gameplay to be ordered and 
constructive.

Like the magic circle itself, the act apart is not an accurate 
representation of what it means to play. It is lens for 
viewing the external, playful intentions that emerge within 
the confines of a negotiated game. Despite its failings, and 
the gaps that appeared within my research, the act apart 
provided a way of supposing what might be appropriated 
within design.
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conclusion

Unlike other playful appropriations of games, the act apart 
preserves the negotiated boundary of the magic circle. 
The pull between the Dionysiac and Apollonian does not 
necessitate the destruction of structure. We can exert 
that play in many ways, and can be playful with and in the 
games we play.

Johan Huizinga’s play-grounds might not be representative 
of how we view play now, but it still provides a useful way 
of interpreting where and how organised play, and games, 
appear. We may be playful outside of play contexts (Sicart 
21), but certain places, things and activities still hold, 
prompt and represent what it means to play (Stenros 14-
15).

Blurring the interrelationship between play as a way of 
being and play fixed in time and place fuels the contention 
surrounding the magic circle. I began this research with 
a similar confusion, even considering Eric Zimmerman to 
be the “magic circle jerk,” thinking that he advocated a 
sharp division between games and their context. Through 
this research, I came to understand the magic circle is 
not something that games have but rather a name for 
the negotiation between players, required to maintain a 
specific game (Juul 59). Through making Dick Tingle, Poncho, 
Yea or Nay, and reflecting on Pretzel, it has become clear 
that negotiation is a central part of gameplaying, and the 
attempt to uphold a game can underpin any gameplay act 
(Juul 61).
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Although my intention was to present the magic circle 
unadulterated, the idea of the act apart operates within 
the same supposed “gaps” within the magic circle that 
prompted the introduction of the “membrane” (Castronova 
147) and the “puzzle piece” (Juul 63). The difference being 
that the act apart does not change the nature of the magic 
circle.

The act apart demonstrates that the magic circle is always 
part of its context, because even disassociated gameplay 
behaviours can be underpinned by emotional, disruptive 
and playful intentions that contribute to a game’s context. 
Ordinary playfulness can enter games in a way which does 
not question the integrity of the magic circle. As a lens, the 
playfulness of the act apart shifts attention from playing 
games to playing with games. It assisted my design work, 
providing a way of thinking how permission to misbehave 
can be taken through appropriation. This shift does more 
than encourage different design possibilities, but provide 
alternate ways to talk about how we can play existing 
games: there is more to games than gameplay.
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A P P E N D I X  A

game rules

Dick Tingle

Players: 9/10

Time: ~1 hour

COMPONENTS

• 9/10 QR code character tiles

• 9/10 mobile phones (with QR code scanners)

SET UP

Distribute a QR code tile to each player. If there are only 
9 players, withhold the tile with the question mark on the 
back. Players must scan their QR code with their phone, 
using any QR code scanner app. These codes will link 
players to their secret characters.

Players must note the top three symbols under their 
character’s name; these are their unique character interests. 
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Underneath is the name of their lover and the lower three 
symbols, which represent their partner’s interests.

The player that becomes Dick Tingle should note the 
highlighted name on their character screen. This is their 
target character, along with that character’s interests.

PL AY

Players must attempt to communicate their unique 
collection of interests to their lover so that they may find 
each other. Once all the pairs have found their match, they 
have collectively won.

Dick Tingle must try to figure out who their target is by 
comparing all player behaviours to the chart available. If 
Dick Tingle is able to narrow it down, or if their target 
happens to give them self away, then Dick can accuse any 
player of being their target.

Dick Tingle only gets one chance at guessing who their 
target is. If Dick is wrong, the game ends, and Dick Tingle 
loses.

Players may do whatever it takes to communicate to their 
lover. They may reveal all the information they have, list 
their interests outright, yell their name as loud as possible: 
nothing is off limits. The only risk is that Dick Tingle may 
find what they are looking for, or Dick’s job of narrowing 
down may be made easier.

If there are 10 players, one player will not have a match. 
This player may choose to side with Dick or the lovers, and 
run interference and reconnasaince for either side.
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END

The game ends when:

• All the pairs have found each other and announce that 
fact to Dick Tingle;

• Dick Tingle finds their target, winning the game;

• Dick Tingle guesses incorrectly about who their target 
is, and loses, or;

• time to play the game has run out, without anyone 
meeting their objective.

