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Foreword: 

 
 So not a lot of people seem to write critically about 
Warhammer 40,000. 
 Now, to those of you going ‘But I’m critical of Games 
Workshop all the time!’, well, yes, you are. As we all know, 
Games Workshop’s fans are… well let’s euphemistically call 
them ‘passionate’ and walk away before they murder us for the 
fillings in our teeth. 
 But writing critically isn’t always the same thing as 
writing criticism. The English language is unhelpful that way. 
Sure, the two things can be the same, but in the same way that 
not all humans are women, not all critical writing is criticism. 
 Critical writing – more commonly called ‘critique’ – is 
where someone uses their brain-thinking to look at something 
artistic and analyse how it works. It’s a bit like being a mechanic 
who’s taking apart the engine to see how the car works. By 
deconstructing the mechanism, we can identify which bits work 
well, and which bits are causing problems. 
 Other mediums have plenty of critical discourse 
written about them. There are scholarly articles about music, 
about film, about literature… but almost none about 
wargaming, and even less than that about 40K. 
 And it’s not a surprise. If you’re a fan of the 
Warhammer 40,000 hobby, then you’re part of a very small 
crowd; if you’re an adult fan, you’re part of an even smaller 
crowd. If you’re an adult fan with a background in cultural 
critique, well: that makes for just the two of us, sister. 
 As a result, there’s just not the kind of critical, 
analytical literature out there to enjoy that other subjects have. 
 This book is my attempt to redress that. 
 There’s an old idiom that you should write the sorts of 
things you’d like to read yourself. Well, what I’d like to read is 
some really detailed breakdowns of the various aspects of this 
strange little hobby of ours. Not just nitty-gritty, ‘crunch’-based 
articles (which are everywhere), but the sort of aesthetic and 
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artistic critique I grew up on, looking at issues of 
representation, of narrative, of thematic concerns and the like. 
 I don’t know how successful it is, but I do know it’s the 
only book of its sort out there. I feel I can confidently state that 
you won’t find anything else like this out there. 
 Whether that’s something for me to be proud of or 
not, well. I leave that evaluation to you. 
 Anyway, thank you for taking the time to download 
this collection of essays, and I hope you enjoy it. 
 
 

 
 
 
Trigger Warning: 
 This book contains what can charitably be described as 
dangerous levels of opinion. Every single word in here is 
absolutely subjective, and as a result, the columns herein have 
caused more than a few heated arguments online. 
 So, to avoid any problems, let me give you the 
disclaimed: I am a middle-class, middle-aged, politically left-
wing, white, middle-class, LGBT+ feminist ally. 
 If any of those words trigger feelings of rage, hate or 
disgust in you, then I advise you to please, please, put my book 
down and find something else to read. You’re not going to 
agree with anything I have to say, and that’s genuinely okay. 
It’s not my intention to ruin anyone’s day, so please, don’t put 
yourself through an emotional wringer, mate. Just go off and 
do something better with your time. 
 For the rest of you, please: enjoy. 
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Abaddon's Bolter Is Crap 
Or, Why Chaos' Greatest Strength Is 
What Means It Will Never Win. 
 
Originally published February 2015 
 
 In many American cities (and in all Western cities 
to a lesser or greater degree), there is a war that is fought 
by two huge armies. It is fought daily, in a variety of urban 
landscapes, everywhere from the rooms of the city hall, 
all the way down to the ruined couches on the projects 
and council estates of the poorest boroughs. 
 One of these armies has extremely competent 
soldiers. Educated, intelligent and capable, these infantry 
are significantly more competent than those of the 
opposing armies. This is because the first of the two 
armies can call upon significantly better resources, supply 
lines, and, most importantly of all, has a significantly 
greater portion of control than their opponents. However, 
this army has two fatal flaws. The first is that the very 
control it commands, also stifles it; caught up in it's own 
successful use of bureaucracy, it can often be enslaved to 
that same system as effectively as it is its master. The 
other problem – and often the more damaging one – is 
that to rise to a position of command does not call for 
battlefield skills one might assume. In fact, it call for skills 
with politics; the ability to play the social games of those 
with real power. Needless to say, this does not attract the 
most competent soldiers, but the best politicians. Thus it 
is that the first of the two armies, seemingly the most 
powerful, is hamstrung by corruption amongst those who 
should be leading it. Effective at the bottom, but deeply 
inefficient at the top, this army could easily rise to 
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dominance, were it not for the nature of its own internal 
bureaucracy. 
 The second of these two forces is almost the 
polar opposite of the first. It does not have the luxury of 
recruiting skilled combatants. Instead, it must make do 
with what it gets – less educated, less competent, more 
undisciplined, and more dangerous to one another than 
the enemy, these footsoldiers are usefully expendable, 
but unrefined. They lack the finesse of the first army, but 
compensate with numbers and enthusiasm. Where this 
army excels is in the strength of its leadership: because of 
the brutally Darwinian narture of its organisation, where 
every soldier is out for themselves, those who lead, lead 
by sheer personal competence. This is for a simple 
reason: those who do not, are killed by those they 
thought their lessers. Thus, this army is led very 
effectively, and this strength of leadership enables it to 
compete on an equal footing with the first army, despite 
the poorer quality of its military forces. 
 We ordinarily refer to the first army as the police, 
and the second army as the drugs trade, and the 
interactions of these two bodies makes for a useful 
starting point when looking at the nature of the struggle 
between Chaos and the Imperium. 

 
Why Is 40K Abaddon's Bolter Less Effective 
Than 30K Horus', Even Though It's The Same 
Gun? 

 
 Chaos is one of the iconic armies of 40K. It's a 
huge fan favourite, and because of that, it inspires real 
passion. People can get so lost in the ideas, that they kind 
of ignore the truth about what Chaos is and how it 
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functions. Here's the thing: I really like the idea of Chaos 
armies, but I think I like them for different reasons to 
other people. What I'm aiming to do here is kind of break 
down for you why I like Chaos, and why I think it's cool. 
And what's important to get, is that the things that make 
it cool, are also things that limit it. They're things that get 
in the way, and mean that Chaos can kind of never win – 
not in a tabletop rules sense, more in a 'Damn Abaddon, 
13 tries and you still can't get it right?' kind of way. 
 So here goes. 
 The thing about Chaos armies? It's that they're 
not an army. You cannot come to the table with the 
assumption that the Chaos forces are symmetrical to the 
Imperium's; it’s a classic case of what has come to be 
called asymmetric warfare: where two unequal forces 
engage one another. 
 
 But why is this? Chaos has Marines and Cultists 
and Daemons, and all sorts – why aren't they wiping the 
floor with the Imperium? 
 On the surface, it seems logical. There are Chaos 
Chapters, and Loyalist Chapters. There are Chaplains, and 
there are Zealots. There are Sergeants and there are 
Champions. There are Dreadnoughts and there are 
Helbrutes. The armies are functionally the same. 
 Aren't they? 
 In a word: no. No they aren't, and it's not because 
Chaos is EEEEEEEEVIL. It's because of something far more 
important; more important than anything else. Resources. 
Even in the 41st Millenium, money talks. 
 You see the thing about money? Money is just a 
medium of exchange. It's not 'real'; it's just something we 
all agree has a set value of exchange, in the same way we 
all agree that the word 'tree' refers to naturally occurring 
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ligneous structures which survive through a process of 
photosynthesis. It's a useful term. Even if you don't use 
money (and I'm pretty sure a lot of people can't imagine 
Khorne Berzerkers reaching for their wallets) you still 
need stuff. 
 I mean, those Chain Axes need fuel, Bolters need 
shells, and every Chaos Marine except the Thousand Sons 
still needs to eat. 
 Hell, the Thousand Sons probably still need 
WD40. 
 So even if you don't use money, you still need to 
get stuff. Sure, you can steal those bolter shells… But 
what if you don’t have any to start with, your Chain Axes 
are all out of fuel, and those Power Armour batteries have 
gone flat? Good luck taking on those Astartes with their 
shiny-clean weapons that don't have daemon-gunk 
blocking the barrel. 
 I hope this illustrates my first, and most important 
point: Chaos is poor. 
 Sorry fanboys, but it's true – check out FFG's 
'Black Crusade' RPG, and compare what a standard Chaos 
Marine gets compared to a Deathwatch as far as 
equipment goes. Why does the Chaos Havok start with a 
Heavy Stubber? Because bullets are cheap! Why do 
Cultists use autoguns instead of lasguns? Because bullets 
are cheap! 
 This is something that is part of the Chaos fluff – 
going rogue, you're like Genie in Disney's 'Alladin': you 
gain PHENOMENAL COSMIC POWERS and an itty-bitty 
wallet. 
 Now, is this a bad thing, fluff wise? Depends how 
much you subscribe to our culture's notion that 
'poor=worthless'. Personally, I think it's part of Chaos' 
appeal. You're not an army; you're a fucking warband. 



11 
 

You're a group of like minded lunatics, pledged to a 
Darker Power, determined to pull down the super-fascist 
regime of the Imperium through sheer chutzpah. 
 Now, does this mean that no Chaos dudes have 
money? Of course not. Someone's paying for the gold 
plated banding on those Black Legion's Terminator suits. 
That would be those aforementioned Champions: the 
hyper-competent leaders from my first example. They 
take all the cash for themselves, hence the Champions get 
all the kewl gear. Once you stop thinking of Chaos as 'The 
Imperium Only Evil' and start thinking of them as 
'Terrorist Cell of Religious Madmen' or 'Death Squad For 
Criminal Kingpin', the comparison becomes clearer. That 
Chaos Lord isn't General Patton with horns (although 
there is always room for that guy, probably in the Iron 
Warriors); he's Tony Montana in power armour. A crazed 
lunatic who's risen to the top through sheer personal 
charisma, daring and skill with violence. 
 Of course, that does lead to the question: why is 
Abaddon's 40K bolter worse than Horus' 30K one, even 
though they're the same gun? 
 Well, ignoring the corrosive nature of the Warp 
(which is a BIG thing to ignore – it’s not like LITERAL Hell is 
going to be a place with perfect conditions for complex 
electronic maintenance), the fact is that 10,000 long-ass 
years have passed, that Horus' weapon was a bespoke bit 
of kit in the first place, well. We get to the problem of 
Predator Scientists. 

 
If She Spends All Her Time Hunting, Who 
Makes The Predator's Spaceship? 

 
 It's that perennial plot-hole of science-fiction: the 
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Noble Warrior Savage Aliens (Predators, Klingons, etc…) 
who have a culture built exclusively around horrible 
violence, yet somehow have access to absurdly advanced 
technology. Most sci-fi doesn't try to justify it. Who built 
the Predator's ship? 
 Now, I can hear you already, screaming SHUT UP 
IT'S JUST A FILM GOD WHY DO YOU HAVE TO SPOIL 
EVERYTHING JUST SHUT UP AND ENJOY THE SIMMERING 
HOMOEROTICISM OF ARNIE SQUEEZING CARL WEATHER'S 
HAND AND THE LAST DYING THREADS OF YOUR 
HETEROSEXUALITY 
 And honestly, that’s fair enough. ‘Predator’ is so 
cool, it doesn’t really need to justify a damn thing. 40K on 
the other hand, justifies quite a lot. Orks have genetically 
engineered racial memories; they can build stuff because 
their Abusive Precursors built the knowledge into them. I 
don't know about you, but I've always though that was a 
pretty damn cool bit of justification. 
 Chaos on the other hand? Well, they've got the 
Dark Mechanicus, and you know, yeah. Good luck dealing 
with these fucks. 
 ++WHY ARE YOU HERE DARK LORD?++ 
 "I require 47,392 round of bolter ammo. How 
much?" 
 ++CALCULATING… DONE.++ 
 ++WE REQUIRE 300 OF YOUR MARINES FOR 
PROCESSING INTO RANDOM SERVITOR SPARE PARTS++ 
 "Oh. Cool, I'll get right on that. But about fixing 
my cool Horus Talon?" 
 ++CALCULATING… DONE++ 
 ++THE TEARS OF A FALLEN ANGEL COLLECTED IN 
A SILVER PHILTRE AND RENDERED FOR PROCESSING.++ 
 "Hmmmm… Was not expecting that." 
 The Dark Mechanicus owe the Chaos Legions 
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nothing. Not one thing. And in case you're unsure just 
how utterly scary these fuckers are, one of their 
characters in Horus Heresy book III had his flesh melted 
clean off his bones, at which point his metal endoskeleton 
killed the thing that did it, then went off and made 
himself a new, house-sized body constructed from 
stitched-together Servitors. 
 Then he got back to the hard work of building 
Chaos Titans. 
 CHAOS TITANS. 
 Your pissant little Chaos Lord does not scare 
them. 
 Especially not you, Night Lords, with your fruity 
little bat-winged helmets. 
 Here's the thing: Imperial technology may have 
stagnated, but it turns out if you're part of a culture 
where people are not trying to kill each other, you're 
pretty good at getting stuff done. Chaos doesn’t have 
that, so its technology has stagnated even further. Even 
Horus' prized Talon has been worn down by the grind of 
10,000 years of constant warfare. It's an old doddering 
man of a gun, more symbolic artefact than weapon. 
Chaos' equipment is basically rusted, falling apart, and 
obsolete. 
 And that's just the stuff that doesn't have 
daemons in it who are actively trying to eat you. 
 I mean, there was a complaint from someone on 
the front page of BoLS that Typhus' Manreaper has 
become Unwieldy since the Horus Heresy. Because 
apparently it makes no sense that the Herald of Nurgle, 
the daemon god of decay, might be living in conditions 
which are less than perfect for the correct maintenance of 
complex electronic equipment. 
 Seriously, Nurgle's soldiers are held together by 
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rust and duct tape. I'm amazed Manreaper only has 
Unwieldy, instead of a rule that says it bends like foil the 
first time he hits someone with it. Not to mention, the 
high priest of the literal god of decay is hardly likely to be 
a man who places a high premium on proper weapon care 
and maintenance, is he?  
 The problem with Chaos is that the Warp is an 
unbelievably hostile place to live; even without the 
daemons (DAEMONS FFS!) who live there constantly 
trying to kill you, the simple environment will wreck your 
equipment. Everything falls apart, and the only people 
who can put it back together are lunatics who live in the 
aforementioned stitched-together corpse bodies. 
 Which is before you even get to the final, and 
most severe problem Chaos has. 

