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This chapter shows Narrators how to adapt the game to various 
genres and settings. 

A genre pack is an information kit for your players, telling 
them what sort of world they’ll be operating in, what they can 
expect to be doing in it, and what extraordinary abilities (if 
any) they can use to accomplish these aims.

In many instances, you won’t need a genre pack at all. The 
more familiar a genre or setting, the more you can rely on a 
common shorthand understanding of the world. If everybody 
is already big fan of fantasy author X, you can probably run a 
game set in his world without any preparatory work at all.

HeroQuest’s descriptive approach to game mechanics 
means that you can easily use any reference materials designed 
for existing settings. All you have to do is concentrate on the 
words and ignore the numbers. You can use existing lines of 
game supplements from other companies, or non-gaming 
setting bibles produced for many well-known books, television 
shows, and movies. Mine relevant text passages for ability 
names, just as you would the 100-word description from a 
character created using the prose method.

Moon Design Publications will also produce setting packs 
for various popular genres, and continue its series of HeroQuest 
supplements set in the world of Glorantha.

A number of the suggestions below apply to multiple genres, 
but we’ve put them into a single category for convenience. 

Keywords
Almost every genre presents a series of recurring character 
types. The western gives us, among others, the flinty-eyed 
gunfighter, the comically grizzled sidekick, the earnest 
schoolmarm, the feather-bedecked 
saloon gal, the greedy cattle rancher, 
the hard working homesteader 
and, depending on when it was 
written, the savage or noble Indian. 
Hardboiled mysteries have smart-
mouthed private dicks, femme 
fatales, thick-skulled cops, slick 
mobsters, dodgy club owners, and 
so on.

Either through their literary 
resonance or mere repetition, 
these have become the archetypal 
characters of their genres.

Keywords are a tool Narrators 
use to encourage players to adopt 
the signature character types of their 
settings. They consist of a list of 
abilities standard to that type, along 

with explanatory text laying out the character’s activities, 
appearance, outlook, and goals. 

For existing genres, the process of creating keywords 
consists of looking at the source material, identifying the types, 
describing them, and listing the abilities necessary to do what 
characters of that type do. 

However, with these very familiar genres, you can often 
get away with not writing up keywords at all. Everybody who’s 
seen a fair number of westerns knows the sorts of things a 
grizzled sidekick can do. Just give the character the ability 
Grizzled Sidekick and interpret it generously in play.

It’s in unfamiliar worlds that keywords become absolutely 
necessary. Keywords were first created to present the world of 
Glorantha, which has its own unique set of archetypes: Humakti 
Weaponthane, Dragonewt Scout, Seven Mothers Missionary, 
and many others. Players who don’t know Glorantha can’t draw 
on a common understanding of these types to infer what they 
can do in play. They need textual description to orient them, 
and a list of abilities to suggest what actions characters of their 
chosen type can take.

A well-written keyword tells the player everything he 
needs to know to get started playing in an unfamiliar world, 
through the point of view of his character. You may wish to 
drive home this point by writing the explanatory material in 
the second person.

Choosing Keyword Abilities
There is no set number of abilities that ought to go into each 
keyword. However, you should try to keep the numbers of 
abilities granted by each type of keyword roughly on a par 
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with one another. Occupational keywords probably grant more 
abilities than cultural keywords.

Absolute balance between keywords is neither necessary 
nor probably achievable. Players with many abilities will gain 
only a marginal advantage in play. The range of tasks they can 
attempt is somewhat greater. They are also less likely to face 
stretch penalties. More abilities may make it easier to avoid 
repetitive augment attempts. On the other hand, players with 
fewer abilities can advance them faster. Having fewer abilities 
to keep track of allows many players to react more quickly. 
Ultimately, the core idea of the system, that every ability is 
mechanically identical to every other, automatically takes care 
of most game balance issues for you. That said, keywords with 
comparatively few abilities will seem less attractive to players 
than fully loaded ones.