Puncho

Players: 5

Time: ~2 minutes

COMPONENTS

• Poncho controller (modified dance mat)

• Computer

• Puncho application

SET UP

Select one player to put on the poncho controller. The other 
four players stand around them, noticing which poncho 
button is in front of them: star, heart, square or circle. 
On the computer screen is a marble block. Each button 
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corresponds to the section of the block and the sculpture 
hidden inside.

The player with the star button is trying to sculpt and 
protect the statue’s head. The player with the heart button 
is trying to sculpt and protect the statue’s pelvis and legs. 
The player with the square button is trying to sculpt and 
protect the statue’s left hand. And the player with the circle 
button is trying to sculpt and protect the statue’s right 
hand.

PL AY

When the central poncho player is ready, the surrounding 
players may begin pressing and protecting their button, and 
the buttons of other players. It is up to all players involved 
to negotiate what degree of physicality is appropriate.

Players aim to make their corresponding part of the statue 
perfect, while turning everyone else’s into rubble.

END

The game ends when:

• Only one player’s section of the onscreen sculpture 
remains intact, or;

• the entire sculpture is completed, making the poncho 
player the winner.
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Yea or Nay

Players: 2 / 4

Time: ~15 minutes

COMPONENTS

• 24 MP character cards

• 12 Policy cards

SET UP

Lay out all the policy cards so that each player can see and 
read them.

For four players, shuffle and deal MPs until each player has 
6 each.

With only two players, remove all of the conservative MPs 
or all the progressive MPs. Afterwards, deal the remaining 
cards until both players have 6 each.

After receiving six cards, each player selects one card from 
their hand and places it facedown in front of them, then 
passes the rest of their hand to the player to their left. 
Players do this five times until the player to their right 
hands them a single card. That final card gives each player 
six MPs, which are now considered their political party.

PL AY

Yea or Nay takes place across several short rounds. Each 
round includes these steps: selecting MPs, revealing MPs, 
tallying votes, collecting policies, and adjourning MPs.
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At the start of each round, players choose two MPs from 
their hand to vote for them. When a player has chosen the 
two MPs that will vote for them this round, they place the 
MPs facedown in front of them.

When every player has placed their MPs facedown in front 
of them, all players may now turn their MPs face up.

Collectively, players tally up how many votes there are 
in favour for each policy type: art, finance, health and 
education. From the votes in favour, players subtract the 
votes against. If any player has a majority vote between 
their two MPs for a single policy type, they may collect a 
policy card. If two or more players control an equal number 
of votes in favour for different policy types, they may each 
collect a policy. Any ties for a single policy type result in a 
loss for all players involved. MPs do not like to share credit 
for passing policies.

If a player is able to collect a policy, they may choose any 
available policy that matches the type they voted for. If 
there are no policies available matching the winning type, 
then no policy can be collected.

Finally, players move all the MPs that voted for them that 
round into a pile facedown in front of them. These MPs are 
temporarily adjourned. 

When selecting again, if a player has fewer MPs in hand 
than the amount needed to play, they must pick up their 
adjourned MPs and included them in their selection.

Every policy has an effect that either takes place 
immediately, or continuously for the rest of the game. It is 
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the responsibility of each player that owns a policy to make 
sure they follow its instructions. If any policy card would 
lead a player to contradict the rules written here, follow the 
instructions of that policy.

END

The game ends when:

• a single player has collected all policies of a single 
type, or;

• when a player has five of any mixture of policy types.
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A P P E N D I X  B

on making

Making Dick Tingle

Dick Tingle began like many of my games: with a funny idea 
for a name. Over a short period of time, I heard the term 
“dick” for a private eye numerous times. I knew I wanted 
to make something called Dick, just for the excuse to use 
the word: an entire game produced just to make a childish 
penis joke. The absurdity of making a game for a joke 
became more interesting than the joke itself. 

Since the word Dick could be justified as a private eye, I 
already had some idea of what the game would involve: 
secret roles and figuring out motivations. It could be 
similar in many ways to Werewolf or The Resistance. If 
a character called Dick was trying to figure out another 
player’s identity, then the full name could reflect Dick’s 
search and experience. Dick Hunt was the first suggestion, 
but was too aggressive. Dick Inkling followed, to reflect 
Dick’s sensation about who their target might have been. 
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Even Dick Hunch was considered. But nothing seemed to 
make me chuckle like the name Dick Tingle.