 
On Doctor Lecter's Disadvantages. 

 
 Here's the thing about being insane: it makes 
regular life really hard. I have OCD; genuine, fuck-with-
your-life OCD. It doesn't give me super powers, or a skill 
with attention to detail, or a need to clean my hands. 
What it mostly does is mean I can't listen to music I like 
(because if I do, people I love will die), as well as 
occasionally showing me traumatic images which then 
circle through my head like a catchy Beyonce song, only 
more unpleasant. Sometimes, it can be so bad it's like a 
physical pain. 
 Mental health issues aren't glamorous, and they 
don't come with benefits. Mostly they just ruin your day, 
and make life more difficult. 
 Now, Chaos Marines are described as being 
insane. Which, yes, they probably are. However, a head 
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full of PTSD does not an effective soldier make. Yeah, she 
might be really comfortable with killing, but that urge, 
that need to kill? It's going to get in the way of good 
strategy. And that's before you even get to the real 
lunatics; the ones who have to collect heads so they can 
offer them to their god's throne. Those guys just want to 
get into the fight as soon as possible, so your strategies 
have to take that into account. 
 Madness isn't a power. It's an annoyance at best, 
and a bloody liability at worst, and a Chaos army is an 
army that runs on madness. Remember the description at 
the start? Of an army of incompetent soldiers with hyper-
competent generals? Chaos doesn't succeed because of 
its infantry; it succeeds in spite of them. It succeeds 
because its lords and mistresses are so utterly ruthless, 
they don't care about who gets got on the way to victory. 
 Daemonic ascension is the ultimate elevation of 
the self in 40K; the end of a lifetime spent in total 
megalomaniac self-love. The Chaos Lords who achieve it 
don't do so because they failed, or because they doubted 
themselves, or because they gave a shit about the people 
who died in their name. 
 Chaos is about self-sufficiency and self love. It's 
about being the best YOU you can be, and sacrificing 
literally everyone else to your name. 
 And that's a weakness. 
 Psychopaths don't work well with others. They 
make stupid decisions, because their condition leaves 
them as fatal short-term thinkers. They have poor impulse 
control, and undermine themselves, their relationships, 
and what's worse, is that their condition means they are 
literally incapable of seeing this as a bad thing. They 
cannot understand that the power of friendship is an 
actual power with real, cogent benefits. 



16 
 

 Or to put it another way, Voldemort didn't lose to 
Harry Potter. He lost to Harry Potter, Hermione Granger, 
Ron Weasely, Ginny Weasely, Mrs and Mr Weasely, 
Dobby The House Elf, Luna Lovegood, Neville 'Surprise, 
bitches!' Longbottom, Severus Snape, Albus Dumbledore, 
Aberforth 'Aren't I Convenient' Dumbledore, Tonks, 
Professor Lupin, Professor McGonagall, That One Short 
Guy Who Taught Them The Vital Skill Of Levitating 
Powers, The Other Two Guys Warwick Davis Played, 
Hagrid, Buckbeak, Shovel Face... 
 The list goes on and on and on. For all his 
PHENOMENAL COSMIC POWER, Tom Riddle's 
psychopathic nature let him down, because the 
psychopath always stands alone, and one will never be as 
mighty as many. 
 This is especially true in 40K; if Horus couldn't get 
the job done with eight fully-equipped Legions of well-
supplied Astartes, eight Primarchs, a metric frakton of 
top-level Dark Age Technology and the advantage of 
surprise, what hope does any modern, middling Chaos 
Lord have? Oh, he can be a pain, and he can sow all kinds 
of misery; she can bring lamentation and despair... 
 Then her second in command stabs her in the 
back as a sacrifice to Tzeentch because Chaos. 
 They're not called the Ruinous Powers because 
they bring you success... 
 

Why Chaos' Greatest Strength Is Its 
Greatest Weakness 

 
 Chaos succeeds because it is so utterly brutal. It 
succeeds because the nature of the warband is 
Darwinian; the weak are weeded out, the strong prosper, 
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and the best ascend to PHENOMENAL COSMIC POWER 
the likes of which will never be achieved by mere mortals. 
 And all it costs is everything else. 
 Chaos indulges the individual at the cost of the 
group. Chaos, by it's nature, can only be as strong as it's 
strongest link. The Imperium, on the other hand, can field 
enough soldiers to take that one link down, and then it's 
game over for Chaos. Once that one heavy-hitting 
ubermensch is gone, what's left?  
 Some Marines with cheap guns, a handful of 
Champions who now have to fight one another to see 
who the new boss is, and fifty scared Cultists who are 
probably getting sacrificed to open the portal out of 
there. 
 And that's why Chaos is its own worst enemy; it 
always undermines itself. Even when it can afford the 
bullets, even when it can get the lunatics to do what the 
commander wants, even when it can keep ancient 
equipment from back when dinosaurs ruled the Earth 
working, it will always ultimately fall apart, because an 
army in which every soldier is doing their own thing isn't 
an army. 
 It's a herd of cats. 
 And good luck getting a herd of cats to do 
anything. 

___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 This was the first real column I ever wrote, and it’s 
the one where all the ideas I’d been tinkering with, all the 
things I’d been mulling over really fell into place. I’m still 
inordinately proud of it, because I think it’s one of my 
best-structured pieces, and inarguably the template for 
everything I’d do later on. 
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 The genesis of this column probably dates all the 
way back to my time at school. There’s that specific kind 
of Chaos player we’ve all met – and for some reason, it’s 
ALWAYS a Chaos player –who’s always banging on about 
how Chaos is the Very Best Faction because… well, the 
reason’s irrelevant, but it basically boils down to ‘I’ve 
chosen it so it’s the best’. They’re a bit like those kids 
who’d always tell you their console was the best because 
they owned it. Didn’t matter which console they bought; 
what mattered was that they’d bought it. 
 Needless to say, I’ve always found that lack of 
critical thinking difficult. As I’m sure this column makes 
clear, I regard Chaos as a genuinely brilliant faction; the 
setting would be diminished utterly if it wasn’t there. It’s 
just that, personally, don’t think it needs to be the biggest, 
baddest or best. 
 Why? 
 Because every faction is someone’s favourite, 
and the moment we forget that, we’re demeaning 
something which can mean a huge amount to someone. 
 Not to mention, Chaos doesn’t need to be ‘The 
Imperium, Only Evil’. It’s got a very unique set of 
circumstances that elevate it well beyond that, and Chaos 
players who ignore that are missing out on a huge part of 
what makes their faction awesome. 
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Why Don’t They Put Their Helmets 
On? 
 
Originally published March 2015 
 
 The first time I watched ‘Saw’, it left me with the 
shattered nerves of an elbow stepping out of the cage 
after facing Ronda Rousey. I was so messed up I had to 
call my thankfully-tolerant, unfortunately-absent 
girlfriend and ask her for an over-the-phone hug. 
Something about ‘Saw’ (probably the self-inflicted, 
hacksaw-based foot amputation) left me as ruined as that 
Christmas Grandad gave me his used Rolodex full of the 
names and numbers of all his dead friends (a sadly true 
story). 
 It wasn’t until afterwards that I began to ask 
myself how SPOILER ALERT it was possible for a terminal 
cancer patient (no matter how intelligent) to orchestrate 
the whole affair. For all his cunning, the character of John 
Kramer simply couldn’t have done everything his 
character got away with. 
 So, faced with this irreconcilable problem, I did 
what a lifetime of horror movies had trained me to do, 
and immediately ignored it. 
 Because the thing about horror, is that it is – to 
my eternal disappointment – a dumb genre. You’re going 
to get plot holes so big you can fit Kanye West’s ego in 
and still have room left over for your own sense of 
disappointment in what a petulant little tool he is. It’s 
like: why don’t the phones ever get a signal? Why is it that 
the killer always comes back three times? Why does 
anyone ever ask: ‘John? Is that you?’ WHEN IT’S NEVER 
JOHN. NEVER. IT’S ALWAYS A KILLER WITH A BLOODY 
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GREAT KNIFE. (Or chainsaw. Or hammer. Or maybe some 
kind of elaborate death-trap involving a nightclub and the 
mechanism off the front of a combine harvester.) 
 Plot holes are, to the hardcore horror fan, just 
something we live with. The sad truth is that horror films 
aren’t made with an intelligent audience in mind; like 
surface-to-air missiles, they’re made for people to just 
enjoy then forget about. Which is pretty crappy, but it is 
what it is. The Rule of Scary almost always trumps logic, 
common sense, or even the rules of physics, and that’s 
just how it is. 
 *sigh* 
 But then ‘Saw II’ came out and lo and behold: for 
a terrible film, it had a masterful reveal. That SPOILER 
ALERT John Kramer was not alone! He had an apprentice 
all along! 
And I thought words to the effect of ‘Oh my glob, they 
just filled in the plot hole with logic instead of awkward 
exposition and scenes of teenagers drinking beer! Who 
saw that coming?’ Well, not me, I can tell you. While the 
‘Saw’ series never really recaptured the visceral joy of the 
first film, they made an absolute virtue of their continuity. 
If ever something made you go ‘Wait: how did he set that 
up?’ you can guarantee they’d explain it in a later film. 
Yeah, the film could be charitably described as ‘mediocre 
if you squint’, but that little nagging annoyance, that little 
thing that stopped you suspending your disbelief, it would 
be gone, replaced by a satisfied sort of smile, because the 
budgets might not cover the effects, but the writers had 
your back. 
 So far, so rambling. But how does this pertain to 
40K? 
 Well, it’s kind of simple really. There’s a ton of 
stuff in 40K that is, for want of a better word, utter 
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bollocks. Orks clap their hands and the drainpipe the Mek 
superglued a trigger onto suddenly fires bullets? The 
Blood Angel has an axe encarmine the size of a council 
house front door, and yet he can swing it like it’s a ball-
peen hammer? The Ultramarines use standard Macragge-
pattern ‘Try It. Please’ camo, and yet no-one shoots their 
dumb blue backsides back into the Horus Heresy? 
 Power fists? 
 Power? 
 Fists? 
 40K is a game of utter madness. It runs on the 
Rule of Cool; stuff just works BECAUSE IT DOES. SHUT UP 
AND ENJOY IT GOD WHY CAN’T WE EVER HAVE ANYTHING 
NICE? 
 The thing is, it doesn’t necessarily have to be that 
way. I’m a firm believer (and fan of) Deconstruction as an 
artistic concept. 
 

Making The Nonsense Work In Your Favour. 

