
 

DramaSystem 
Character Creation Cap System 

by Justin Alexander 
May 28th, 2018 

 

Hillfolk includes some brief notes on how to decouple the DramaSystem and use the entire thing as a cap 
system, using a traditional roleplaying game of your choice to resolve procedural scenes while using the 
DramaSystem as a storytelling game for resolving dramatic scenes. I haven’t had a chance to try that yet 
myself, although it sounds potentially interesting. One of the things that caught my interest when reading 
through the DramaSystem, however, was the way in which its character creation procedure was capable 
of creating a group of PCs rich with dramatic potential, relationships, and tension. 

And I also noted how easy it would be to strip that process down and streamline it into a generic core 
that you could use with any RPG (and most STGs) without using anything else from the DramaSystem. 
So even if the DramaSystem holds absolutely no interest for you, I think you’ll find this potentially very 
useful. 

STEP 1: ROLE IN THE GROUP 

Each player defines a role for their PC in the group. Some roles will be defined by their responsibilities; 
others may defined in their relationship (familial or otherwise) to the characters holding those roles. 
Don’t shy away from setting a clear chain of command: Roleplayers often avoid doing that, but the 
tensions within a well-defined chain of command is a rich source for dramatic play. (Bear in mind that 
chains of command don’t necessarily need to be linear: Different characters can have ultimate power over 
different spheres of influence. For the excitement that can generate, study the history of the USSR’s 
Politburo.) 

STEP 2: DEFINE RELATIONSHIPS 

In reverse order, each player defines the relationship between their PC and another PC. 

When you define your relationship to another PC, you establish a crucial fact about both characters. You 
can make it any kind of relationship, so long as it’s an important one. Family relationships are the easiest 
to think of and may prove richest in play. Close friendships also work. By choosing a friendship, you’re 
establishing that the relationship is strong enough to create a powerful emotional bond between the two 
of you. Bonds of romantic love, past or present, may be strongest of all. 

As in any strong drama, your most important relationships happen to be fraught with unresolved 
tension. These are the people your character looks to for emotional fulfillment. The struggle for this 
fulfillment drives your ongoing story. 

Defining one relationship also determines others, based on what has already been decided. 



 

Players may raise objections to relationship choices of other players that turn their PC into people they 
don’t want to play. When this occurs, the proposing player makes an alternate suggestion, negotiating 
with the other player until both are satisfied. If needed, the GM assists them in finding a choice that is 
interesting to the proposing player without imposing unduly on the other. 

Keep track of relationships as they are established during character creation with a Relationship Map. 
Represent each character as a name with a box or circle around it. As relationships are defined, draw lines 
between the characters and label it with the nature of the relationship. 

Repeat this process until each character has a relationship with every other character. 

STEP 3: STATE DESIRE 

A PC’s desire is the broadly stated, strong motivation driving their actions during dramatic scenes. The 
desire moves them to pursue an inner, emotional goal, which can only be achieved by engaging with 
other members of the main cast, and, to a lesser degree, with recurring characters run by the GM. Your 
desire might be seen as your character’s weakness: it makes them vulnerable to others, placing their 
happiness in their hands. Because this is a dramatic story, conflict with these central characters prevents 
them from easily or permanently satisfying their desire. Think of the desire as an emotional reward that 
your character seeks from others. The most powerful choices are generally the simplest: 

 approval 
 acceptance 
 forgiveness 
 respect 
 love 
 subservience 
 reassurance 
 power 
 to punish 
 to be punished 

Note that these are emotional, not practical goals. If you find yourself drawn to a practical goal, delve past 
it to find the emotional need behind it. Veruca Salt, for example, craves material things in Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory, but it’s because she’s desperately trying to elicit true affection from her father. 

STEP 4: DEFINE DRAMATIC POLES 

Driving any compelling dramatic character in any story form is an internal contradiction. The character is 
torn between two opposed dramatic poles. Each pole suggests a choice of identities for the character, each 
at war with the other. Events in the story pull the character from one pole to the next. 

You’ll want to make both the poles and the conflict between them as clear as possible: In most dramatic 
scenes featuring your character, you, the GM, and the other players will want to play into this conflict, 
thus creating dramatic interest. 

 Mark Thackeray (To Sir With Love): anger or civilisation? 
 George Bailey (It’s a Wonderful Life): ambition or responsibility? 
 Hamlet (Hamlet): justice or revenge? 
 Joseph Cooper (Interstellar): adventure or family? 



 

 Brian O’Conner (The Fast and the Furious): law or friendship? 

STEP 5: WHAT YOU WANT FROM OTHERS 

Finally, bring your dramatic poles into focus by declaring what they lead you to seek from particular 
other PCs. 

In an order determined by the GM, each player declares what they want from another specific PC. 
Examples could include: 

 love from the object of your affection 
 approval from a mentor 
 to punish your mother 

The player of that character then defines why they can’t get it: 

 “I could never love one of a lower caste.” 
 “If I give you approval, you would stop trying.” 
 “I will not punished when I am blameless.” 

If necessary, both players adjust the statement as needed to reflect the first character’s understanding of 
the situation. (Note that it is crucial that the PC cannot get what they want at the beginning of play. If the 
other player feels that their character would readily grant what the first PC is asking, then the stakes must 
be raised or changed.) 

Repeat this process until all characters are named as the objects of at least two other characters’ wants. 
(Additional, unaddressed relationships may be defined or developed during play. 

 



 

OPEN GAME LICENSE Version 1.0a 

The following text is the property of Wizards of the Coast, Inc. and is Copyright 2000 Wizards of the Coast, Inc 
(“Wizards”). All Rights Reserved. 