Use this dynamic to ensure that the mix of characters in 
your group reflects the most common archetypes. If you’re 
running a cyberpunk game, for example, you want a hacker, a 
mercenary with an implant, and maybe an information broker. 
If nobody picks any of these types, the game won’t really feel 
like cyberpunk. It is perfectly acceptable to reward players for 
making in-genre choices by giving these core types longer and 
cooler ability lists.

Players look to keyword ability lists for inspiration when 
inventing their own abilities. Provide a good example by 

making the ability names evocative and particular. Berserk 
Spearman is better than Warrior.
Cultural Keywords
Abilities for cultural keywords reflect the background 
knowledge the character gains simply by growing up in the 
culture in question. They usually include:

•	 a language (if their native language is not the lingua franca 
of the series that characters are assumed to be speaking in)

•	 knowledge of an area, which may range from a neighborhood 
to an entire region, depending on the distance people travel 
in that culture in the course of their ordinary lives

•	 (in pre-industrial societies) one or more subsistence skills, 
such as farming, hunting, foraging, and various crafts

•	 (in modern societies) basic education in reading, math, and 
so on. These abilities can usually be left implicit and needn’t 
be spelled out.

Sample  
Occupational Keyword

This keyword is from a science fiction campaign set in 
the towering, labyrinthine city of Loom Respite. In this 
setting, people mutate to fit their occupations, so this 
keyword includes physical as well as learned abilities.

Pulper
Reviled and feared by the dwellers of the upper reaches, 
you are a pulper, a worker in the waste vats. Born and 
raised in the fetid, lightless trash chambers of the city, you 
have gained an aspect others find fearsome. Your dark, 
outsized eyes are highly adapted to low-light conditions. 
Your skin is pallid, your muscular frame hunched and 
twisted. Generations of natural selection have rendered 
you immune to most toxins and pollutants. Accustomed 
to backbreaking manual labor, you exhibit fearsome 
upper-body strength. The presence of hungry blood eels 
beneath the fetid liquid waste has taught you to quickly 
scuttle out of danger. Forbidden to own firearms, you’ve 
learned the martial art of klastan, which uses a trash waste 
shovel as its prime weapon. Though you speak Loom 
Respite’s commlingua with a crude and halting accent, 
you converse fluently in chathar, the vulgar tongue of 
laborers and outcasts. Every Ursday you take part in 
the mass percussive rites of your workclan, affirming 
your solidarity with the beleaguered toilers of the lower 
reaches.

Abilities: Waste Vat Worker, Reviled and Feared, Low-
Light Vision, Grotesque Aspect, Muscular Frame, Upper 
Body Strength, Immune To Toxins, Quick Scuttling, 
Klastan (shovel-based martial art), Speaks Chathar, 
Percussionist

Flaws: Light Sensitivity, Speaks Commlingua With 
Crude Accent
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Many culture keywords will also include 
a working knowledge of a religious faith or 
ideology. Pantheistic cultures may allow you to 
take a general keyword for the core mythology 
and then take one or more religious keywords 
to specialize in the rites and myths of particular 
gods of their pantheons.

In some settings characters might belong to 
two cultures: a base culture and a sub-culture.

Religious Keywords
Religious organizations may provide tutelage 
in the rites and myths of a particular god, and 
also serve as mutual aid societies that teach 
occupational and other abilities.

In most settings, religion won’t play a 
sufficiently central role to require religious 
keywords. 

For series set in imagined worlds, you 
may still want to list the faiths available to the 
characters, with descriptive text.

Extraordinary Powers
It’s easy to apply common sense to situations 
when characters use abilities that exist in our 
real world. You know that a man can’t run as 
fast as a horse, bend a crowbar over his knee, or 
access a credit card database with his mind.