 
 Alan Moore’s ‘Watchmen’ is probably the most 
famous deconstruction in all of literature, largely because 
it’s so simple an idea: if superheroes were real, really real, 
what would they be like? 
Insane. 
 They would be insane. 
 I mean, Jesus, look at Rorschach: he’s Batman 
without the money… and it turns out that Batman 
without the money is basically a deeply unlikable, 
violently psychotic, homeless lunatic. 
 ‘Watchmen’ takes a bunch of recognisable 
superheroic archetypes, and gives each one a chapter in 
the novel to show us how utterly, horribly, 
irredeemably awful it would be to be a superhero. 
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Batman’s a dysfunctional homeless man who hates all 
women and breaks into his only friend’s house to steal his 
delicious uncooked beans. Superman’s a naked god who 
isn’t interested in saving the world or wearing clothes 
because what would be the point of either? Wonder 
Woman’s relationship with her pushy stage-mother can 
be described as ‘exhausted’ at best and ‘murderous’ at 
worst. 
 Through these characters, the standard 
superhero story is deconstructed: taken apart by very 
simply asking: what would happen if this was real? And 
the thing that makes ‘Watchmen’ so good is that it 
focuses not on exploring things (like how the cyborg body 
parts work, or how Doctor Manhattan’s phallus generates 
a low energy wang pulse) but on exploring people: on the 
effect crimefighting like that would actually have on you. 
 I love deconstructions, because what they do is 
they take plot holes, and follow them through logically. 
They ask ‘Why is this so?’ and build a story from that, 
often revealing interesting things along the way. 
 Look at ‘Toy Story 3’; in many ways, it 
deconstructs much of ‘Toy Story’ itself. It follows through 
on that horrible question ‘But what happens when Andy 
grows up?’ 
 The answer is awful things. Awful, awful things. 
 But also an ending so overwhelmingly emotional, 
you’ll end up crying in happiness as an eighteen-year old 
mimes that a plastic pig and a cloth cowboy are in an 
aeroplane together. 
 You see, to the creative mind, a plot hole isn’t a 
hole. It’s a hook. 
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Crisis And Opportunity Are The Same Word 
In Chinese; Helmet and Forehead Are The 
Same Word In High Gothic 

 
 There are many, many plot holes in 40K. Pointing 
them out is a favoured part of the hobby amongst those 
weary hipster-40K fans. 
 ‘Why don’t Space Marine Sergeants wear 
helmets? I mean, I know it’s so I can tell them apart on the 
tabletop, but really? It just annoys me. It’s so unrealistic.’ 
 Unrealistic. 
 You hear that word used a lot. 
 So what I’m going to do it look at the fact that 
Astartes sergeants don’t have helmets, because I think it 
illustrates the idea I’m trying to get across perfectly: that 
we should all stop complaining so much about ‘realism’, 
or telling people ‘just ignore it’, and instead concentrate 
on embracing the sheer creative joy that is such a central 
part of this insane little hobby of ours. Instead of 
complaining, we’re going to create. I put it to you, that 
our hobby would be improved if, instead of nitpicking, we 
engaged in a little bit of intellectual and narrative 
polyfiller. 
 How? 
 Well, I’m going to take a single example, and 
hopefully use that as illustrative of the theory. After a bit 
of thought about which plot hole might be the best, I’ve 
settled on the fact that every marine sergeant model ever 
photographed by GW is sans helmet; we’re going to 
assume that that’s a deliberate thing, because honestly? 
A lot of the fluff suggests it is. That Astartes sergeants 
don’t normally wear their helmets; that, in fact, they go to 
battle with them off, exactly as the model suggests, 
rather than saying ‘Oh he’s just taken it off for a bit’. That 
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being a balding, helmetless acromegaly sufferer with an 
oversized head is actually a core part of Astartes combat 
doctrine. 
 Now we’ve made that core assumption, there is a 
simple question: why? Why on Earth would anyone want 
to take off a combination gasmask/thermal/IR/UV/EM 
visor, not to mention the only thing which saves you from 
turning into Hans The Human Headshot as your 
chromedome bounces around, reflecting the glorious sun 
for every sniper and her brother to ping bullets off of until 
your skull collapses into so much chum? 
 Why would any trained, professional soldier do 
this? Worse, why would any genetic super-soldier do so? 
It runs completely counter to common sense. 
 So there’s this clip on the YouTubes. It shows a 
baseball game. I’m watching, and it’s all so normal. The 
pitcher throws a ball, everything’s going exactly as you’d 
expect, then suddenly, total madness ensues. A punch is 
thrown, it looks like a fight’s about to kick off… but then 
the combatants start violently jumping on one leg at each 
other. Then, in a handful of seconds, the two of them are 
surrounded by LITERALLY EVERYONE, who all proceed to 
jump up onto one leg and hop at each other like the 
world’s first pogo stick-based battle. 
 And I’m watching this, jaw open, going what the 
hell is going on here? 
 No, seriously: WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON 
HERE?!! 
 Culture, my friends. Culture is what’s going on 
here. 
 Turns out, I’d just watched a small excerpt from a 
Korean baseball game. And the thing is, this all actually 
makes perfect sense. 
 But only if you know the background. 
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 You see, there was a story to this otherwise 
bizarre-seeming clip. The gentleman who got hit was, in 
his homeland, a notorious trouble maker when it comes 
to the sport. The game was a charity match, but, being 
something of an egotist, he decided to make it look like 
he wanted a fight with the pitcher. However the pitcher, 
well aware of his reputation, quickly realised he was being 
set up, and so did the only logical thing:  
 He decided to fight fire with marshmallows. 
 Instead of fighting the would-be braggard, and 
getting himself into all manner of trouble, he instead 
elected to utterly ridicule the very idea of a fight, and take 
the mickey out of his would-be assailant, by starting to 
play a game that Koreans play when they are at primary 
school: it’s called ‘chicken-fighting’, and involves standing 
on one foot and ‘fighting’ until someone falls down and 
loses. By doing this, he first avoided a real fight, and 
secondly, roundly humiliated his opponent, who had no 
choice but to join in. 
 At first, the other players ran over to stop a fight, 
but the moment they saw the would-be victim’s elegant 
humiliation of his attacker, they did what every jock in 
history has done when confronted with something 
ridiculous: they joined in the stupidity, because the day a 
jock turns down a chance for fun is the day Satan goes to 
work in a snow-plough. 
 Culture. 
 From the outside, denied those all important 
cultural touchstones, we’re Captain America fresh out of 
the ice. But when we’ve grown up inside it, lived it all our 
life, we get those cultural references. 
 So why don’t Astartes sergeants wear helmets? Is 
it some great tactical choice? Do they have adamantium 
skulls? Do they just like showing off their slap heads? 
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 No. It’s part of their culture. 
 

Characteristic Number Four. 

 
 The thing about the Imperium is that it’s a fascist 
government all the way down to its corpse-Emperor 
flavoured core. A sociologist called Dr. Lawrence Britt 
identified fourteen characteristics we can use to identify if 
a society is truly fascist or not. Number four is the one 
that matters here: 
 
4. Supremacy of the Military – Even when there are 
widespread domestic problems, the military is given a 
disproportionate amount of government funding, and the 
domestic agenda is neglected. Soldiers and military 
service are glamorized. 
 
 Fascists love the idea of the military. Makes sense 
really; fascism is a governmental system driven almost 
entirely by an engine of runaway, imagined terror, and a 
simple way to overcome fear is through strength – if you 
perceive yourself to be stronger than the thing you 
imagine will attack you, you’ll be less afraid. 
 So runs the logic. 
 The thing is, the Imperium is utterly justified in its 
brown-trouseredness. Literally everything is trying to kill 
its citizens, from ancient space robots to ninja pirate 
space elves to sentient black holes. The Imperium is 
fascist because honestly? Fear is the appropriate 
response. 
 The thing is, look at the last word in the last 
sentence of characteristic number four, because that’s 
the one that matters. ‘Glamorized’. As in appearance. In a 
fascist regime, it’s not enough to be a soldier. It’s not 



27 
 

enough to be competent or professional. Oh heavens, no. 
No, you have to look good while you’re doing it too. 
There’s a reason Hitler hired Hugo Boss to design those 
uniforms – the ones that scream ‘faceless monsters of 
pure human hatred’ so effectively that every third FPS 
uses them as inspiration for the endless waves of faceless 
baddies you end up gunning down. 
 As it is in the real world, so it is in 40K (which, let’s 
not kid ourselves, rips off literally everything in the real 
world ever. You know, before running it through the 
GRIMDARK blender.) The Astartes have to demonstrate 
not just competence, but the appearance of competence. 
They have to live their lives as an example of Imperial 
strength at all times. They’re walking, talking propaganda 
posters. Want the proof? 
 Well, you’ll need to play Relic Games’ excellent 
2011 shooter ‘Warhammer 40,000: Space Marine’, 
because if you’ll do, you’ll see something remarkable. The 
moment your Space Marine character encounters the 
Imperial Guard – just regular humans – for the first time, 
they kneel. Just at the sight of an Astartes, a regular 
Imperial citizen’s first response is total obedience. 
 That animation was deliberately programmed 
into the game to make it absolutely clear how Space 
Marines are perceived by the Imperium as a whole. Not as 
mere soldiers, but as literal angels. Actual angels of death, 
sent by the Emperor to slay his enemies. To the common 
ruck of humanity, that’s not hyperbole: that’s what 
they’re told in church. 
 Of course, Brother-Captain Tiberius Redshirt 
knows full well he’s only toughness four with a three up, 
because he’s no idiot. But he’s got a job to do, and part of 
that job is looking like the literal embodiment of the 
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Emperor’s Divine Retribution, irregardless of whether you 
paid the points for his Artificier Armour or not. 
 A helmet is impersonal. That’s why his men wear 
it; they embody the Chapter. Brothers both literally and 
metaphorically, they march as one, so they need to look 
like alike – uniform, faceless, identical. 
 But him? He’s the face of the Chapter. So his 
helmet comes off for two reasons. First, it sends a very 
clear message: 
 I am not afraid of you. 
 Second – and in an idea perhaps more ‘alien’ to 
us than some Xenos cultures – he leaves it off for religious 
reasons. The insane Chapter cults that the Astartes follow 
are all predicated around inculcating the purest hatred 
imaginable. The evidence for this is everywhere, but was 
made most spectacularly manifest with the naming of the 
old Chaplain rule ‘Litanies of Hate’. Marines are taught 
from their inception that hatred is not only desirable, 
but natural. To hate is the normal way of things. So why 
take the helmet off? 
 Because they want you to look in their eyes while 
you die. 
 Because it is important that you, as their enemy, 
know in your last moments: this is personal to me. Your 
life? Your deeds? Your entire existence? These things are 
nothing more to me than a personal insult. 
 You offend me by simply being. 
 Astartes are NOT modern soldiers. To apply 
modern military doctrine to a collection of fanatically 
religious, genetically-engineered supersoldiers with 
Chapter histories older than current recorded history, 
whose idea of a retirement plan is to be sealed into a 
house-sized coffin armed with a gatling gun and a rocket 
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launcher because being dead makes them a more 
efficient killer? 
 That’s a crazy idea. 
 And that’s before we even get to the fact that 
Reality Is Unrealistic. 
 

Delusions of Competence 

 
 We all think we’re roughly 98% more competent 
than we actually are. Everyone knows what they’d do in a 
fire. If the alarm goes off, they’ll be fine. They know what 
to do. 
Except they don’t. There was a fire on the London Tube 
back when I was a teenager. Awful state of affairs. Many 
people died. Why? 
 They literally walked into the fire. 
 I kid you not. Did British Rail try to stop them? Oh 
you better believe they did. They had guards on the 
escalators, barriers in the way, the whole shebang. What 
happened? People just pushed past them, mostly making 
snidely patronising comments about how ‘I pay your 
wages’. 
 Those people all died in grey-suited 
righteousness. 
 Then there’s that science lesson I was in at 
school; the fire bell rang, and we all started getting up. 
 “Sit down!” 
 “But sir, the fire alarm…” 
 “Ignore it. We haven’t been told anything about a 
fire drill today.” 
 This from a man with two Master’s level degrees. 
 We all think we’re more clever than we are; that 
we’d know how we’d react. The simple truth is this: no, 
you don’t. You just don’t. And that thought is a scary one; 



30 
 

the idea that we’re powerless is a terrifying thing, so 
people ignore it, preferring the comfort of their 
unfounded assumptions about how they’re the coolest 
ever. 
 Even now, how many of us are giggling a little at 
the anecdotes I quoted, thinking ‘That’d never happen to 
me?’ 
 Are you sure? 
 Think of your workplace, and then think which 
door you’d leave by. Because if that’s not the fire door, 
you’re possibly dead. Most people don’t leave by the fire 
door in an emergency; they tend to leave by the door 
they came in through. These doors quickly become 
metaphorical choke points, just before they become 
literal ones, and everyone dies of smoke inhalation. And 
that advice about taking the stairs, because those are 
safer than the lifts? In a tall enough building, those ‘safe’ 
stairs become perfect smoke stacks, funnelling all manner 
of toxic fumes right where everyone’s going to be. Once 
again, everyone dies. If your building’s tall enough, then 
it’s actually safer to stay on the topmost floor and just 
wait to be rescued. 
 I know all of these facts and many more from a 
friend who worked in the fire service for fifteen years. He 
had a very low opinion of human competence, based 
largely on the silly, avoidable mistakes we make when 
confronted with something we know nothing about and 
have no experience of. It was made very clear to me that I 
had no idea how fire worked, how evacuations functioned 
and that in an emergency? I’d be deader than GW’s 
Specialist Games systems. We all assume we have all 
kinds of knowledge, but as a species, we’re actually pretty 
bad at understanding things we have no knowledge of. 
And I’m not singling myself out here as somehow 
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cleverer; quite the opposite. I’m just as much of a 
blithering idiot as anyone when it comes to things outside 
my own, extremely limited, realm of experience. 
 So why am I drawing attention to this? 
 Because the ‘You wouldn’t do that!’ argument, 
used as a simple proof that Astartes sergeants wouldn’t 
wear helmets? It comes from the same sort of place. It 
comes from a place that assumes an Astartes thinks much 
like we do. That an Astartes, who has probably grown up 
on a feral planet and known a life of little beyond 
violence, taken in and surgically altered, given more 
organs than he knows what to do with, implanted and 
mutilated and brain-melted in so many different ways, 
then told he’s never going to have a girlfriend ever, but he 
is going to have more testosterone than he knows what 
to do with… You’re assuming that guy, the peerless 
warrior over two centuries old, so used to firing his fully 
automatic rocket launcher while wearing a mobile tank… 
That guy is going to worry about a bullet to the face? 
 Oh, it’ll kill him, sure. But is he going to worry 
about that? Or will he have imagined his death a hundred 
thousand times, to the point where he literally has no fear 
of it at all, because all that means is he gets the 
aforementioned Death Coffin Of Awesome for a body, so 
he can kill heretics forever? 
 Death isn’t a problem for a true Astartes. It’s a 
bloody promotion. Not to mention, you live forever 
through your gene-seed. So death? Death is nothing. 
ATSKNF is more than a clumsy abbreviation; it’s a 
statement of a literal truth. If you say Astartes should 
wear helmets because of logic or rational thought, you 
should remember one key factor: 
 You are not an Astartes. 
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 They are not like us. And so it is a mistake to 
apply our thought processes to theirs. 
 As a final note when thinking about how, 
apparently, everyone always does whatever is in their 
own best interests, it’s worth considering a curious little 
thing to do with the now-cancelled TV show ‘Person of 
Interest’. In season 1, the show established a world of 
espionage; a place of blanket surveillance of the entire 
United States by the government. Every message, email 
and communication was cross-referenced and correlated 
by a possibly-malevolent government organisation which 
used that information to conduct extra-judicial killings. 
 Now, over the course of the season, many 
characters in that show spoke about how ‘If the public 
knows, there will be outcry. Hearing, examinations, all 
kinds of problems.’ 
 Then Edward Snowden happened, and it turned 
out that ‘Person of Interest’ went from sci-fi to actual, 
literal truth. The US government had – has – been 
surveilling its citizens illegally on an industrial scale for 
years. Years. Here was where ‘Person of Interest’ revealed 
its major mistake: it had assumed people would 
understand the gross injustice of this. That they would 
care. That they would at best bring down a corrupt 
government, at worst, at least demand an investigation. 
 But no. None of that happened, because Reality Is 
Unrealistic. 
 And what did the show’s creators have to say? 
‘The only thing we got wrong was the reaction. We 
thought people would be appalled by this infringement of 
their privacy. Turns out no-one cared.’ 
 Competence is an alluring illusion, but it’s not 
real; that’s just as valid a truth for 40K as it is for the real 
world. 
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So What Is The Point Of All This? 