While Dick Tingle could be searching for one other player, I 
wasn’t sure what these players would be doing. How would 
Dick know which one was which? Whatever they did, they 
would need to give their identity away somehow. To that 
end, each player could have specific but ambiguous tells: 
performed actions that Dick could use to interpret who 
their target was.

Now the other players needed a reason to divulge their 
identity: they needed a goal too. If every player was looking 
for someone, they would all be sifting through what may or 
may not be a performance of identity. It was decided that 
while Dick was looking for one player, the other players 
would all be trying to look for each other so they could to 
pair up. All the players, therefore, would have a reason to 
potentially divulge their identity to Dick Tingle; they need 
to divulge their identity to someone else too.

To match Dick Tingle’s name, I created similarly silly 
names for the other characters. Each one was based on 
pseudonyms that might appear in hammy gangster films: 
Specs, Captain, and Tex. What was important was that 
they provided a visual element that could be woven into the 
character image; such as glasses or pirate and cowboy hats.

One of the character pairs became Goldie and The Horn; an 
unnecessary and irrelevant reference to Goldie Hawn. Both 
names provided visual elements — long blonde hair and 
a big nose — but the reference was inserted for no reason 
other than my amusement.
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With most of the concept figured out, I produced a version 
on square tiles. On one side was the character image, 
while the other had three signals for each character. Some 
of these signals were physical actions while others were 
interests that could be woven into conversation. The major 
flaw was that tells and interests were unique to individual 
characters, making it possible to “out” a player while only 
knowing one piece of information.

This lead to creating a chart in which I made each character 
trait appear within multiple characters. Instead of one piece 
of information being able to give a character away, it would 
take knowing two or three in combination.

Fig.15: The first Dick Tingle tiles.

Fig.16: Charting interests in Dick Tingle.
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At this stage, I removed the physical tells from the 
characters because I was worried performing them would 
be too suspicious. Unlike spoken words, they would need 
to be seen, and therefore would need to be performed 
to a large number of players. The notion of scratching or 
winking towards people seemed hard to make ambiguous, 
so I was concerned they would break the game.

In the first variation, there would be eight different tiles 
for Dick Tingle’s character, one for each target, which 
would be selected at random. Instead of just receiving their 
target,I decided that Dick Tingle would get the whole chart, 
with their target character highlighted upon it. The appeal 
to me was that the person with all the information, and 
seemingly all the power, would be overwhelmed by that 
information. 

Fig.17: Chart and larger format characters in Dick Tingle.
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With the chart too big to fit on a tile, the physical objects 
were changed into larger cards. The problem that followed 
was that Dick Tingle may be seen reading reading their 
information more often or more intently than the other 
players. I needed some way of masking Dick’s attentiveness 
to that information.

Migrating from cards to phones simplified the relationship 
between all players. Now, when Dick Tingle or any other 
player was inspecting their device, it could appear as if they 
were doing any other activity on their phone. Everyone 
could hide behind that ambiguity.

To distribute the characters between player’s phones, I 
briefly considered producing an app that would connect all 
players together and then randomise characters accordingly. 
Instead of wrangling mobile multiplayer over multiple 
platforms, QR codes brought a more elegant solution. 
At the same time, they also reintroduced the possibility 
of having small square tiles again: an object that I was 
materially very attracted to.

Fig.18: First QR codes used in Dick Tingle.

At this stage I was quite far into my work on Puncho and Yea 
or Nay. Their colourful, comic aspects were firmly rooted in 
their design. Along side them, Dick Tingle appeared very 
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stern and dull. Even though the name was stupid, and the 
character names were stupid, everything else about it 
appeared too serious, too flat, too monochrome. It didn’t 
feel like the kind of game I would produce.

Fig.19: Drawing new characters in Dick Tingle.

Moving to a pink, bright, blockier style happened very 
quickly after this realisation. To make the new character 
base, I drew three round edged-rectangles: one for the 
head, one for the body, and one overlapping to form the 
neck. On top, I quickly drafted rounder variations for each 
character feature. The transition made the game feel more 
like my other work.

The last card based variation had been adapted from the 
original tiles, which had negatively influenced what was 
now a digital design. Since I began again knowing that it 
would be viewed on a phone screen, I had more wriggle 
room with colour, visuals and text legibility. Players would 
be able to zoom in and out, so text size could be reduced 
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to make space for more image elements. This enable me 
to make symbols for each interest. Having symbols would, 
I hoped, also make glancing at the image more efficient, 
particularly for Dick.

