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‘Like a Circle in a Spiral’ Golden Cobra 2024

‘Like a Circle in a Spiral’ is a game of personal exploration inspired by 1960’s counterculture,
psychedelic drugs and a bitter sense of longing to know how life could have been different if you’d
made different choices.

The game is set in a shared commune in San Francisco in July 1967. The Summer of Love is in full
swing - it’s six months since the Human Be-In where Timothy Leary encouraged the youth of the
world to ‘turn on, tune in and drop out’ and thousands of people have descended on San Francisco
with flowers in their hair and a dream of a new world; one that is a million miles from the one
their parents grew up in. The world is heavy with potential - this could be the moment where
everything changes, where the old orders collapse and new ones rise to take their place. Players
will take on the role of one of these dreamers, drawn from who-knows-where with nothing more
than a sense of adventure and a desire to expand their minds to guide them.

Before we get into the exciting business of our minds and exploring the nature of consciousness, we
have to discuss some administrative details. I promise the author will be brief.

The Game

It is aimed at a group of between 6 and 12 players, though an experienced game
runner could scale it much higher1. The workshop can be guided by a single person2

who will then control the environment to shape the experience for the players - for
larger runs, they may wish to find a partner to share the work. It does not require
any NPC crew, though storytellers are free to add them if they wish.

The Venue

Realistically, due to the setting of the event, ‘Like a Circle in a Spiral’ can be
run anywhere from a youth hostel to an organisers home to an isolated clearing in
the woods. The only real requirement is that all players feel safe playing there
and the space can be reasonably assumed to be private.

Props and other items

The Storyteller will need to provide the following:

● Pens
● Six slips of paper of around 15cm by 5cm per player. Label three of ‘Memory’

and three of them ‘Passion’
● Three black beads and three white beads per player
● Several extra beads of each colour and their associated pieces of paper
● A small pouch for each player to keep the beads and papers in
● A way to play music (A suggested playlist of music can be found here3 and the

opening/closing track can be found here4)
● A selection of art supplies such as paints or coloured pencils and paper

4 ‘Windmills of your Mind’ by Dusty Springfield remixed by Autumn Bailey and Lee Holder

3 Playlist produced by the Johns Hopkins Center for Psychedelic and Consciousness Research

2 The author prefers the term Storyteller for this role. The Herald couldn’t care less what you
call yourself

1 ‘Like a Circle in a Spiral’ is loosely based on a player event for Empire LARP called ‘Everything is Mutable’
that ran over a weekend in November 2023 for around 45 players and 8 crew. Thanks, co-credit and many horse
gifs go to Dr Hazel Dixon for their part in designing and running this event

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/5KWf8H2pM0tlVd7niMtqeU?si=N8WS3PGRRv-WjF1Lv6rnBA
https://drive.google.com/file/d/13R0a4IJ38cczhc1NiHlVFcs0nUbwNCjV/view?usp=drivesdk


Other than these basics, the game is designed to be run with minimal props and set
dressing, though if players and organisers have access to more elaborate set
dressing this will not harm the experience. The same with costume - players are
welcome to dress in period fashion5 though if they don’t have access to it or don’t
want to, stage blacks or other plain clothing is fine. The experience is enhanced
by being able to dim the lights of the IC areas or light the space with lamps
rather than harsh overhead lights or natural light - the initial run used several
of these devices to provide atmospheric lighting.

Still with me? I told you we’d be brief. Now we get into the juicy bits.

As I said before, we’re in San Fran, it’s July 1967. The air is filled with the scent of flowers and the
sound of young people enjoying themselves away from the squares with their white picket fences and
office jobs. The commune stinks of Moroccan hash and you can still see fractals from last night's
acid trip on the edge of your vision. It’s an exciting time to be alive - not only are you free from
your parents' control at last, you’ve come to a melting pot of new ideas and met people that the
folks back home couldn’t fathom. Of course it’s not just drugs - free love is in the air. Acid isn’t
the only thing changing the world - it’s been 7 years since Enovid came onto the market and people
are enjoying their new found freedom. But the drugs and the fucking AREN’T THE POINT Of this -
we are going to change the world but first we have to change OURSELVES.