 
 Simple really. The next time you see something 
40K-related that doesn’t make sense to you but which is 
canon anyway, instead of complaining, do what Alan 
Moore does. 
 Ask: ‘Well, why?’ If the answer isn’t technological, 
or seems to contravene common sense, then what is it in 
the game universe’s various cultures than means the 
thing which annoys you is just so? Once you stop seeing 
40K from the point of view of an outsider looking in, and 
start seeing it from an insider looking across, does the 
previously crazy thing start making sense? 
If not, can you find a way to make it? 
 Wargaming is a hobby like no other, with a wider 
scope for creativity than literally almost any other. Let’s 
start living up to that as a community, let’s use those 
minds to create something better, instead of getting lost 
in nitpicky nonsense that risks making us all feel silly for 
ever liking something so apparently stupid. 

___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 After my ‘Abaddon’s Bolter’ column absolutely 
blew up on the ‘Bell of Lost Souls’ front page, I felt a huge 
amount of pressure, for a couple of reasons. Firstly, to 
continue. It was clear that I’d written something people 
responded to – whether they liked it or not was kind of 
irrelevant; what mattered was that it mattered to them. 
 Secondly, though, there was a huge amount of 
pressure to actually say something meaningful. To this 
day, the hardest part of blogging about wargames is 
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coming up with a topic with enough meat on it to hang a 
decent, consequential discussion on. 
 I’m not sure that this article entirely succeeded in 
that, but I remain cautiously pleased with this column 
nonetheless. I think it raises some relevant points which 
are perennially important whenever it comes to gaming, 
and particularly to Warhammer 40,000. 
 It also marks the start of my pattern of finding a 
comment online that I disagree with, and then explaining 
in far too much detail why I think the way I do. 
 This would also be the place where I realised my 
articles were going to be long. I mean, I never mean for 
them to end up longer than the Hundred Years’ War; it’s 
just that my own thought processes are kind of 
convoluted, and I can’t explain how I reached my 
conclusions without detailing the steps of how I got there. 
I know that lack of succinctness annoys some people, but, 
well… these days, I don’t really care. I give my work away 
for free, it’s my style, so I’m owning that shit. People who 
want short, simpler reads, well, that’s what ‘White 
Dwarf’s for.   
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Safe, Sane and Consensual 

Or, The Arrogance of Unacknowledged 
Playstyles. 
 
Originally published April 2015 

 

Coloured Hankies in San Fran. 
 
 I’ve always been socially awkward. 
 Actually scratch that. I was barely more than a 
nervous frown with the social grace of a rancid fart from 
the age of fifteen until I somewhere round twenty three. 
Even now, I find it hard to be around people. A 
combination of introversion, social anxiety and outright 
terror leaves me ill at ease in almost ninety per cent of my 
interactions with humans and functionally unable to talk 
without embarrassing myself the remaining ten per cent 
of the time. 
 You don’t even want to know how difficult I found 
it when it came to finding a romantic partner. From 
stumbling my way through what could only be called 
‘conversations’ in the most charitable sense of the word, 
to spending dark hours enjoying that special kind of 
loneliness you only find in nightclubs, women were never 
really into me. Even back in the day when you could 
mount the Steps of Shame to Sheffield’s Poxy Roxy, an 
establishment infamous because you could catch syphilis 
from touching the bar, I managed little more than a single 
snog with a drunken girl in an entirely blacked-out room. 
And this was over the entirety of my youth out clubbing. 
 Thus it was that when I learned about the gay 
scene of San Francisco in the seventies, I couldn’t have 
been more jealous of those burly, beautiful men, and not 
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just for their luxuriant facial hair and stunning abs. 
 You see, for a maladjust like me, the hankie code 
of the gay scene seemed the single greatest idea in the 
history of dating. Identifying someone with the same 
interests as yourself can be a difficult affair at the best of 
times, but these magnificent men had the perfect answer: 
just put a handkerchief in your back pocket and boom – 
everyone knows you’re single. 
 Like that, you never again need to be 
embarrassed by hitting on a some beauty, only to 
discover they’re already taken. Not content with this one 
great idea, the brave men of San Fran took this concept 
even further into the realms of brilliance. Hankies of 
various colours could be used, in either the left or right 
rear trouser pocket, indicating availability, personal 
tastes, every kind of useful data one could want to convey 
to a potential new friend. Currently with a boyfriend and 
just out for a few drinks? No handkerchief for you. What if 
you’re just interested in the most simple hook up? Light 
blue fabric on the left if you want to be in charge, the 
right if you prefer to be the one supply the fun. 
 Imagine: instantly having a fair idea of what a 
potential, definitely available partner is interested in. 
Clear, simple, easy to follow communication, and all of it 
free from those awkward ‘So…?’s you normally have to 
start a conversation with. To my young mind, I couldn’t 
believe this system hadn’t been adopted across the world 
in every nightclub, ever. The time saved alone could 
extend the working week by at least another day. 
 Then I learned you could just talk to girls. Not only 
that, but if you just talked to a girl, you could get even 
more information about her likes and dislikes than a 
hankie might convey. All you had to do was listen. So, 
yeah, it turned out the problem wasn’t the world. It was 
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me. 
 After talking to more girls, I eventually talked to 
one who really liked talking to me, and that’s when I 
discovered that you can fall in love quite easily. Of course, 
then I discovered that love isn’t actually enough to build a 
relationship. It’s a big part of things, but it’s not the only 
part. You have to find out if you’re right for each other, 
and that means more talking: exploring and explaining 
your own expectations, listening to theirs… Discovering, 
then explaining your boundaries; playing it cool as you 
discover they have significantly fewer than you, and so 
on. 
 It turns out if you want to be an adult, you need 
to be an adult about it. 
 This kind of communication, this careful and 
deliberate exchange of opinions and needs, this 
meticulous consideration of two people’s shared and 
conflicting desires, is something that only ever occurs in 
the world of romantic intimacy, or so it seems. 
 And I think that’s a mistake. Not because I’m an 
oversharing crazy man who wants to talk about things 
that will make your toes curl at the emotional frankness 
of my statements, but because there are many times in 
life when there needs to be a free and frank exchange 
about our needs and expectations when romance has 
nothing to do with it at all. 
 Like in, say, wargaming. 
 

Joffrey and the Teachable Moment. 
 
 The three universally acknowledged Truths of Life 
are: death, taxes and Rousey by armbar. The Fourth Truth 
of Life is that teenaged boys are singularly incapable of 
any kind of activity without said activity becoming a 
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brutally Darwinian struggle for the fragile, precious 
resource that is their masculinity. This is because it is a 
truth almost universally ignored that the most delicate 
part of a man is his masculinity. This is because he can 
lose it in a moment, by breaking any number of unwritten 
rules: showing any kind of fear or weakness; lacking a 
comeback when he insulted; enjoying anything perceived 
to have a feminine slant, including baking, sewing, having 
emotions of any kind… The list goes on and on. 
 I’ve run a Games Club at school ever since 
becoming a teacher, so I get to see just how brittle 
masculinity is every time those dice get picked up . One 
the thing you learn very quickly when you’re a teacher is 
that the moment you put dice in the hands of twelve year 
old boys, they basically become asocial psychopaths. Fast 
friendships and lifetimes of companionship are discarded 
as a single, ugly goal takes their place: winning.  
 And if you can make him cry at the end, that’s +1 
Victory Point to you. 
 The really unpleasant thing about when this 
happens with younger boys is this: the fight doesn’t have 
to be fair. To a boy, beating an equal or weaker opponent 
carries no greater reward than whupping some one-foot 
nothing asthmatic suffering from a gammy leg, a phobia 
of dice and fear-induced diarrhoea. 
 The most extreme case I saw was when one boy 
(We’ll call him Joffrey) decided to ‘introduce’ a newbie to 
the game (we’ll call him ‘Sansa’. There is no significance 
to the names. I've just been watching a lot of 'Game of 
Thrones' recently.) Now, you all know someone like 
Sansa. Hell, you’ve probably all been someone like Sansa. 
Eleven years old, his first few months at Big School, and 
he’s heard about Games Club. He’s seen Space Marines 
and DAMN does he want some of that 41st century 
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action. Then he’s seen Tyranids and 
OHMYGODMUMTHOSETHOSEARETHEONESLOOKATTHAT
ONEIT’STHESIZEOFABUILDINGANDHASFOURARMSOHMY
GODIT’SSOCOOLMUMCANICANICANICANIMUMCANIPLEE
EEEEEAASE?!!! 
 Of course, at this stage of Warhammer 40,000’s 
various iterations and editions, the Tyranids are roughly 
as good in a fight as kitchen sponge. 
 So, post-Xmas, in addition to candy-induced pre-
diabetes, Sansa show up with a tiny beginner’s Tyranid 
force: thirty Termagaunts and a Tyrant. He didn’t like the 
wings and he doesn’t know any better, so he’s built it as a 
footslogger. He’s brought his little army – all painted in 
what looks like a mix of 10% emulsion, 15% Tipp-ex, 75% 
childish joy – and more enthusiasm than a puppy trapped 
of a basket of clothes which are warm from the dryer. 
See, he’s got his army sorted, For Today, He Becomes A 
Man. 
 Unlike Sansa, Joffrey is a Lannister, and so he’s 
got a lot more income. He, too, has brought his new Xmas 
army, but he knows exactly what he’s doing. He’s rocked 
up with 10 Grey Knight Paladins, a horrifying number of 
Psycannon, Draigo and an Imperial Knight.  
 For a half hour pick-up game at lunch, he’s done 
the equivalent of showing up to a playground fist fight 
with a ninety pound lump of plastic explosive carved into 
the shape of a giant middle finger. 
 Sansa, who at this point is friends with Joffrey, 
asks him if he’d like a game, and Joffrey? Well, he’s more 
than happy about this… In the same way a 220 pound San 
Quentin inmate is pleased when he’s finally given a new 
cellmate to replace the one he ate. Unable to turn down 
fresh meat when it walks so willingly into his larder, 
Joffrey leads Sansa over to the table and – like a good 