Thinking about the object they would be displayed on, I 
styled each symbol on phone app icons. The allusion to 
modern phone interfaces felt like more than just tying back 
to the phone. They also built another joke into the game’s 
presentation. Displayed on touch sensitive displays, what 
could have been text was now an app in an app drawer. 
Each symbol was a raised button that could not be pressed; 
it was useless. Their design would be successful it if just 
one player attempted to press them.

Dick Tingle was a collection of excuses. An excuse to call a 
game Dick Tingle, an excuse to name one character Goldie 
and another The Horn, an excuse to link any two players as 
romantic partners, an excuse to make fake buttons. Each 
one was a joke for my benefit, not anyone else’s. Designing 
games for this purpose is almost like an act apart: gameplay 
performed for my own play.

Fig.20: Symbols for each interest in Dick Tingle.
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Making Puncho

Puncho began as experimentation with a dance mat 
controller. The first outcome from that play was something 
I referred to as the UnMirror. 

Fig.21: Computer and dance mat set-up for the UnMirror.
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UnMirror was a fragmented self portrait which captured and 
blended bodily familiarity and unfamiliarity. The buttons 
on the dance mat twist and rotate blurred footage from 
the computer’s webcam. At any time, the reflection may 
be captured and saved with the press of a button. The act 
of making these portraits was intended to be physically 
exploratory, while the images themselves become excess: 
like a report or a graph of the experience.

Although the UnMirror “watches”, reflecting a distorted 
version of the player back, it doesn’t pay attention to or 
prescribe movement. Any physicality realised in the glass 
of the mirror belongs to the player; a composite of their 
body and their choices. The program does nothing with the 
information, and the player may choose to capture or forget it. 

Moving on from the UnMirror, I wanted to reuse the dance 
mat in an interesting way. I began playing with the idea 
or wrapping or adapting the dance mat to a users body, 

Fig.22: UnMirror image export.
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continuing the physically that UnMirror had used but taking 
the inputs onto the body itself. It occurred to me that since 
the central portion of the dance mat was not registered as a 
button, it might be possible to punch it out as a head-hole.

I was hesitant to remove the piping around the dance mat 
and separate the layers, in fear of not being able to align 
them properly again. So I ordered some back up dance mats 
and began cutting through the foam, plastic and circuitry at 
the same time. The first attempt broke two buttons, since I 
cut too wide and disconnected them. I doing so, I was able 
to see how the mat worked, and knew exactly how large a 
circle to cut in my next attempt.

Like the UnMirror, I wanted the presses on the dance mat to 
relate to a virtual body. I experimented with the statue of 
David, imagining it emerging from a block of marble, as if 
the person wearing the dance mat were being sculpted.

Deciding each press on the matt could chip away at a 
specific part of the body, I divided the statue and the block 
into four sections: left, right, top and bottom. Front and 
back would have made more sense than top and bottom, 

Fig.23: Cutting up the dance mat.
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considering the placement of the dance mat buttons. But 
front and back as sculpt-able locations could not be seen at 
the same time. Not unless I migrated to a 3D model, and 
even then it would need to be rotating so that each part of 
the statue was visible some of the time.

Although I was happy staying with a 2D image, the statue 
of David wasn’t easy to divide evenly. This prompted a 
redesign with a statue that had more of a balance between 
all four sections. It was also an opportunity to take a more 
humorous approach: a middle aged, out of shape, nude male 
in an less romantic pose. I wouldn’t say the new figure is 
de-sexualised, but it is certainly further from the cultural 
ideal than David. My hope was that it could sit somewhere 
between titillating and funny.

Fig.24: The block and David divided.
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While I intended to tailor a nice cover for the dance mat, 
I was concerned that any added fabric would make the 
poncho even stiffer. It was already difficult to press the 
buttons sometimes, particularly the shoulder buttons, so 
I was hesitant to exacerbate that issue. Yet, I still felt the 
need to designate which buttons were involved in the game, 
and which symbol matched which section of the statue.

On the day that I was planning to playtest, I quickly 
taped sheets of blank and printed paper over each dance 
mat button. Although inelegant, it worked and actually 
stayed taped together throughout the day. The upside to 
that approach is that I still have a functioning dance mat, 

Fig.25: The current statue divided.
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that can also be worn, that has not been permanently 
customised for a single game.