A note on the setting and characters. Players are strongly encouraged to approach
this seriously. This isn’t a game for Shaggy-esque comic stoners or Austin Powers
inspired shagadelic swingers. Drugs and free love are the main things we associate
with this period - but, at least in some corners, it was all in service of
something bigger. And these are the ideas we are interested in exploring in ‘Like a
Circle in a Spiral’.

Character and Commune Creation

Right, let’s talk about characters. We want to keep this simple, so don’t overthink this bit too
much. The storyteller should get everyone together somewhere comfortable, ideally with snacks.
Give everyone a few pieces of A4 paper and a pen.

To start, run a group brainstorm about the commune. How long has everyone been here? What are
its shared ideals? What does it encourage and what does it not allow?6 Once you have an idea of the
shared space, you can think about the people who might inhabit it. Throw around a few suggestions,
don’t get caught up in what you might play, share your thoughts and feelings. Then give everyone 1o
minutes to start brainstorming who they are in this game. Players are encouraged to focus on the
following:

● Where did you come from and what brought you to San Francisco?
● What was your early life like? What events shaped it? What were the key things that have

happened to you, both positive and negative, before and after moving

6 This can be a good time for players to raise subjects that they don’t want to include in
the game. Also, agree some safety calls - the author recommends Lines and Veils or Traffic
Lights but you can use whatever works for you.

5 Though we are both in agreement that anyone turning up a Smiffy Hippy Costume should be thrown out

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Projector-Mexllex-Control-Bluetooth-Changing/dp/B09MFRRF2W/ref=sr_1_6?crid=2R8PLCK6XF41U&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.ApqjQZvJ5eYfBjvcJDjiPHpE3T5bfLARIVUNQjJDEbsnyg0qdiXOXzMlVSC-Ntbnug3VXPER2hikGdv2C1ctNT9DSvLl9zZPYtlhly3ph6kwX0GGwHAljQg0RBAwGtIU7z1pePoaeff3ZM3lpNIfzrg4zk0tcD_lAbO3_5GuWLnHH6BFyQZFqOF3gDCNhOS-I9zVP-dPjoZx-zXcB1eJLajAKqfI9CI0rXaV244XTBZJY6uAc0C3J-8PBqZ6dPEdT6RaHbGzbwguKZqBhTcONVlqXL6Pfi2ZTPdqeXWwpbA.a0V92B_TWOvSYTbJQ-2rA9GM3HxPh_n6YV1Bfa75j9Q&dib_tag=se&keywords=star+lights+projector&qid=1727290511&sprefix=star+liught%2Caps%2C103&sr=8-6


● What drives you? What are you passionate about? What do you really care about? Try to
think about the passions and drive that really shape your character

● A name and a rough age probably helps too. Some players might want to think about gender
and sexuality too. Try not to rule out experiences though, part of this game is exploring
things7.

After 10 minutes is up, talk through your character with the group. Try to focus on building links
to the other characters - the game works best when the characters are a close knit group. All
players should aim to have shared at least two events with other players. You want to spread
yourself about but you don’t need to have played a part in every significant event, you want some gaps
to explore during play. Try to ensure that there are some conflicts amongst the party - seeing the
other side of disagreements helps us understand and question ourselves and our ideals.

Once this is done, give everyone their six papers and tokens. On each piece labelled ‘Memory’ a player
should write a significant experience they have had, try to focus on memories of times that were
significant decision points - forks in the road that shaped the character into who they are today. It
works best when these memories link to at least one other character, try to ensure two of them
are shared experiences. On each piece labelled ‘Passion’ players should describe a driving passion -
something that gives their life purpose or meaning, something they would be unrecognisable
without. Memories are associated with black beads and passions with white beads. Place all your
beads and pieces of paper in the pouch provided

While this is happening, the storyteller should take the opportunity to write further passions and
memories that they feel will challenge the beliefs of the commune. These should be placed around
the venue before play starts.