40 
 

friend – starts setting up his Tyranids for him. By the time 
he’s finished, the Tyrant is out alone in the middle of 
nowhere, the Termagants are positioned thirty inches 
away, and he’s huddled them into a single block, with all 
their bases are touching in a cluster conveniently 
designed to be exploded by a single large blast. 
 The nearest cover these poor ‘Nids can claim is 
three feet away. 
 In Joffrey’s deployment zone. 
 Joffrey then sets up his own men, all castled up 
behind a Castellum made of the finest dictionaries public 
money can buy. His good work finished, he then – and I 
kid you not, he really did this – actually started rubbing 
his hands and salivating. 
 At this stage, I could change the names to Ramsay 
and Theon and you’d have much the same idea what was 
going on here.  
 But in the end? It didn’t go that way. In the 
interests of full disclosure, I must admit: up until this 
point, I’d been sorting out some GCSE coursework in the 
filing cabinet at the back of the room, because being a 
teacher requires more work than there are hours in the 
day. If Joffrey’s innate need to gloat about how cool he 
was being hadn’t lead him to get me to step over, I 
probably wouldn’t have noticed this prison shanking go 
down. 
 ‘Sir? Have you seen this?’ Joffrey says , a wide grin 
on his face. ‘This is going to be hilarious. He’s not got any 
weapons that can shoot me. And the ones that do can’t 
even hurt my knight, and they’re not going to get through 
my Terminator armour. And that Tyrant doesn’t stand a 
chance; I’ll have stripped all his Wounds away by the time 
he makes it into assault.’ 
 (Oh yeah, forgot to mention: the Tyrant was 
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equipped with quad Scything Talons, because, and I 
quote: ‘they looked coolest’. Sansa had actually taken the 
time to source extra ones off of eBay, because he liked 
them so much.) 
 I look at Joffrey’s greedy little face, and he's just 
desperate to drill Sansa full of so many holes you could 
strain tea through him. So, I ask what seems to me to be 
the only question that matters when you’re an adult 
confronted by the ugliest kind of immaturity: 
 ‘Why are you even playing?’ 
 Joffrey looked at me like I’d just told him that I 
liked One Direction (#NotWithoutZaynIDont). 
 ‘What… What do you mean?’ 
 ‘If you’re just going to take the very best, most 
unkillable units, ignore points costs, all in the name of 
making yourself feel big… Why even play? Why not just 
roll a dice and tell him on a zero or less he wins, on a one 
or more you win?’ 
 Again, he looks at me like I’m mad. 
 ‘But... But I’m only teaching him how to play. 
Anyway sir, he might win. If his Tyrant gets into assault 
with my Knight…’ 
 There followed a few more justifications and 
rationalisations for his total douchery. I then reminded 
him that it was Sansa’s first game. That what he was 
planning would completely ruin the game for Sansa, and 
possibly put him off playing forever. That what he 
planned was not merely unfair, but ungentlemanly. He 
looked at his shoes, and then… 
 Then he agreed with me. He put the Knight to one 
side, packed Draigo away, reshuffled the scenery, and ran 
the game using only two three man squads of Paladins.  
 It was a good little game: tough, roughly fair, 
quite competitive. Both players came away having 
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enjoyed themselves. Sansa joined the club as a regular. 
 Now, those of you with functional empathy will, 
I’m sure, agree that Joffrey’s initial behaviour was unfair. 
Some of you may even find it unfair enough that you think 
Joffrey’s deserving of some kind of slap. 
 The thing is, away from the gaming table, 
Joffrey’s actually a really good guy. He’s kind and funny, 
and incredible supportive of others. It’s only when he’s 
playing the game that something weird happens to him; 
it’s kind of like, because it’s not real, but still matters, he’s 
allowed to do crazy stuff, like claiming a Knight with a 
chainsaw the size of a school bus is somehow equal in 
value to a handful of Termagaunts (who, if left alone, are 
happy to hide in the brush and think about rabbits until 
George comes). 
 It’s also worth noting, Joffrey’s behaviour is 
understandable because he was 12. We’re all monstrous 
when we’re twelve, because our brains are full of stupid 
and (if you’re male) the first poisonous whisperings of 
testosterone. His behaviour was fine for a young 
boy,because when he realised he was out of order, he 
made amends and played fairly afterwards. 
 Now, the thing that really matters about this story 
is the coda. 
 See, Joffrey and Sansa actually had that crazy 
match-up a few months later. Both had been talking 
about it, and eventually both were curious enough to give 
it a go and see what would happen. So they set 
everything up, rolled some dice, and to the surprise of 
exactly no-one, the Termagants were reduced to meat 
paste and the Tyrant received a Destroyer Weapon 
enema. Not a single Grey Knight was lost. 
 Both boys loved the game. The reason why is 
obvious: they had talked. They both knew the score, they 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=24-zvMyxNAo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=24-zvMyxNAo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=24-zvMyxNAo
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both realised what would happen, and there were 
therefore no problems once they were done. They 
actually drew a crowd to watch, and everyone wanted to 
see that plucky little Tyrant slap the yellow off that 
Knight’s faceplate. Not a single person was rooting for the 
Grey Knights. 
 Not even Joffrey. 

 

Teaching and Learning styles 
 
 One of the first things you learn when you train to 
be a teacher (at least, one of the first things I learned) is 
how arrogant people are when it comes to their learning 
style. 
 See, everyone learns a different way, and 
everyone assumes their way of learning is the best. There 
are three styles of learning, and each can be combined 
with the other to greater or lesser degrees. 
 The first is visual. Visual learners learn by seeing 
and reading. They like books and words, pictures and 
illustrations. As a result, pure visual learners tend to be 
good readers or artists. The second is auditory. Auditory 
learners learn through hearing; they like teachers to tell 
them how to do stuff. Pure auditory learners tend to be 
great at music too – for obvious reasons. They also 
memorise things better when they make them into a song 
(where a visual learner will do much better by simply 
writing their ideas down). The final style is kinaesthetic. 
These people learn by doing things with their hands, or by 
moving. Pure kinaesthetics tend to be great at things like 
sport or carpentry, sculpting or dance. 
 Now, we generally all learn in all three ways, but 
to greater or lesser degrees. I’m very much a visual 
learner myself, but with a powerful kinaesthetic element. 



44 
 

The visual side of my learning manifests through my 
chosen profession – there’s a reason I teach English, and 
it’s that I was always good at reading. My kinaesthetic 
skills though? I was good at making things too, and I use 
those skills in my wargaming: I love to convert models. 
 The thing is, I’m a terrible auditory learner. I know 
this, because I don’t remember things people tell me. And 
thus, when I started learning to teach, I never included 
auditory elements to my teaching, beyond those that just 
showed up accidentally. 
 Until I had VAK (that’s what we call it BTW) taught 
to me, for the first month or so of being a teacher, I had 
no idea I was doing anything wrong. After all, I was 
structuring lessons in the way that worked for me, so why 
should I worry? I knew my way was right, because it was 
right for me. Those kids who ‘just weren’t learning’? Well, 
that wasn’t my fault. I was doing what worked. They were 
probably just lazy. 
 Of course, I know now: they were auditory 
learners, and they fell behind because I hadn’t made the 
lessons as accessible for them as I had for everyone else. I 
mean, most of them still did okay, but then, once I started 
to include auditory stuff as well? 
 Man. You wouldn’t believe how quickly those 
‘lazy’ kids suddenly turned out to not be lazy after all. 
 Well, apart from the actually lazy ones. 
 If you’re going to teach, you have to learn 
humility. You have to learn that the way that works best 
for you? It isn’t the only way that works. Some people’s 
brains are set up very differently to your own, and in 
subtle ways that aren’t immediately obvious. None of us 
can control how we learn best, and saying that a visual 
learner should just adapt to kinaesthetic lessons is like 
saying a pupil with no legs should just try harder to be 
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good at football. (Or ‘soccer’ if you’re one of our charming 
American cousins). 
 There is an arrogance to demanding others be like 
you. In teaching, the self-importance can cause real 
damage, which is why you learn VAK so early on.  
 So why am I talking about teaching? Because that 
same kind of arrogance is absolutely prevalent in 
wargaming… And if you’ve ever had someone call you a 
WAAC player, or ever been trounced by one when you 
were expecting a friendly pick-up game, well: I think you 
know how. 

 

The People You Don’t Even Realise You’ve 
Hurt 
 
 There was a thread on an online forum I 
frequented where this subject - of different playstyles - 
was brought up. It very quickly descended into 
unpleasantness, with every side claiming their style was 
the ‘right’ way to play. 
 It strikes me as kind of self-evident that there are 
three ‘wargaming styles’, in much the same way as there 
are learning styles. Just like the fact we’re all set up to 
learn in one primary way (with a little or a lot of overlap 
from the other two) I think we’re set up to enjoy games in 
a similar way. 
 I would define the three playstyles as follows: 
 
Competitive: you like to win. In fact, it’s the main reason 
you play. The other person is there to serve as a 
challenge. You may or may not enjoy the social aspect of 
the game, but that dopamine rush as you take the victory 
is why you pick up the dice. Losing is anathema to you, 
and while you may not despair when things go your way, 

http://www.lounge.belloflostsouls.net/showthread.php?54744-Stop-Your-Whinging%21
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losing is an uncomfortable experience emotionally. You 
find it hard to understand why anyone would willingly go 
through it. 
 
Narrative: you want to tell a story. For you, wargaming 
isn’t like other games exactly because of this opportunity. 
Sure, you enjoy when things go your way, but even if you 
lose, as long as your side got to participate in some 
awesome events (maybe good, maybe bad, maybe funny), 
you’re less worried. Your ‘win’ doesn’t come at the end of 
the game, but much later, when you get to tell people 
about what happened: the dice roll that let the 
Genestealer kill the Dreadnought, the time the guy with 
the 2++ invulnerable bought the farm to a laspistol… If 
there’s an interesting enough anecdote, you might even 
forget who won. You go all-in to for the fluff, and 
probably have hugely detailed army backgrounds… Not to 
mention named characters leading. And not named 
characters created by GW. As a side note, this is obviously 
the player GW is pushing us all to be, what with their 
‘Forge The Narrative’ thing. 
 
Finally, 
 
Casual: You’re just here for a good time with friends. 
You’d like to win, but mostly? It’s about the chat. The 
game is simply a structure to hang your social 
engagements around; a shared interest that gives you and 
your buddies something to jaw about. 
 
 For my part, I’m primarily a Casual gamer, with 
the Narrative side brought out by the modeller in me. As 
far as being Competitive? Never. I don’t think it’s too 
strong a statement to say that I not only dislike the idea 
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of competitive play, I actively despise the very concept of 
a tournament. I can’t imagine ever going to one, even to 
simply watch. 
 Now, I’m sure that statement seems not just 
wrong, but actually crazy to more than a few people 
reading this. Especially when I tell you I enjoy reading 
articles on strategy and tactics, and that I like seeing the 
statistical breakdown of the meta after a big tournament. 
 But these are the things I like about the hobby: 
how can I be wrong about what I enjoy? I literally can’t be 
wrong: enjoyment is a purely subjective experience. 
 Which means you can’t be wrong about what you 
like either. 
 However, all of us can do harm. 
 My friend Arya is an abuse survivor. She spent 
two years of her childhood suffering the most appalling 
horror, and at the point this story takes place, she had 
only just been able to finally admit to herself that those 
experiences had left her with a number of debilitating 
mental health issues. One of them was introversion; 
another was a fear of going out. 
 Then she got an invite from my mate Podrick. 
Pod’s a great guy, and he knew she was in a bad way. He 
asked if she wanted to join him for a game of ‘Vampire: 
The Eternal Struggle’. It’s like ‘Magic’ but with vampires 
and politics, and it’s a great game. He knew Arya enjoyed 
LARPing at the local Camarilla game, that she’d just picked 
up a Toreador deck, so he thought she’d enjoy a game. If 
nothing else, it’d finally give her a reason to get out of the 
house. 
 So, she put on her prettiest clothes, put her nicest 
bow in her hair, and set out in her knee-high shitkickers to 
be social. It was the first time she’d felt capable of leaving 
the house in a fortnight. It was the first time she’d gone 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vampire:_The_Eternal_Struggle
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vampire:_The_Eternal_Struggle
http://whitewolf.wikia.com/wiki/Toreador_%28VTM%29


48 
 

out socially in six months.  
 She sat at the gaming table, was welcomed, and 
everyone smiled. It was friendly. Pod got the beers in and 
the game began. 
 Within two hours, Arya was barely holding it 
together. Another player, a friend of Podrick’s named The 
Hound, was attacking her with the relentlessness of his 
namesake. Everything she tried, he countered. Every fight 
ended in her minions destroyed, her holdings razed to the 
ground. After two and a half hours, she started to have a 
massive panic attack because The Hound would not stop. 
Unlike most people I’ve met who suffer from panic 
attacks, Arya’s are almost undetectable; she doesn’t say a 
thing. Not because she doesn’t want to, but because of 
the lessons her stepfather taught her. The lessons she had 
learned at twelve, lying on her back in terror as he did 
what he liked, all while making it very clear: 
 If you make a sound this will get worse. 
 So she sat there for another forty five minutes as 
The Hound played card after card after card, as her 
minions burned around her. So, in desperation, she began 
playing to lose, just so she could end the nightmare that 
was happening to her. In the end, even losing proved too 
much. She got up, said she’d had a lovely time, but that 
she needed to be up in the morning. She reached down to 
pick up her cards. 
 ‘If you’re withdrawing, you have to wait until next 
turn; there are rules. You can only withdraw if you go a 
turn without being attacked.’ said The Hound, readying 
his next attack card. 
 To my eternal admiration, she said no. She said 
that she was going. Then she picked up her cards and left. 
 A week later, I found out from Pod that The 
Hound talked shit about her not playing by the rules for 
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the next hour. When Arya got in, she spent the night 
holding her knees. She didn’t cry, didn’t sleep. She just sat 
and rocked a little. I was living with her at the time, and 
honestly, I was terrified. I didn’t want to think what she 
might do. So I just asked if she needed anything: a cup of 
tea, or perhaps even a hug. 
 ‘I just need to be alone. I need to be alone and 
quiet,’ she said. 
 She didn’t go out for another four months. 
 She didn’t play any games for two years. 
 You may be pleased or relieved to know that this 
story ends positively. We got to meet The Hound socially 
about a month later, and I was absolutely ready to beat 
the sh*t out of him with his own teeth. When I met him, I 
couldn’t have been more surprised. He’s honestly the 
loveliest guy you could know. He’s kind, and thoughtful; 
whenever he visits a friend – any friend – he brings food. 
And not pizza – actual gourmet stuff. Regards it as polite. 
Socially, he’s a gentlemen in the truest sense of the word. 
He’d give you the money in his wallet as a gift if you only 
asked, and is a man I honestly feel privileged to call friend. 
 Three years after it happened, Arya was finally 
ready to tell him her side of what had happened that 
night. I watched as she sat there, explaining how it had 
felt. When she was finished, The Hound cried. Openly. He 
wept like a man, and said he was sorry, that he had no 
idea. He’d never intended to cause the reaction he did. 
 It’s just how he plays games, that was all. 
 He just thought everyone played that way. 