In the various fantastic and futuristic genres, 
characters may be able to do some or all of those 
things. Any ability that is impossible in the real 
world but possible in a genre setting is called 
an extraordinary power. Most genres offer 
only a single means of acquiring extraordinary 
powers: through magic, physical mutation, 
the use of technology, or whatever. A few may 
allow multiple sources of extraordinary powers: 
examples include comic book heroes and genre 
mash-ups, like fantasy/cyberpunk. 

Extraordinary powers are limited by two 
factors. One, like any ordinary ability, is the 
rating. That tells you how well the character can 

Sample Cultural Keyword
This keyword is from a fantasy campaign.

Ak-Thul
You are of the Ak-Thul, the people of the white wastes. From 
birth, you were carried on your mother’s back in a fur-lined 
papoose. When you first walked, you walked on snow. Soon 
you learned to wander for miles at a time without tiring. 
When you could pick up a spear, you learned to hunt. The 
animals you hunt are sacred to you; from their bodies you 
make everything you need, from the hides you wear to the 
bone spears you use to hunt them. At night, your people 
gather in their snow huts and tell the tales of the maker 

gods, Big Snow and Cold Water. To build your strength, you 
wrestle. Your language is called Tj-thul; outsiders cannot 
speak it, because it hurts their tongues. Since the people 
from the south came, bringing with them their strange huts 
made from giant dead plants, you have learned to speak their 
tongue as well. They are nowhere as good as the Ak-Thul at 
smiling, riddling, or stone carving.

Abilities: Arctic Survival, Hunting, Spear, Distance 
Walking, Wrestling, Smiling, Riddling, Reverence For 
Animals, Craft Hide Clothing, Craft Bone Tools, Stone 
Carving, Mythology: Big Snow and Cold Water, Languages: 
Tj-Thul, Umerian.
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Many established players will want to know how to adapt 
this edition of HeroQuest to games set in its original setting of 
Glorantha. This chapter scratches the surface, providing a very 
basic starting point toward that goal. It will be expanded in 
upcoming Glorantha-centric supplements from Moon Design.

Given its space constraints, this chapter cannot serve as 
a new reader’s introduction to this rich and detailed world. To 
learn about Glorantha, start with the official www.glorantha.
com website, Glorantha: Introduction to the Hero Wars (from 
Moon Design) or Glorantha: The Second Age (from Mongoose 
Publishing, available in print and PDF).

What is Magic in Glorantha?
Runes power Gloranthan magic. Different magical systems 
interact with the runes in different ways. Worshipers of gods 

develop an affinity with certain runes, and for actions within that 
rune’s sphere of influence; many theists mark themselves with 
magical tattoos to show their runic affinities. Spirit magicians 
work with spirits which possess the power of particular runes 
and own charms that hold these spirits, gained by those spirits’ 
friendship. Wizards manipulate runes into spells powered by 
energy drawn from nodes in the Essence Plane.

Magical abilities allow you to overcome tests when 
describing actions. Different levels of magical understanding 
allow you to stretch credibility in increasing ways. 

At low levels of understanding (common magic for 
theists, charms for spirit magicians, or blessings for wizards), 
you are only able to become exceptionally powerful at normal 
activities. Magic does not allow someone to do something they 
could not normally achieve, just do it better. If you focus on 

Gaming in Glorantha
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the Movement rune, you might be able to fill your lungs with 
Orlanth’s breath and run faster than a professional athlete. Or 
if you focus on the Fertility rune, you might be able to sing a 
song that speeds normal healing, or set bone so that it heals as 
good as new. 

With guidance (as an initiate for theists, a practitioner 
among animists, or adept for wizardry) you can use the runes 
to achieve supernatural effects that would defy a normal 
credibility test. An Orlanth initiate who uses his Movement 
rune might run up a wall, fly, or teleport;  a Chalana Arroy 
healer can use the Fertility rune to regrow a limb or help the 
lame to walk again. 