1. Definitions: (a)”Contributors” means the copyright and/or trademark owners who have contributed Open Game 
Content; (b)”Derivative Material” means copyrighted material including derivative works and translations 
(including into other computer languages), potation, modification, correction, addition, extension, upgrade, 
improvement, compilation, abridgment or other form in which an existing work may be recast, transformed or 
adapted; (c) “Distribute” means to reproduce, license, rent, lease, sell, broadcast, publicly display, transmit or 
otherwise distribute; (d)”Open Game Content” means the game mechanic and includes the methods, procedures, 
processes and routines to the extent such content does not embody the Product Identity and is an enhancement over 
the prior art and any additional content clearly identified as Open Game Content by the Contributor, and means any 
work covered by this License, including translations and derivative works under copyright law, but specifically 
excludes Product Identity. (e) “Product Identity” means product and product line names, logos and identifying marks 
including trade dress; artifacts; creatures characters; stories, storylines, plots, thematic elements, dialogue, incidents, 
language, artwork, symbols, designs, depictions, likenesses, formats, poses, concepts, themes and graphic, 
photographic and other visual or audio representations; names and descriptions of characters, spells, enchantments, 
personalities, teams, personas, likenesses and special abilities; places, locations, environments, creatures, equipment, 
magical or supernatural abilities or effects, logos, symbols, or graphic designs; and any other trademark or registered 
trademark clearly identified as Product identity by the owner of the Product Identity, and which specifically 
excludes the Open Game Content; (f) “Trademark” means the logos, names, mark, sign, motto, designs that are used 
by a Contributor to identify itself or its products or the associated products contributed to the Open Game License by 
the Contributor (g) “Use”, “Used” or “Using” means to use, Distribute, copy, edit, format, modify, translate and 
otherwise create Derivative Material of Open Game Content. (h) “You” or “Your” means the licensee in terms of 
this agreement. 

2. The License: This License applies to any Open Game Content that contains a notice indicating that the Open 
Game Content may only be Used under and in terms of this License. You must affix such a notice to any Open 
Game Content that you Use. No terms may be added to or subtracted from this License except as described by the 
License itself. No other terms or conditions may be applied to any Open Game Content distributed using this 
License. 

3.Offer and Acceptance: By Using the Open Game Content You indicate Your acceptance of the terms of this 
License. 

4. Grant and Consideration: In consideration for agreeing to use this License, the Contributors grant You a 
perpetual, worldwide, royalty-free, non-exclusive license with the exact terms of this License to Use, the Open 
Game Content. 

5.Representation of Authority to Contribute: If You are contributing original material as Open Game Content, You 
represent that Your Contributions are Your original creation and/or You have sufficient rights to grant the rights 
conveyed by this License. 

6.Notice of License Copyright: You must update the COPYRIGHT NOTICE portion of this License to include the 
exact text of the COPYRIGHT NOTICE of any Open Game Content You are copying, modifying or distributing, 
and You must add the title, the copyright date, and the copyright holder’s name to the COPYRIGHT NOTICE of 
any original Open Game Content you Distribute. 

7. Use of Product Identity: You agree not to Use any Product Identity, including as an indication as to compatibility, 
except as expressly licensed in another, independent Agreement with the owner of each element of that Product 
Identity. You agree not to indicate compatibility or co-adaptability with any Trademark or Registered Trademark in 
conjunction with a work containing Open Game Content except as expressly licensed in another, independent 
Agreement with the owner of such Trademark or Registered Trademark. The use of any Product Identity in Open 



 

Game Content does not constitute a challenge to the ownership of that Product Identity. The owner of any Product 
Identity used in Open Game Content shall retain all rights, title and interest in and to that Product Identity. 

8. Identification: If you distribute Open Game Content You must clearly indicate which portions of the work that 
you are distributing are Open Game Content. 

9. Updating the License: Wizards or its designated Agents may publish updated versions of this License. You may 
use any authorized version of this License to copy, modify and distribute any Open Game Content originally 
distributed under any version of this License. 

10. Copy of this License: You MUST include a copy of this License with every copy of the Open Game Content 
You Distribute. 

11. Use of Contributor Credits: You may not market or advertise the Open Game Content using the name of any 
Contributor unless You have written permission from the Contributor to do so. 

12. Inability to Comply: If it is impossible for You to comply with any of the terms of this License with respect to 
some or all of the Open Game Content due to statute, judicial order, or governmental regulation then You may not 
Use any Open Game Material so affected. 

13. Termination: This License will terminate automatically if You fail to comply with all terms herein and fail to 
cure such breach within 30 days of becoming aware of the breach. All sublicenses shall survive the termination of 
this License. 

14. Reformation: If any provision of this License is held to be unenforceable, such provision shall be reformed only 
to the extent necessary to make it enforceable. 

15. COPYRIGHT NOTICE 

Open Game License v 1.0a Copyright 2000, Wizards of the Coast, Inc. 

DramaSystem SRD ©2013 Robin D. Laws by arrangement with Pelgrane Press.   
 
The DramaSystem SRD is an original work, and is released under the Open Gaming License. All content is 

designated Open Content 
 
DramaSystem is a trademark of Robin D. Laws and Pelgrane Press. Permission is granted to use this trademark in 

works produced under this license. You may not use the DramaSystem trademark in any way that deliberately 
or inadvertently claims or suggests a relationship with or endorsement by Pelgrane Press or Robin D. Laws.  

 
Find Pelgrane Press at http://www.pelgranepress.com. 
 
DramaSystem: Character Creation Cap System © 2018 by Justin Alexander, the Alexandrian 

(http://www.thealexandrian.net). 

END OF LICENSE 

 

DESIGNATION OF OPEN CONTENT: This license explicitly covers the text appearing in this docuement and 
any passages from this page which are duplicated elsewhere on the Alexandrian website. All other material on this 
website is explicitly NOT placed under the OGL. 



 

 