 

Safe, Sane and Consensual 
 
 Arya’s story is an extreme one, no doubt, but it 
does serve to illustrate the problems that can occur when 
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you make assumptions about what others want. The 
Hound is the hardest-core WAAC player I’ve ever met, so 
we never play together. I literally refuse to play him, 
because I know I’d hate every moment of it. He’s honestly 
one of my very best friends, but I have boundaries. 
 See, I know what I want. 
 In my opinion, and no matter what you may hear 
online, honestly, there’s nothing wrong with being a 
WAAC player, a fluffbunny, a beer & pretzel guy, or 
anything in between. Nothing… As long as everyone 
knows the score. It’s entirely possible to have a great, 
great game where – referring back to an older edition of 
the game – a Tyrant and thirty Termagants get 
kerbstomped by the cheesiest Draigowing + Knight 
combo. Entirely possible. 
 The problem isn’t the game (because balance is 
an entirely different issue – one that, I suspect, Narrative 
or Casual gamers place a significantly lower value on than 
Competitive ones, because to us, as long as it’s mostly 
fair, we don’t mind. After all, we’re not really playing to 
win in the same way). The problem isn’t people being 
hypercompetitive, or building insane netlists, or 
whatever. 
 I think the problem is when you assume your 
opponent is okay with your personal style without asking. 
If you’re both high-level WAAC guys and you want to fight 
each other with the latest meta-busting netlist of doom, 
well, why not? If you’ve talked about it, and both know 
the score, who cares? Not me. If you’re both happy, that’s 
actually a wonderful thing. 
 Which brings us round to handkerchiefs again. 
We all know what we want from the game. You know if 
you love to play to win, or if you like to Forge A Narrative. 
In the same way that those moustachioed geniuses used a 
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simple colour-coded system to clarify their desires, why 
don’t we? 
 I’m not saying we go around with little green 
swatches in our back left pockets. But I do think we 
should start to acknowledge that different people want 
different things from the game, and building a community 
which supports and encourages that. The more we talk 
openly about these currently unspoken desires, the better 
the hobby will become.  
 I don’t know about you, but I think the idea of 
‘self-identifying’ to our opponent at the start of each 
game would be a really positive step. Pairing up with 
people who want the same as you, while being tolerant of 
those who don’t can only lead to more satisfying games 
for everyone. And that has to be a good thing, doesn’t it? 

 
___________________________ 

 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 I’ve never acknowledged it before, but Arya 
wasn’t just a friend. 
 She was my wife. 
 I will never forget the look on her face after that 
game of ‘V:tES’ she had with The Hound. It’s one of the 
most profoundly awful expressions I’ve ever seen on a 
person’s face; I’ve still never felt so powerless to help 
someone. I wouldn’t wish what she went through on 
anyone. 
 About six months after I wrote this, that was 
when I first saw people online using the word ‘triggered’ 
as a method of mockery. 
 There are no words savage enough to express the 
totality of my hatred for these people. 
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 However, in an interesting turn of events, about a 
year after I wrote this column, Games Workshop 
introduced their ‘three ways to play’ for ‘Age of Sigmar’. 
These broke down along startlingly similar lines to the 
three types of gaming audience I had identified in this 
article. 
 As I write this, 8th edition Warhammer 40,000 has 
been announced and – lo and behold – it too has adopted 
the ‘three ways to play’. 
 Now, whilst I would never be so churlish as to 
claim credit for something I had no part in, I must admit to 
being a little chuffed that, at the very least predicted this 
change. It’s undeniably to the betterment of the game, as 
it allows players the vocabulary they need to have the 
types of conversation I discussed above. 
 Obviously, it’s not the solution. You can’t solve the 
human condition. But it’s definitely the right step, and I 
can only applaud Games Workshop for taking it. 
 As a final note, I’m a little disappointed about 
how the Ronda Rousey jokes don’t really work any more. 
She was easily the most exciting thing in sports during her 
rise to greatness, and it’s a shame she went out the way 
she did. Though, even with that, I still contend she’s one of 
the greatest MMA fighters we’ve had in recent memory – 
at her apex, the fluidity of her grappling game remains a 
thing of near-perfect beauty; almost the Platonic ideal of 
grapple-based combat.  
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Faintly Aggressive Society Claims 
It’s Supremely Moral 

Or, Sometimes The Choice Isn’t Between 
Good And Evil, But Bad And Worse. 
 
Originally published May 2015 
 
 When I was little – really little – I once had a 
friend tell me you could drown in a puddle. I don’t 
remember his name or his face, but I still remember that 
conversation, and the fact I didn’t believe him. We were 
discussing all sorts of things, and we got onto the subject 
of films we liked. I was at primary school, back in 
Stevenage, and if you’ve ever suffered the misfortune of 
living in Stevenage, you too will know all sorts of Things 
Man Was Not Meant To Know. Like how the air there 
always smells faintly of spoiled meat and broken hope, 
and how failure can be a adjective, a noun and a career 
path all at the same time. If England can be said to have 
an anus, Stevenage is the salty nut of condensed faecal 
matter clinging to its hairs.  
 As a result, even my four year old self knew to 
lose himself in fantasy rather than admit the horror of 
that reality.  
 Stories in films though, already had a problem. 
Something I had noticed something about everything I 
had seen, and which was already beginning to bore me. 
 “Have you ever noticed,” I asked, “the baddie 
never wins? It’s always the goodie.” 
 “Not always,” he said. 
 That was when he told me about ‘The Empire 
Strikes Back’. 
 “Darth Vader wins in that.” 
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 Well, this same wobbly-headed idiot had told me 
you could drown in a puddle, so obviously I didn’t believe 
him. Imagine my surprise, all those years later, sat in front 
of the Christmas tree and watching Han Solo tortured, 
and frozen in carbonite, then seeing Luke Skywalker’s 
hand hacked away like it was nothing… 
 …and it just ended. 
 Darth Vader had won. I couldn’t believe it. For the 
first time – ever – the baddie had won. I couldn’t believe 
it. It was amazing. Oh, sure, on a surface level, I was 
horrified (quite aside from the gut wrenching nightmare 
of what had happened to Solo), but on another, deeper 
level, I was thrilled by the shock of the new. 
 Sometimes the goodies can lose. 
 It wasn’t until 40K that I discovered that it was 
okay to have goodies who aren’t good. Or maybe not 
even half good. It wasn’t until 40K that I discovered that it 
was actually okay for the goodies to be baddies. 
 And not just baddies. The worst kind of baddies. 
 

The Only Human It’s Perfectly Okay To Kill. 

 
 We love violent media, but there’s always an 
inherent problem to all of it, which is this: violence is 
never the answer.  
 Well, so I’m told. 
 Told by our parents and teachers and pretty much 
everyone, we learn very quickly that Violence Is Wrong. 
 But the thing is, it’s not, is it? Not really. Because 
while they tell us violence solves nothing, they show us 
that violence solves everything. So who’s surprised that, 
as a culture, we’re kind of in love with violence? Our 
media is violent. The games we play are violent. We love 
the idea of enacting violence, but there’s always the 
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problem that if a hero kills someone, that makes them 
evil; a hero simply isn’t allowed to kill. It’s why no-one 
kills a Disney villain. 
 They always die, but no-one ever kills them, 
because That Would Be Wrong. 
 That’s just one of the ways storyteller have found 
to get round our little cultural taboo, but there are others. 
The one we’re interested in? 
 Well. Turns out, there are some things a lantern-
jawed hero can always kill without the slightest moral 
consequence. A group of three core things it’s always 
perfectly okay to kill. If you’re fighting these things in a 
game, you never have to sweat; you still get to go to 
Heaven and no-one will question you. The things?  
 Zombies, robots… 
 …and, of course, humans. 
 Well. Not all humans. Just one very specific group. 
 See, you can’t save a zombie – better to put that 
person out of their misery. You’re doing them a mercy, 
really. Robots can’t even feel (well, except for those 
Hyperion Claptraps, but even there, it’s played for 
laughs). 
 Which leaves us with the only humans it’s 
perfectly okay to kill:  
 Nazis. 
 As Charlie Brooker once put it, fascists are about 
as close as you can get to a human demon. And rightly so. 
The legacy of Adolf and his brownshirted bully boys is a 
sordid, disgusting one. In the West, we’ve spent the 
seventy years since demonising fascists so much that 
people don’t seem to understand them. We’ve made 
them Other. Made it so that they are simply Not Like Us. 
Made it so that no matter what, we think we’d never do 
what they did, never be like them. After all, how could 
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we? 
 We’re good people. 
 Of course, refusing to examine oneself is the 
shortest distance to becoming an asshole. 
 See, we tell ourselves that fascism is utterly 
despicable… But what we really mean is the results of 
fascism. Fascism itself is a tricky bugger, precisely because 
it’s not despicable.  
 See, Germany under that funny little man with his 
funny little moustache didn’t entirely happen because 
people were forced into it. Fascism isn’t a beating; it’s an 
idea. Or, more accurately, a set of ideas: an ideology… 
and a lot of them are very, very seductive. 
 

A Psychopathy Test For Countries. 

 
 The 40K I grew up with was not a game about 
epic heroism. It was about Obi-Wan Sherlock Clouseau, 
Lyyn El’Jonson and Prandium, the lunchtime planet. 40K 
was not a serious game. Oh, the grimdark was there, but 
it was closer to 2000AD and the grand English tradition of 
political satire. It was goofy and stupid and most of all? 
Clever. Much cleverer than any game about toy soldiers 
has any right to be. 
 See, I see people referring to the Imperium as 
‘the good guys’ all the time. And that kind of worries me, 
because they are not, and never have been, good. I mean, 
we all know this. It’s a basic truth that 40K is basically a 
game of evil vs. evil. Still, there’s always those people who 
make excuses for the Ultramarines, or the Space Wolves 
or whoever their personal favourite faction is… 
 ‘Oh, they’re different. They’re better than the 
others, because…’ 
 And then there will be a string of reasons (of 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ToKcmnrE5oY
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which, I’ll admit, some are good). However, I don’t think 
we can call any Imperial faction truly good. The 
Wehrmacht of World War II may have had some good 
men fighting in it... But they were still fighting for the 
worst governments and institutions imaginable. 
 The FBI has a questionnaire that it uses to analyse 
if you’re a psychopath or not. It asks about thirty simple 
questions. The thing is, we can do a similar thing with 
nations, thanks to a political researcher called Dr. 
Lawrence Britt. He looked at the characteristics of fascist 
nations, their similarities and shared values, and created a 
useful diagnostic tool for analysing a society and 
identifying if it was fascist or not. What I’m going to do is 
go down the list and look at each quality, seeing how it 
applies to the Imperium of Man. 

 
The Fourteen Signs of Fascism 

 
Okay everyone: here we go… 
 
1. Powerful and Continuing Nationalism - Fascist regimes 
tend to make constant use of patriotic mottos, slogans, 
symbols, songs, and other paraphernalia. Flags are seen 
everywhere, as are flag symbols on clothing and in 
public displays.” 
 
 This one, I hope should be obvious to any and all 
– the Aquila is basically the herpes of the 41st Millenium. 
THEY’RE ON BLOODY EVERYTHING. Everything from 
shoulderpads to chest plates, to generators, to bullet 
casings to foreheads. EVERYTHING. And that’s before we 
get to things like specific Chapter iconography – Chapters 
put their logos on everything that doesn’t have an 
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Aquila… Sometimes even on things that do. 
 
2. Disdain for the Recognition of Human Rights - Because 
of fear of enemies and the need for security, the people 
in fascist regimes are persuaded that human rights can 
be ignored in certain cases because of "need." The 
people tend to look the other way or even approve of 
torture, summary executions, assassinations, long 
incarcerations of prisoners, etc. 
 
 ‘Hi, my name’s YorkNecromancer and I’ll be your 
Inquisitor today. If you’ll just take off your clothes and lie 
down on the couch, we can progress right to the flaying 
and re-programming into a murder servitor, okay?’ 
 I think we can all agree that, for all their awesome 
(and it is considerable), the Inquisition is fucking nuts. 
These are people who will literally burn entire worlds of 
their population… All to save the greater portion of 
humanity. The old Grey Knights even had rules to 
replicate it in Apocalypse’s first edition! 
 Now yes, sometimes, you could argue that might 
be justifiable; after all, a daemonic incursion is nothing to 
sniff at. Sometimes, worlds must be burned. But I think 
we can all agree that there are numerous canonical 
descriptions in books of worlds being purged because of 
things as small as clerical errors. 
 If a planet can be scoured of all life because 
someone forgot to carry the one, then I feel justified in 
stating that the Imperium is not a society which places a 
high value on human life. 
 That’s before we even get to the disproportion 
punishments meted out to Imperial Citizens as a matter of 
daily life: being subject to arco-flagellation; being made 
into a Servitor (because failing your basic training means 



59 
 

you must have pre-frontal lobotomy); being shot for lack 
of discipline; being burned at the stake as a possible 
witch, and so on… 
 Now, I imagine many people (fans of the 
Imperium) are busily coming up with ‘Yeah, but…’ 
justifications in their head. I know this, because that’s 
exactly what I’m doing too. There’s always a reason isn’t 
there? We have to keep people safe from Chaos 
 No, but we really do. 
 And that world couldn’t be saved. 
 It couldn’t. 
 And if you can come up with those 
rationalisations, then you’ve kind of understood how 
fascist governments work in the real world: they teach 
people how to justify inflicting horror on the innocent, 
because the enemy? He’s always worse. He always has to 
be stopped, no matter the cost, because the alternative is 
unthinkable. And good, unthinking citizens should never 
be thinking in the first place. 
 