Framework: 

Three Forms of Magic
Origin: Glorantha is a magical world ruled not by physics 
and natural law, but by the mythic interaction of supernatural 
forces. Myth defines culture, and also palpably shapes reality. 
The type of magic people wield is determined by culture and 
religion. Glorantha’s many religions interact with the Other 
Side. Travelers to this unearthly realm can interact with gods, 
saints and spirits, taking personal journeys into eternal myths. 
Three distinct systems give magic to mortal beings: Divine 
Magic, Spirit Magic, and Wizardry:

•	 Divine Magic users emulate divine entities to draw on the 
magic of the God World. An affinity is something you are. 
Having a particular type of magic affects your behavior.

•	 Spirit Magic users strike deals with spirits—entities 
resident in animals, plants, simple objects, and features 
of the natural world. A spirit is something you have. You 
need to satisfy your spirits in order for them to work for 
you.

•	 Wizards cast highly specific spells learned from the 
esoteric study of magical texts, manipulating abstract 
magical forces. A spell is something you know. The limits of 
your knowledge are sharply circumscribed.

Overall Limitations: Gloranthans stick to the magics 
granted them by their cultural backgrounds, and so use 
whatever magic is locally available. Historically, attempts to 
distill or purify ancestral traditions of magic have always led to 
epic disaster. Just ask the God Learners.

Overall Requirements: Almost everyone practices magic of 
some kind. Ordinary people use everyday magics in pursuit of 
the economic activities that provide them the necessities of life. 
Heroes wield powers of legendary magnitude. Whether you are 
a humble peasant or a mighty adventurer, the cultural element 
of your magic binds you to a community. The community 
might be as large as a nation or as small as a band of piratical 
heroes. It lends you strength, and you fight to protect it.

All kinds of magic are equivalent: Despite the different 
magic types, in rules terms all kinds of magic are alike: each is 
an ability, so the Flying feat, Eagle Flight spirit, and Fly spell are 
equivalent. And whether an ability is broad or narrow, ability 
names suffice—you don’t need to detail specific effects.

Keywords represent magic: All the magic systems make 
use of umbrella keywords (see p. 10). You don’t need to write 
down every specific ability.

Runes
Runes are symbols that have power inherent in them. They’re 
the magical building blocks of Glorantha. They are symbols, 
archetypes, embodiments, and actual matter or energy of the 
mundane world.

Runes are more than just written symbology. When a rune 
is written or inscribed, the real power of the magical image is 
present within it. Repetition of a rune does not weaken it, but 
strengthens its presence and firm reality in creation.

Myths
From a young age, you learned the myths of your culture—
the often thrilling, sometimes puzzling stories recounting the 
exploits of the gods. These are set in the God Time, a prehistoric 
era before the boundaries between Mortal World and Other 
Side were as fixed as they are now, when gods had free reign to 
do new things, and to change and grow. Sixteen hundred years 
ago, the God Time ended, and the actions of the gods were 
constrained by an event called the Great Compromise. Now it 
is mortal men and women who change the world, using sparks 

A World of Exceptions
The world of Glorantha is vast and complex. For every 
generally true statement about its cultures and magical 
practices, there is some group somewhere to serve as an 
exception that tests the rule. Rather than fill this chapter 
with prose-killing qualifiers, we instead make broad 
statements that are almost always true—except for the 
inevitable exceptions hiding somewhere in the corners of 
the world. There’s always someone somewhere who does 
it differently.

Other Magic
Many Gloranthans have magic abilities that don’t fall into 
one of the three religious approaches. You might have 
an unusual talent due to supernatural ancestry, or have 
gained it on a heroquest.

HeroQuests
Each religious approach has special rituals that allow 
worshippers to cross over to the Other Side and reenact 
a myth. This practice is called heroquesting, and it can 
result in gaining an unusual magic ability, or a blessing for 
an entire community. The details are outside the scope of 
this appendix, but heroquest magic doesn’t need to follow 
the standard rules described here.