The Trip

Once players have created the commune and their characters, you are ready to play! The experience
runs for as long as it’s fun - some runs might be over in an hour, organisers who want to provide a
more detailed experience could run for much longer. Like any good trip, you won’t know how long
it lasts until you try it.

The storyteller should dim the lights and gather the players in a circle then ask them to close
their eyes. After a descriptive monologue describing how they have gathered in their living space and
dropped acid, they should play the opening/closing track. The track lasts around two minutes, during
which time players should concentrate on getting into character and moving to the space they wish
to time in from. Once the track ends, the game begins8.

At this point characters will become aware that key memories and passions have crystalised into the
tokens they are carrying. Slowly, they will realise that when they handle these stones, they more
strongly feel the passion it relates to or experience a flashback of the memory they are associated

8 The Storyteller should wait a few minutes before gently fading in the background music
from the supplied playlist

7 That said, know your limits and stay safe. Anyone using the game to push your limits is a wanker
and should be reported to the storyteller so they can be removed from your game. Then shunned.



with. More strangely, they realise that they can swap these passions and memories with the people
around them9.

Players are encouraged to explore the opportunity to change elements of their character by
swapping out memories and passions with other players, and the ones the storyteller has hidden
around the venue.

When they trade away a memory or passion they will feel it rise within them and… boom, it’s over.
like an orgasm or a sneeze. Also like an orgasm, it will leave some aftershocks, but they will pass.
When they gain a new memory or passion, it’s a similar experience gaining a new one - initial rush
of experience and then the new memory or passion settles into their mind like it’s always been there.

The purpose of the game is to explore who and what characters become when their key memories
and passions are removed or altered. Can they see themselves from different perspectives? How do
they view the people around them when these things change both in themselves and others? Can the
goals and ideals of the commune survive the changes to its members? Players are encouraged to use
the art supplies provided to make art that expresses how they feel - artistic talent isn’t important,
it’s about expressing themselves in a way that calls to them.

While this is happening the storyteller should raise and lower the volume of background sound as
well as the levels and colours of background lighting. The aim is to simulate the melting, shifting
changes in perception of an acid trip, while obviously doing your best not to cause safety issues for
the players10.

The storyteller has free reign over how long the game lasts - in fact, their key role is to read the
room and when the game starts to flag, announce that the trip will be ending soon. Then, as the
final shuddering climax of the game occurs…. It’s over. Call the players into a circle again and ask
them to close their eyes. Describe how time passes and the trip fades. Then playing the
Opening/Closing track again. As the music players, they thank their character for allowing them to
portray them, and return to reality. When the song ends, the game is over.

The Dreaded Comedown

After this, if you can do it in a way that isn’t deeply awkward11, run a debriefing session where the
players talk about the experience of the game and the thoughts it brought up. What changes did
their character experience? How did it change? What lessons have they learnt that they can apply to
their own life? What is their head canon for what happened to their character and the commune
after the events of the game?

11 The author is deeply entrenched in the UK LARP scene and, while they are trying their
best, still finds some elements of nordic LARP deeply uncomfortable, especially the
practice of debriefing. They accept that this is a Them Problem and do not anticipate that
their audience will have the same hangups

10 In this regard, the Storyteller is something of a trip sitter. They help shape the
experience while focusing on keeping players safe

9 When an exchange happens, players swap one bead and it’s associated memory/passion
between them. Make sure you always have the same number of white stones as passions and
black stones as memories. You should never have more than six in total. If you find one on
the floor - put a bead/paper of your down and pick up the one you find. It’s yours now.
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