3. Identification of Enemies/Scapegoats as a Unifying 
Cause - The people are rallied into a unifying patriotic 
frenzy over the need to eliminate a perceived common 
threat or foe: racial , ethnic or religious minorities; 
liberals; communists; socialists, terrorists, etc. 
 
 Suffer not the witch to live! 
 ‘But psykers are a legit threat. They form portals 
to the Immaterium which allow…’ 
 I know. I have been playing this game for a while 
now. But consider what that fear of psykers permits. An 
enemy who could be anyone; anyone, anywhere… A close 
family member, a loved one, anyone. That kind of high-
end paranoia is just so easy to exploit, because it justifies 
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everything else the Imperium does. Consider that the 
Inquisition has an entire wing that exists literally to do 
nothing but kill psykers. Not control them; not teach them 
to control their powers; just kill them. 
 And that’s before we get to the fact we can blame 
literally anything on the Eldar. Before we acknowledge 
that almost any world could be a secret Necron stasis 
tomb. Before we justify cutting food rations because we 
need more bullets to fight Tyranids. 
 Are you coming up with those rationalisations 
again? Because Throne knows I am. 
 ‘The Tyranids ARE a legit threat! We need those 
bullets!’ 
 True. Seriously, in my head right now I have at 
least seventeen different justifications and 
rationalisations for why those food rations gotta go. Let 
the people eat gym mats, I don’t wanna get eaten by a 
Trygon! 
 But again, and this is the point, it neatly illustrates 
the way fascism works: you can justify literally anything 
because to the fascist mind, the threat is always there. 
Always. And yes, the Imperium’s threats are a LOT more 
immediate than any that exist in the real world. Unlike us, 
the Imperium is actually justified in a lot of what it says. 
 Even so, it’s worth remembering: using fear of 
those enemies to manipulate a population? Classic fascist 
governmental strategy. 
 
4. Supremacy of the Military - Even when there are 
widespread 
domestic problems, the military is given a 
disproportionate amount of government funding, and 
the domestic agenda is neglected. Soldiers and military 
service are glamorized. 
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 The Astartes are obviously the most extreme 
example of this. Remember how they kneel before you in 
the ‘Space Marine’ computer game? They literally 
worship you because you’re the bestest best soldier who 
ever lived. 
 Not to mention the war bling. 
 Seriously, the higher up the ranks you go, the 
more literal gold you get on your armour. The Imperium 
doesn’t do camouflage. Well, that’s not true. Its heroes 
don’t. Camouflage is for the weak. It’s for those without 
glory. The Imperium is all about its armies. 
 I mean, as of 2015, even the people who fix its 
planes, trains and automobiles have a militarised, 
playable force! 
 
5. Rampant Sexism - The governments of fascist nations 
tend to be almost exclusively male-dominated. Under 
fascist regimes, traditional gender roles are made more 
rigid. Divorce, abortion and homosexuality are 
suppressed and the state is represented as the ultimate 
guardian of the family institution. 
 
 You’re out of your mind if you think I’m even 
touching this topic in this article. 
 
6. Controlled Mass Media - Sometimes the media is 
directly controlled by the government, but in other 
cases, the media is indirectly controlled by government 
regulation, or sympathetic media spokespeople and 
executives. Censorship, especially in war time, is very 
common. 
 
 This one’s a bit tricky, what with the background 

http://www.lounge.belloflostsouls.net/showthread.php?54243-Crash-Course-in-Feminism-Mk-III-%28or-why-everyone-should-be-a-feminist%29&
http://www.lounge.belloflostsouls.net/showthread.php?54243-Crash-Course-in-Feminism-Mk-III-%28or-why-everyone-should-be-a-feminist%29&
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not really ever discussing Imperial mass media. It stands 
to reason that there would/should be television shows on 
Imperial worlds, as well as an internet equivalent on 
things like Forge Worlds. 
 However, given that there is a host of information 
on the Inquisition, and how they like to 
control/redact/destroy information to keep the populace 
‘safe’ and controlled, it seems plausible that freedom of 
the press, as well as the right to free speech? Not 
something the Imperium will be big on. 
 
7. Obsession with National Security - Fear is used as a 
motivational tool by the government over the masses. 
 
 So yeah, fear is pretty much the key way the 
Imperium controls its people, on literally every world 
under Imperial control. I mean, the second stage of 
standard initial protocol for an Inquisitorial interrogation 
consists of simply explaining the protocol for the next 
seven stages. This alone apparently breaks most 
prisoners. If, indeed, the first hasn't already.  
 And what is the first? First-stage interrogation 
consists simply of being asked questions by the Inquisitor 
personally, rather than through an agent. Their (well-
earned) reputation precedes them enough to break many 
subjects right there. 
 The Inquisition is a scary, scary organisation. Oh 
sure, there are some good people there. Sure there are. 
My Dark Heresy players’ characters for one. Well, all apart 
from Eddie’s. 
 We’re all a little worried about Eddie’s character. 
(’What’s that Eddie? A once-bound daemonhost holding a 
Greater Daemon of Malal? Sure, why not? Doesn’t seem 
game-breaking to me.’) 
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 Taken as a whole, though (and the thing about 
institutions is you have to take them as a whole, no 
matter what #NotAllDaemonhosts might tell you) the 
Inquisition is pretty much a collection of rapid religious 
extremists at best, and barely-suppressed psychopaths at 
worst (read: in general). These are not leaders who 
govern by the respectful consent of the people so much 
as at the barrel of a gun. 
 
8. Religion and Government are Intertwined - 
Governments in fascist nations tend to use the most 
common religion in the nation as a tool to manipulate 
public opinion. Religious rhetoric and terminology is 
common from government leaders, even when the 
major tenets of the religion are diametrically opposed to 
the government's policies or actions. 
 
 The name ‘God-Emperor of Mankind’ contains a 
small clue as to the nature of the Imperium’s systems of 
governance. The fact that he himself is/was an atheist is a 
(deliberately) cosmic irony, but it doesn’t mean squat in 
terms of the institutions he created. The Imperium has 
the leader of the Ecclesiarchy – the chief priest of the 
God-Emperor’s cult – sat as a High Lord of Terra. 
 The Space Pope of the Imperium helps to run 
their government. That’s as intertwined as it gets. 
 And, of course, religion is a key component of the 
social control the High Lords exercise. Everything from 
giving their soldiers hope (‘Just recite the Litany of True 
Aim!’) to justifying war (‘This planet is full of witches. You 
all have to die now.’) to providing deadly, deadly soldiers 
(from the relatively-charming Adepta Sororitas to the not-
charming-at-all lunatics of the Death Cults). 
 And that’s before we even mention that the 
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Astartes are all literally ascetic monks! Monks! Religion 
inveigles its way into every aspect of Imperial life; every 
aspect supports every other, and all in the Emperor’s 
name. 
 
9. Corporate Power is Protected - The industrial and 
business aristocracy of a fascist nation often are the 
ones who put the government leaders into power, 
creating a mutually beneficial business/government 
relationship and power elite. 
 
 The AdMech don’t worship the Emperor. They 
worship the Machine God, who they promise looks just 
like the Emperor if you squint hard enough. Planets are 
burned because of a single witch, but a mechanised robot 
factory churning out Imperator Titans? Ah, let those guys 
believe what they want as long as we get the kewl toys. 
 
10. Labor Power is Suppressed - Because the organizing 
power of labor is the only real threat to a fascist 
government, labor unions are either eliminated entirely, 
or are severely suppressed. 
 
 Obviously, there are too many systems of 
governance amongst the various planets of the Imperium 
to make broad statements about the power of labour 
unions. If you live on a death-world, you’re probably too 
busy trying to dodge the Dantarian Rectal Detroyers to be 
concerned about your worker’s rights. 
 However, it’s worth remembering that Space 
Marines (the noblest and most good of all humans. Yes, 
even including the Flesh Tearers, I suppose. Maybe. 
Whatever.) have chapters with literal serfs; the people of 
their homeworlds are kept as functional slaves. 
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 For all his great nobility, I can’t imagine Marneus 
Calgar is delicate when it comes to strike-breaking. 
 
11. Disdain for Intellectuals and the Arts - Fascist nations 
tend to promote and tolerate open hostility to higher 
education, and academia. It is not uncommon for 
professors and other academics to be censored or even 
arrested. Free expression in the arts and letters is openly 
attacked. 
 
 “Blessed is the mind too small for doubt.” 
 Tell me you didn’t just immediately think of that 
saying. 
 Bonus geek points if you did so in the voice of the 
Librarian character from ‘Dawn of War’. 
 
12. Obsession with Crime and Punishment - Under 
fascist regimes, the police are given almost limitless 
power to enforce laws. The people are often willing to 
overlook police abuses and even forego civil liberties in 
the name of patriotism. There is often a national police 
force with virtually unlimited power in fascist nations. 
 
 The symbol of the Adeptus Arbites is a winged 
fist. 
 A. Winged. Fist. 
 A good rule for life is that any group who have 
chosen a fist for a symbol is not a group who are worried 
about making the public think they're soft and cuddly. 
Especially when you consider they’re based on Judge 
Dredd… 
 
13. Rampant Cronyism and Corruption - Fascist regimes 
almost always are governed by groups of friends and 
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associates who appoint each other to government 
positions and use governmental power and authority to 
protect their friends from accountability. It is not 
uncommon in fascist regimes for national resources and 
even treasures to be appropriated or even outright 
stolen by government leaders. 
 
 There’s not really enough about the intricacies of 
daily life in the war porn that most Black Library books are 
comprised of to form a terribly useful picture of how 
things are run at the upper levels of Imperial society. Not 
to mention, once again, there’s too wide variety of 
planets to be able to make a clear commentary. 
 However, how many times have you read the 
phrase ‘planetary governor’ immediately preceded by the 
word ‘corrupt’? Honest to Throne, I think it’s pretty much 
part of the title I see it so often. And that’s before we 
even get to the Spyrers. 
 These are from the long-forgotten and deeply 
awesome Specialist Game Necromunda. It was a game of 
gang warfare, and the Spyrers were a gang that was 
included in one of the expansions. They were unique 
because, unlike the other gangs, they had money. Real 
money. They were the children of the rich families that 
owned the planet, sent down into the underhive to 
literally hunt the poor for sport. And this was a cultural 
right-of-passage all families engaged in! 
 If that doesn’t say something about the attitudes 
of the Imperiums’ well-to-do, I don’t know what does. 
 
14. Fraudulent Elections - Sometimes elections in fascist 
nations are a complete sham. Other times elections are 
manipulated by smear campaigns against or even 
assassination of opposition candidates, use of legislation 

http://wh40k.lexicanum.com/wiki/Spyrer
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to control voting numbers or political district 
boundaries, and manipulation of the media. Fascist 
nations also typically use their judiciaries to manipulate 
or control elections. 
 
 I cannot even imagine the Imperium ever having 
an election. 
 A fight to the death between two guys to see who 
gets to run things, sure. But an election? 
 It’s like trying to imagine a hamburger too big for 
God to eat. 
 

Conclusion: What Was Actually Wrong With 
The ‘Star Wars’ prequels. 

 
 It wasn’t Jar-Jar Binks. 
 Don’t get me wrong, he was awful, but he wasn’t 
what was wrong with those terrible films. No, what was 
wrong with them was Anakin Skywalker’s character arc. 
George Lucas and the rest threw motivation after 
motivation at that character, all in a desperate attempt to 
justify his evil. His mum was murdered by Sand People! 
He was the slave of evil space Jews! He gets visions of the 
future where his wife dies and is obsessed with saving 
her! He’s a narcissistic psychopath! A boy-hungry 
autopederast converts him to Capital-E Evil! On and on 
and on… 
 They literally threw everything at Baby Vader 
except the only thing they needed to: if you form an 
Empire, you will finally be safe. You will also be a hero. 
 The simple truth that ‘Star Wars’ has always been 
afraid to acknowledge is this: Fascism is an inherently 
attractive philosophy... As long as you ignore the horrible 
results it produces. It promises answers to the problems 

http://www.mcsweeneys.net/articles/obi-wan-can-you-stop-saying-sand-people-its-kind-of-racist
http://www.weirdworm.com/the-five-most-racist-star-wars-characters/


68 
 

of life (Others, not you). It promises that you will be 
valued (assuming you are not Other). It promises safety 
and security (unless you’re Other). For people on the 
inside? Fascism is wonderful. 
 It’s only us freaks who suffer, and who weeps for 
us? Not Vader, that’s for sure. He’s safe in his black 
armour, safe from ever having to touch a world that 
terrifies him, seduced by the promises of a hyper-
masculine power fantasy that is as sweet as heroin and 
just as dangerous for the soul. 
 So what’s the point of all this? Honestly? The 
genius of 40K.  
 So many writers, artists, and creators present 
fascism, but they never get it right. They always show its 
consequences, always shows the end result, but never 
show how that result happened . But 40K’s different. 
Because everything in the future is so hilariously, absurdly 
awful, everything the Imperium does is justified. 
Everything. No matter how many are lost, tortured, 
disfigured, destroyed, mutilated or simply lost, all of it is 
justified because GRIMDARK. There is literally only one 
answer to the question ‘Is it better than Chaos?’, and that 
answer is ‘Sure.’ And isn’t that the perfect critique of 
fascism? 
 Literally the only way this nonsense ideology 
makes any kind of sense is when you have a society that is 
attacked on all sides by robotic zombies from before 
recorded history; ninja clowns with weapons that turn 
your insides to soup; interdimensional torture priests and 
their steroidal bodyguard; four-armed psychic horrors 
from beyond deep space who want nothing more than to 
stick you with their prehensile wing-wong; religious 
lunatics who can make the ithyphallic gods they believe in 
actually appear; on and on and on… Every horrible thing 
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imaginable is coming and it’s coming for you and there’s 
nowhere to run and… 
 And? A nightmare like this is the only place where 
fascism could ever be remotely justified. 
 That, my friends, is some master-level satire, and 
that is why 40K is still more interesting than any other 
game there has ever been. Despite the silliness of it, 
despite the shoulder pads and axes the size of doors, it 
actually has something worthwhile to say. 

