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Cardlamity:
An lllustrated Story, One Card at a Time

Description of game: Cardlamity is a collaborative character-creation storytelling and roleplaying
card game. Players can either decide on or randomize a rough setting for the game (ex. cyberpunk
dystopia, gothic spooky small town, high fantasy...). From there, in every round playpers will draw
cards to flesh out the setting, create characters based on prompt cards and develop their characters’
lives, personalities, and plots, and, finally, draw Calamity cards at the end of each round providing
big setting-wide events that all characters will be able to react to.

Suggested number of players: 2-5
Duration: 25-40 minutes (can be longer, see variations)
Intended audience: young adults to adults interested in creative writing and storytelling

Materials:
- Paper and pencil (or colored pencils/markers) (to draw)
- Paper and pencil or computer (to take notes)
- Printable deck(s) of cards

Core dynamic(s): Perspective-taking, experience-taking (Zagal & Deterding, ch. 15),
creative sharing and communication

Goal: The goal of the game is to create the bones of a story centered around a character or
characters, while engaging in collaborative storytelling and having fun.

Setup: Card backs are labels according to which deck they belong in. Assemble the cards into
decks (setting, character, plot, and Calamity), shuffle each deck, and put the decks in the
center of the table to to set up the game.

Complete and detailed list of mechanics:

- This is a turn-based game, with each player drawing a card from one of the decks (first
setting, then character, then plot, then Calamity) at which point every player takes
turns stating how their character will respond to the prompt.

- The game starts by players either, at their discretion, randomly drawing a basic
setting card from the deck of setting cards or agreeing on one.



Once a basic setting is chosen or randomized, each player draws a card from the Setting
deck, and answers the question or prompt on it to add unique depth to the setting. All
players may describe the same town/location, or different locations within the general
vicinity of each other (everyone describes their character’s house in different ways,
etc.). Each player drawing a card and responding to it represents one “round” of
Cardlamity—as described below, players should use each deck for approximately two
rounds. Players continue to draw cards from this deck until satisfied with the depth of
the setting, at which point players should begin drawing from the Character deck as
described below. If playing in a group of 2-3, the game also advances if everyone has
drawn three cards; if in a group of 4-5, the game advances after two draws. After all
players are satisfied with their characters, each player states the name and pronouns of
their characters for the reference of the table.

Cards are drawn from the Character deck, players individually write/draw/describe their
characters, which act as an avatar in the shared setting. Players continue to draw cards
from this deck until satisfied with the depth of their character, at which point players
should move to draw from the Plot deck. If playing in a group of 2-3, the game also
advances if everyone has drawn three Character cards; if in a group of 4-5, the game
advances after two draws.

Plot cards are drawn, which represent mini-stories or events unique to the character’s past
and present, and are significant events meant to shape the character’s personality. It may also
be seen as an opportunity for a character to exhibit a certain trait at the discretion of the
player controlling them. As long as the prompt on the card is touched on, players should feel
free to answer however they like, with whatever works for their setting and group. Players
should discuss the prompt on each card openly—the player who drew the card for their
character will lead discussion and ultimately answer the prompt, but free and collaborative
sharing of ideas is heavily encouraged! Players continue to draw cards from this deck until
satisfied with the events in their characters’ lives. It is recommended to play two rounds of
the Plot cards, meaning each player should have two opportunities to respond to a plot
concerning their character.

After all players have finished drawing from the Plot deck, the next player whose turn it
would be draws a card from the Calamity deck, representing a massive obstacle or event
that unifies all the player’s characters. Players must describe the thoughts, emotions,
and actions of their respective characters in response to the calamity; do they try to fight
the oncoming threat, do they embrace its chaos, do they succeed or fail in their goals at
this crucial time?



The Calamity card signals the end of the game, so players should take time and make
sure that everyone is satisfied with the actions of their characters in this moment! Please
take time, as well, to figure out how the events of the Calamity card may ripple
outwards—where are your characters the morning after the events of the Calamity? How
are the characters doing; have they been brought closer together, or driven irrevocably
apart by these unprecedented events? These are some examples of the kinds of questions
that players may wish to ask and answer to develop their characters as a group.

There is no “win” condition, as there are no winners or losers in this game. The goal is to

create a meaningful and interesting story together, not to win against your fellow players.

Debriefing: After the game, players should take 5 to 10 minutes to evaluate their experience of
creating, sharing, and building upon their characters. Some questions to consider during this

time:

How did the experience of creating characters based on semi-random prompts feel?
Was it comfortable to develop a setting and a character in such a short time and using
an unplanned assortment of ideas—why or why not?

How was the experience of sharing characters and creative work amongst players?
How was the creative dynamic between players at the table?

How was the experience of working together to build a shared world, and then
responding to a shared crisis within that world? Were there creative disagreements
among players, and how were they resolved?

Was the experience of semi-structured creativity within Cardlamity productive? What
were some of the main take-aways around creative processes and collaboration, or within
other areas?

Learning objective: The learning objective is to teach basics of creative storytelling: that is,
how to flesh out a setting, character, and plot. Our learning objective is intrinsically tied to
the game mechanics, with each card drawn being an exercise for the player on how to
respond to plot/character/setting prompts and how to develop their story. Players will also be
able to experience sharing creative work with others in an open, low-stakes environment, and
collaborating with others in various ways.

Variations on gameplay:

Cardlamity can be played solo, if a player wishes, by drawing three cards from each deck
(Setting, Character, Plot) in turn as in a normal game, and drawing and responding to the



Calamity card afterwards as normal. Another variation would be to create multiple
characters with their own plots, playing “as” multiple people, and then imagining how
they would all react to the Calamity card.

The game can also be made longer or shorter as players wish. This involves drawing
more or fewer cards from each deck as you go- setting development, character
development, and plot development. Players can, if they so choose, even continue after
drawing a Calamity card. Characters’ lives have been irrevocably changed, but that
doesn’t have to mean that the story’s over....
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