
THIS GAME ISN’T MINE
I didn’t write Psychodrame. Well, I did, as in 
I wrote the words you’re reading now, but the original game 
was written by the brilliant Frédéric Sintes and most of the good 
stuff in here is actually his. I din’t make any of these rules up; I 
just stole his game and cut off most of it, leaving the half-eaten 
sandwich you are now reading. So credit where credit is due; 
this is just my take on his game. I read the playtest rules for a 
game called Psychodrame, and played it with some friends at 
a convention. Some time later, I wanted to do some freefor-
ming, but needed some situation setup, so I used those rules 
but excised the conflict system. And I’ve been playing it that 
way ever since. Frédéric has since evolved Psychodrame and 
it’s now called Les cordes sensibles and it’s a bit different still.

Further contributions were made by my friend Arvid Ax-
brink Cederholm. He rewrote the character classes from the 
original and formulated the riddles. They are amazing and 
it’s all thanks to him. So even the original parts of this game 
aren’t mine.

IT’S NOT EVEN A GAME
Let me tell you a secret. This game is a lie. A dirty, rotten 
lie. This is like walking into the candy store and there’s no 
candy. The game is the advertising, the big flashing sign 
saying CANDYLAND with the letters looking like candy 
canes. It’s all anticipation, imagination and pretence; the-
re’s no real substance. But the thing is: it’s that anticipa-
tion and imagination that makes the game shine! And it’s 
your job to sell these lies to your friends.

Let me ex-
plain. There are a 
few rules here, blatantly stolen from 
Frédéric’s much more complete game. There’s some 
stuff about situation and character setup. This all gi-
ves the players the illusion of a Real Game. And these 
things help, they’re not useless. But they’re not what’s 
going to make your game session shine. Here’s what 
it’s really about:

HOPES
If everyone comes to the table expecting this to be a 
great game, chances are they’re right. When the parti-
cipants are engaged, interested and full of anticipation, 
they bring all that energy to the table and they rock it. 
So how do we create this anticipation?

When I run Psychodrame at conventions, I often find 
half the work has been done for me. Some of the players 
may have played it before. Others have heard rumors and 
stories about this great French game. This already builds 
anticipation.

You might not have that luxury, so you might have to work 
a bit harder. Here’s a good start: tell the players that you’re 
going to play a Nordic freeform hack of the playtest version 
of an unpublished French indie game. How indie is that! If 
your players don’t get excited about this, you may be playing 
with the wrong people.

Most important for building anticipation and energy, 
however, is bringing it yourself. Lead by doing. Say that 
you’re excited to play this weird Franco-Swedish game and 
you’ve heard it’s really good. During prep, bring the energy 
by affirming the other players’ ideas. You don’t need to be a 
clown, but react with “Yes!” and “Haha, awesome!”. During 
scenes, especially when your character isn’t in it, lean forward 
and listen intently. Don’t fiddle with your phone or think about 
your own next scene. Be present!

VISIONS
To make for a good Psychodrame game, everyone needs to share 
the same idea of what the game is and what playing it looks like. 
Basically, players need to know what kind of story they’re playing 
and what kind of things happen in these stories. This will ensure 
everyone is going in the same direction and riffing off each other’s 
ideas.
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So how do we get that? I talk 
about French movies. I say 
things like “This is a French 
drama game about French 
drama. It’s about sitting at a 
cafe and staring silently at each 
other while puffing a Gauloi-
se. It’s about giving each other 
French looks that speak volu-
mes, and about not quite being 
able to confront your own fe-
elings.” If you’re not Nordic, you 
might want to throw in some re-
ferences to Nordic drama here, as 
well, depending on the reputation that has where you 
live. Probably mention Bergman. Nobody has seen a 
Bergman movie, but everyone knows that they’re black 
and white but mostly black. Maybe even throw in some 
Camus and Sartre.

This is all stereotypes, of course, but the important thing 
is to communicate an aesthetic. Put pictures in people’s 
heads. Make them feel the vibe.

BEGINNINGS
So are we going to talk about the rules or what? Ok ok, 
here we go. We’re going to set up a situation full of con-
flicts and resentment and it all starts with an issue. That’s 
the central problem that the story revolves around. It’s 
what the story is about. If the issue is resolved, the game 
is over (but sometimes the issue isn’t even resolved). Here 
are some issues I’ve played during my years of running 
Psychodrame:

• The count is dying and his family comes to his death 
bed, eager to see him for the last time (and make sure 
to get into his will).

• The mother of the family tried to take her life, and eve-
ryone is acting as if nothing happened.

• The old hotel is doing badly, and it looks like someone 
will have to be let go.

• The father discovers that his child is not really his.

• A man comes back from the war. Presumed dead, his 
wife has remarried and his daughter has grown up.