Unlike the UnMirror, Puncho became a funny and violent 
way of playing with the body. It has taken the control 
from the person with the dance mat and given it to the 
onlookers, making them attend to and work with a body 
other than their own. Instead of producing a blurry, bodily 
artwork, a real human body becomes a sculptural element 
in the middle of play.

Fig.26: Paper and tape visible on dance mat.
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Making Yea or Nay

Many of the pieces of Yea or Nay had existed for a while. The 
concept itself, a kind of inhuman political card game, had 
been in my mind since 2013. The closest I got to finishing 
this idea before was mid 2015, with a game I called Fantasy 
State Election.

The idea was to produce a TCG or similar format that 
didn’t rely on violence. When subtracting numbers from 
other numbers until one player wins, it seemed so arbitrary 
that one number was always damage and the other was life. 
Why was it that whenever two decks of cards were brought 
together, more often than not they murdered each other?

While watching ABC’s Parliament Question Time, I was 
captured by the viciousness of their words. The metaphor of 
combat came to me, as the verbal back and forth continued 
across the floor. I realised this setting could underpin the 
non violent game. The mechanics could be similar, but 

Fig.27: Cards from Fantasy State Election.
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instead of dealing damage and subtracting life, they could 
deal “sick burns” and subtract dignity and reputation.

Unfortunately, that first attempt was an overcomplicated 
mess. After trying and failing to fix it, the game and the 
concept were put aside. Thoughts of a political game didn’t 
come back until the 2016 Australian federal election.

The over-whelming conservative response led me to feel 
quite helpless and tired. I felt like I had to make peace with 
the situation in order to move past it. Making a game in 
which conservative politicians and progressive politicians 
are equally cute and stupid I hoped would help me to see 
the situation as human and messy, and less sinister.

Although the gameplay is completely different from Fantasy 
State Election, it was spiritually recycled, as were each of the 
visual elements. The layout for the card itself came from 
an unfinished game I attempted earlier in the year. It was 
a sort of post-apocalyptic, queer Thunderdome, but I lost 
interest when I realised I was once again making a violent 
card game.

The characters that I used as MPs were recycled as well. 
Near the beginning of 2016 I started working on a virtual 
pet, but didn’t get much further than drawing concept 
images. They began a part of Yea or Nay as soon as I finished 
the card layout, although I had only intended them to be 
placeholders.

Nothing I drew felt like an appropriate replacement. The 
issue was that I still felt so strongly about the election 
result that concepts for new MPs were tied up in how I felt 
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about our government. I was verging on caricature and I 
was not interested in having any of their faces or names in 
my game, even if the portrayal was negative. The “buds,” 
which I drew before thinking about politics, had escaped 
this influence. They were empty enough to make me feel 
better about things, not remind me why I was upset.

The names for each character were partially recycled too. 
Halfway through 2016, I experimented with producing 
humorous name tags as a way of appropriating and 
disrupting class. I brought in sixty different names, each 
one a sound I had verbalised and then written down. I let 
my classmates take a blank name tag and then affix any two 
names they liked. Many of these combinations informed 
the naming of the MPs, and put a little bit of that word play 
into Yea or Nay.

Fig.28: The Buds from an unfinished virtual pet.
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Unlike Fantasy State Election, Yea or Nay doesn’t have any 
back and forth between the characters themselves. Instead 
of voting for and sledging each other, they just vote for 
and against different kinds of policies. I made this change 
because of how the political landscape at the time felt so 
negative about people. The xenophobia, the Islamaphobia, the 
homophobia, the transphobia; every political step was on the 
head of someone else. Because of the focus on policy, there’s 
a kind of naïvety in the resulting design. “Can’t we all just 
get along? Can’t we just talk about what matters?” It’s hard 
to feel humiliated by that facet when I also stand by it.

The gameplay that followed emerged very quickly. I 
imagined a kind of Scissors, Paper, Rock with voting for or 
against certain things. I was actually surprised that the 
game worked when I first tested it. Something about the 
simplicity seemed like it would probably stalemate often. 
It did sometimes, but that was easily fixed by limiting how 
much choice players had each turn. Instead of playing the 
same MPs over and over, I decided players would have to 
cycle through their hand completely before choosing the 
same pair again; largely unblocking stalemates.

Although Yea or Nay was made selfishly, I hoped it could 
be a conversation starter of sorts. I don’t know what that 
conversation is going to be, and it might be derailed by 
dumb names and silly characters. Yet any honest thoughts 
shared during or after the game will be a positive result.
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