• This marriage is important for the future of the fa-
mily, but the bride is in love with the blacksmith’s 
son.

• A belgian electro-punk band tries to make it big 
in Paris.

What makes for a good issue? Here are a couple of 
things to consider:

A focused roster of characters. Many of my 
really memorable Psychodrame games have had no 
other characters than those played by the players in 
the scenes. This gives you a really focused, almost 
cramped feeling. It’s not a problem to have someone 

else pop into a scene every once in a while, but no 
non-player character should be important for the 
drama. It should be completely centered around 
the player characters. Family drama is not the only 
thing that works, but it almost always does.

A wide enough roster. Be careful of making 
it too focused, though, so that you can’t even give 
all the player characters important roles. Avoid 
having a ”hang-around” character who’s not in-
volved in the central theme (the issue).

Dramatic but not energetic. The really 
good issues are often things that go on beneath 
the surface, gnawing at the roots of the charac-

ters’ sanity without finding explosive release. Make it possible 
to repress the problem. This is not a game for bangs; ignoring 
the problem should be an option (but it just makes the pro-
blem worse, of course).

MAKE THE CHARACTERS
When you’ve decided on an issue, have a think about what 
kinds of characters should be present. Do this together, saying 
things like ”I feel there should be an old grandmother, who 
have lived in the house forever, and would rather die than 
move away” and ”Ok, so there’s the vocalist. Do they play the 
guitar or is there a separate guitar player? Or are there two?”. 
Discuss and come up with as many central characters as the-
re are players. Again, make sure every character is involved 
with the issue! No hangers-on.

One you have the characters, everyone choo-
ses one to play.



and reaction, 
and when you 
feel that tension, 
you know you have 
a good combo.

You can use the weak-
nesses and reactions to 
deepen your character’s per-
sonality by making your riddle 
a bit more specific, such as ma-
king a character with the Riddle of 
Order a traditionalist, or you can use 
them to add more dimensions, such as 
making a Riddle of Order character an 
alcoholic. Both approaches are excellent, 
and since you have one weakness and mul-
tiple reactions, you can do both.

THE PLAYING OF THE GAME
Ok, so now the preparations are done and it’s time to 
start playing. This is where the game dissolves. There 
aren’t really any more rules here. Take turns to set scenes, 
play them out and cut them. The player who sets a scene 
gets to cut it. There are no rules for handling conflicts; just 
play them out and see what happens. There are no pacing 
or endgame rules. See what I mean about the game being 
a lie? It’s just freeform!

The freeform nature means you need to work a lot with 
techniques, though, so here are some tips:

LET IT TAKE TIME
This game is best when it’s evolving at a leisurely pace. 
Don’t rush to conflict and don’t feel the need to make 
things happen all the time. Set the stage, establish the 
relationships, let things move along at their own pace. 
Then escalate slowly, building up the pressure. You might 
want to mention this to the other players. If you’re an 
avid player of drama-focused games, you may feel like it’s 
really slow and worry about everyone being bored. I’ve 
spent a lot of time in this game thinking ”I’m actually 
enjoying this slow pace, but everyone else is probably 
bored stiff!” Without exception, when pointing this out 
after the game, it turns out that they were also having a 
good time.

Ideally, this also means you should have some time set 
aside when you play this game. Don’t go ”I think we can 
do this in three hours.” It needs to take the time it takes. 
It doesn’t respond well to deadlines. In my experience a 
game tends to take around four, maybe five hours, but if 
the feeling is there, it can take longer. If you need to, feel 
free to break off the game and reschedule to continue 
another time. Play until it’s done.

LET CONFLICTS SIMMER
If we allow the game to go slow, building up the pressu-
re, we then release that pressure in a giant explosion of 
dramatic conflict, right? Wrong! Let the pressure build 

RIDDLES
Psychodrame has character classes, which are sort of like 
character classes in D&D except it’s not really like that at 
all. They’re called riddles, and everyone chooses one. You 
can find the riddles listed at the end of this document.

WEAKNESS
Next bit, actually the last bit, is weaknesses. Everyone 
should have one. What’s a weakness? It’s basically a trait, a 
tendency, a character flaw, but it’s not necessarily a flaw or a 
weakness per se. Here are some good examples:

• Alcoholic

• Religious

• Stingy

• Shy

• Confrontational

• Slutty

• Really loves his boat

• Sensitive to criticism

• Overly encouraging

As you can see, some of these aren’t really ”weaknesses”. But 
they can become weaknesses through reactions. When some-
one announces a weakness, like so: ”I think my character is 
going to have a drinking problem”, the other players can react 
to that weakness. Everyone has a chance to react, but eve-
ryone doesn’t need to. Usually it’s about right to react twice 
during the character creation process, but once or thrice is 
fine, too.

A reaction is something in your own character that will put 
focus on the weakness and drive drama and conflict. So for 
example, if your weakness is ”Alcoholism”, I can react by ma-
king my character a teetotaller or a party animal. These are 
completely opposite things, but both have the effect of brin-
ging your alcoholism into the story and putting pressure on 
it one way or another. This is why something like ”Religious” 
works as a weakness, even if it isn’t a character flaw. I can react 
to it by being a militant atheist, or homosexual, or even a nun. 
The tension is born out of the meeting between the weakness 



up, then almost explode, then repress 
it and let it die down. Don’t give it that 
cathartic release of energy, clearing the 
air. Let it simmer, build up, and be re-
pressed. This doesn’t mean never have 
an explosive scene. Just don’t always go 
for it. Let the big conflicts be few and far 
between, maybe erven just have one at the 
end of the game. That pressure, that tension, 
is at the heart of this game. Live it.

IT’S ALL ABOUT THE DIALOGUES
This game is a dialogue-heavy game. Most of 
your scenes should probably be two-charac-
ter scenes, with a few multi-character scenes 
sprinkled in. Don’t spend too much time on 
things that happen that don’t involve dialogue. 
Skip past them and set a scene where you talk 
about it with someone. So the band has a gig. Gre-
at! You can set a short scene describing the gig, or 
you could just skip past it and set the scene backs-
tage when you’re finished. An important meeting 
with a buyer? Set a scene discussing how the meeting 
went. Again, don’t see this as an ironclad rule, but 
rather as a tendency or a technique. Spend your time 
with the characters talking to each other. That’s where 
the drama is.

CAMPAIGN PLAY
This game rocks for short campaigns! I’ve played a cou-
ple of campaigns of around five or so sessions and they’ve 
been some of the most memorable campaigns I’ve been 
in. Just make sure the issue can hold out for the necessary 
time. For example the one about a band trying to make it 
big. That’s a good one.

CLOSING REMARKS
That’s all there’s to it. Like I said, the game isn’t really about 
the rules. It’s about the rumor, the anticipation, the genre, the 
pacing, the brooding conflicts and the presence and tension. It’s 
about a shared commitment to play something intense but low-
key, something French and maybe Nordic. It’s not about what 
you do, but about how you do it. Hopefully I’ve given you some 
pointers. The rest is up to you.

Fin.
A game more or less by Simon Pettersson



RIDDLE OF HONOR
To live as a shining beacon and beloved hero, or to get stuck in 
an empty myth of yourself.

You love honor and admiration, and seek it with audacity 
and decisiveness.

You fear mediocrity and dishonor, and protect yourself 
with wrath and arrogance.

RIDDLE OF THE DREAM
To live as a visionary enriching the lives of others with 
dreams and creations, or to get stuck in loneliness, isolation 
and abnormality, incapable of inviting others to your world.

You love genuineness, and seek it by treading your own 
path.

You fear falseness, and protect yourself with contempt 
and separation.

RIDDLE OF ORDER
To live with justice, order, balance and harmony, or to get 
stuck in rigidity, demands and empty rituals.

You love order and balance, and seek it with logic, rules 
and discipline.

You fear chaos and passion, and protect yourself with 
anger and stubbornness.

RIDDLE OF FREEDOM
To live as a fighter for liberty, against oppression, or to 
live on the run, incapable of commitment.

You love freedom, and seek it with travel, openness 
and curiosity.

You fear subjugation, and protect yourself with flight 
and broken commitments.

RIDDLE OF LIFE
To live exuberantly and intensely, full of ideas and en-
ergy, or to get lost in a frantic madness.

You love life and movement, and seek it with bold 
projects and change.

You fear silence, death and sorrow, and protect 
yourself with parties and manic ideas.

RIDDLE OF CONTEMPLATION
To live humbly, honestly and with an open mind, or get 
stuck in self-criticism and hopelessness.

You love the pure and good, and seek it with meticu-
lousness and humbleness.

You fear disappointing yourself and others, and protect 
yourself with rumination and obsession.

RIDDLE OF LOVE
To live with honesty and intimacy, or to get stuck in passion 
and jealousy.

You love intimacy, and seek it with passion and loyalty.

You fear loneliness, lies and betrayal, and protect yourself 
with suspicion, anger and rejection.

RIDDLE OF THE SAVIOR
To live generously supporting others, or to get lost in inadequ-
acy and self-elimination.

You love to help and nurture, and seek it with generosity 
and high standards.

You fear your own inadequacy, and protect yourself with 
moralising and putting yourself last.

RIDDLE OF SEX
To live in balance with your masculinity/femininity, or to get 
stuck in an empty gender stereotype.

You love being attractive and exciting, and seek it by being 
the perfect man/woman.

You fear being boring, and protect yourself with exaggeration.
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