___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 Every now and then, l used to run through this list, 
comparing it to the government running my country. Then 
I’d shake my head in dismay at my nation’s ugly impulse 
towards fascism. 
 The one lingering regret I had from after writing 
this article was my refusal to look at the issue of sexism 
within the Imperium. My reasons were simple: based on 
previous online discussions of the issues,  I had come to 
regard a huge section of the wargaming community as 
irreemably toxic when it comes to discussing the issue of 
women’s rights. Put simply, I didn’t have the energy to 
deal with the torrent of abuse that would’ve inevitably 
been flung my way had I pointed out my belief that, yes, 
obviously 40K is a sexist setting. 
 To have touched on those issues would have been 
to completely derail the argument and have to live 
through yet another few weeks of unpleasantness. As I 
was in the midst of a deep depression at the time of 
writing, it wasn’t really something I had time for. Some 
days, you’ve got to take care of yourself. 
 However, I did return to the topic of the 
representation of women in 40K later. Readers who are 
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interested might like to know that the articles ‘The Third 
Rail’ and ‘Argue Better On The Internet’ are those which 
more fully address my opinions regarding 40K and its 
representations of women.  
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It’s Like A Huge Miniature Golf 
Course 
 
Originally published June 2015 
 

 
 
 

 I love this picture. It’s called ‘The Treachery of 
Images’, and the name tells you everything you need to 
know about it. In case you can’t read French, the line 
underneath says ‘This is not a pipe’. 
 Great, isn’t it? 
 The reason I’m starting with this picture, is 
because I think it summarises ninety percent of the 
problems the community has when it comes to the issues 
of what people like to think of as ‘realistic’ rules in 
wargaming. 
 

Meta vs. Realistic 

 
 Before I do anything else, I just want to define a 
couple of terms I’m going to bandy around throughout 
this piece. When wargaming was first invented, it was 
kind of assumed – fairly, I think we can all agree - that the 
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rules were going to accurately represent real-life. 
However, as HG Wells’ little idea has slowly blossomed 
into the vibrant hobby we all know and love, rules 
designers have realised that some compromises have to 
be made; that some rules need to be introduced to make 
the game either more playable, more fun, or more 
competitive. These ‘compromise’ rules are therefore, by 
nature, arguably unrealistic, and often draw the kind of 
unpopular attention that’s normally reserved for drug 
dealers at a rehab clinic. However, these rules are often 
necessary, because they improve the game’s flow. 
 For the purposes of this piece, I shall be referring 
to the first kind of ‘realistic’ rule as ‘simulationist’ and the 
second kind of ‘compromise’ rule as ‘meta’. There’s 
probably a fair degree of overlap between the two, but I 
think there is a necessary distinction to be made, because 
– for reasons that often go unquestioned – the 
community will often place higher value on simulationist 
rules over meta ones… And that misplacement of value? 
Is what this article is all about. 

 
Why Can’t They Throw Ten Grenades? 

 
 There have been numerous articles looking at the 
idea of a more realistic ruleset; a quick Google search will 
return hundreds. These articles always have arguements 
for a number of changes to be made to the game rules, 
changes that – in the writer’s estimation at least – would 
more accurately convey the realities of warfare in a 
completely invented, utterly insane, borderline ridiculous 
universe where posthuman soldiers dressed in mobile 
tanks fight one another with chainsaws and never once 
experience even a moment’s sexual frustration at five 
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centuries of enforced celibacy. 
 Now, that last sentence may make it sound like 
I’m being a trifle facetious about the setting… And, okay, 
yes, I kind of am, largely because 40K is so stupid I cannot 
take it seriously.  
 However, this article is going to take 40K at face 
value, and assume that, fine, okay: everything that could 
feasibly happen as described in the fluff is capable of 
happening in real life, and can therefore be realistically 
simulated through rules. The reason I’m going to do this is 
because SHUT UP 40K IS FUCKAWESOME. Yes, we’re well 
aware that if you take a step back, 40K makes as much 
sense as a diesel powered banana daiquiri with optional 
waxing kit and kick stand, but that’s neither here nor 
there. What matters is that there’s a whole bunch of 
ideas there, and I want to play games where these 
concepts can interact with one another. The rules are 
what allows that to happen. 
 In one of these articles, the writer’s own personal 
bete noir was the issue of grenades. I’m going to use a 
single counterpoint to illustrate what I hope is a more 
important principle: that games require abstraction, and 
that difficulties only arise when we disagree on where 
that level falls. 
 So: grenades. As of 7th edition (and after multiple 
editions where you couldn’t throw grenades at all), GW 
threw those plucky Imperial Guard a bone. Finally, that 
squad under attack from the sexually-enraged Carnifex 
could try to survive. On seeing it rush towards them 
waving a four-foot murderboner, they would be able to 
give it a pineapple surprise and hopefully make it stop 
dead in its tracks, leaving both them and their virtue 
intact. Where before all they had to defend themselves 
were the same lasguns they’d been warming their soup 
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with not an hour ago, now - once the beast is in range - 
one member of a squad may throw a grenade. 
 But only one. 
 Now, as a simple glance at the Imperial Guard 
models will confirm, they all have grenades. So what’s the 
deal?! What, was everyone but Bouncing Betty drinking 
paint during the grenade tutorial, and now they’re so full 
of stupid they just forget to press the right shoulder 
button? How come Betty is the only one who remembers 
she’s carrying little explosive pockets of joy? 
 Meta rules is why. Abstraction is why. 
 I think we can all agree that a squad which can 
throw ten grenades at a time suddenly becomes 
significantly more of a threat to almost everything. Given 
a choice between a lasgun and a grenade, you take the 
grenade every time – how are you supposed to warm 
your feet at night if the lasgun’s power pack is depleted?  
 And it’s not just an issue that the lowly 
guardsmen suddenly become far too dangerous. There’s 
also the players of the game to consider: life is just too 
short to roll for scatter ten times… Or fifty if you’re mad 
enough to use a whole Guard platoon. I don’t know about 
you, but I want to be able to finish a game of 40K before I 
collect whatever parts of my pension haven’t been stolen 
from my by our benevolent masters. 
 So, we can see that the reason only one guy gets 
to throw a grenade isn’t due to any desire to be 
simulationist. It’s a meta restriction, a meta rule. And we 
can see why the design team came to this decision: 
looking at the option of multiple grenade throws per 
squad, there is one pro (the rule is more accurate to real-
life) but multiple cons (the squad becomes absurdly 
destructive – unrealistically so compared to the fluff; the 
actual process of template placement becomes more 
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boring than hearing about that time your granddad 
travelled from Shelbyville to Ogdenville with an onion tied 
to his belt, as was the fashion at the time). The 
simulationist approach has more cons that pros. So, the 
designers take a look and decide one grenade throw is 
right. 
 And here’s where the need for abstraction comes 
in. Because not every gamer likes this ruling. Not every 
gamer can reconcile the need for meta rules with the 
desire for simulationist play. Which means those of you 
who don’t like this ruling are going ‘But they still all have 
grenades! Why is only one guy throwing them?” 
 Because this is not a pipe. 
 Your ‘battle’? Is not real. It is a collection of 
polystyrene, pewter and resin, painted with different 
shades of pigment suspended in water-based plastic 
polymers. Your men are not men. They are little pieces of 
long-dead dinosaur, reconstituted through complicated 
scientific processes and sculpted into three-dimensional 
metaphor. They have no capacity to interact with the 
world on their own; they are not characters in ‘Toy Story’ 
– when they move, it is because you are moving them 
around with your hands. 
 This is not a pipe. 
 So, technically, none of them have grenades. 
 None of them have grenades and no-one’s 
throwing anything. 
 Your imagination is where the battle is taking 
place. Those of you who feel every guardsman should be 
able to throw grenades only do so because you have 
imagined it. Yes, we all know this... But in the same way 
we ignore the puppeteers working the Muppets, we 
never really take a step back like this and admit as much. 
We imagine these battles. The question is, why? Why did 
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you imagine it in the specific way you did? What are you 
basing that concept on? And, most importantly of all - 
why do do we as a community so often make the 
assumption that we all imagine the same things in the 
same way?  
 With the example above: why is the concept of 
‘they should all be able to throw grenades’ more valid 
than ‘only one throws a grenade’? 
 Where do we get our ideas? 
 Well, the most obvious answer is personal 
experience, in this case, of grenades. Personally, I have 
never seen a grenade in real-life. I’ve never used one. I’ve 
seen films and played games, though. I’ve chatted with 
squaddie mates. I’ve got a rough idea how grenades work 
and how big their blasts are from all these things – though 
I ascribe more value to the words of people who’ve used 
them in real-life than anything else (although maybe I 
shouldn't. A friend in the Army Air Corp once admitted 
that during his basic training, the very first time they gave 
him a live grenade, threw it into the 'safehole' he was 
supposed to... Then looked over the edge because he 
wanted to watch it go off. One 'look out sir!' from his 
sergeant quite literally saved his head.) This ‘experience’ 
(or experience, if you’ve actually used them) gives you the 
expectation that ten men should be able to throw ten 
grenades, creating ten explosions. 
 The game’s wording seems to be the issue. There 
are a few key sentences written down: ‘All models have 
grenades’ and ‘One may make a shooting attack with 
grenades’. It’s not a huge leap to come to the conclusion 
that only one of them is throwing a grenade. 
 But that’s only one way to abstract this event. 
 Consider an alternative: the model making the 
attack isn’t actually throwing the grenade. She’s the one 
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who is pointing out the target to the rest. The template 
doesn’t represent a single grenade; it represents a cluster 
of bombs thrown by the whole squad, none of them 
powerful enough to generate a blast template on their 
own, but more than enough when thrown together. And 
when I say ‘the whole squad’, what I mean is seven of the 
squad. Betty’s pointing, Sergeant Beatrice is receiving 
orders and as for Guardsman Baldrick? 
 “I am attempting to communicate with the Hive 
Mind, sir. I believe I can persuade that Carnifex that we 
are, in fact, a small brick wall.” 
 This explanation neatly resolves the cognitive 
dissonance caused by the meta rule (throw one grenade) 
and simulationist idea (they all have grenades). It also 
neatly illustrates my central idea: because the game is not 
real, we need to have a better understanding about 
abstraction to help move discussions forwards when 
people argue the rules are ‘too unrealistic’. 

 

Epic Vs 40K 

 
 Games Workshop used to make a game called 
‘Adeptus Titanicus’. It was awesome. Set during the Horus 
Heresy, you controlled not one Titan, but a Legion of the 
things. A Legion. I don’t care what anyone says, not even 
the biggest Apocalypse games can hold a candle to that. 
 “But how did they all fit on the table?" I hear 
those of you who never got to play this amazing game. 
“How did you get two full Titan Legions on the battlefield? 
Did you have to sell your firstborn son to Matt Ward?” 
 No, my friend. The nineties were a dark time, but 
they weren’t that dark. 
 Okay, I take it back, they were definitely pretty 
dark. But the reason you could get that many enormous 
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models on a single table was because it wasn’t 40K scale. 
It was ‘Epic’ scale; a single Space Marine was 6mm tall. An 
Imperial Knight was the size of a 40K scale Space Marine; 
a Warlord Titan was roughly the size of a 40K scale 
Dreadnought. And it was amazing. 
 I was massively into Epic during the early nineties. 
The largest battle I ever fought had two full Titan Legions 
of six Warlords and an Imperator facing off against each 
other, supported by roughly four thousand infantry on 
each side, and literally hundreds of tanks. Literally. There 
were about two hundred and ten or so. 
 All this on a 6’x4’ table. 
 During this stupidly big battle, there was a point 
where one of my Imperial Guard infantry companies 
assaulted a Traitor Space Marine company. There were 
nearly a hundred bases in combat on each side. You’d 
think it would be awesome, right? Wrong. My opponent 
and I just groaned, because we knew that assault had to 
happen, but we also knew what it meant: 
 Roll sixteen pounds of dice over and over again. 
First one to get Wanker's Cramp loses. 
 So we looked at each other, said ‘fuck that’, and 
had a quick discussion. We agreed my men were 
outclassed, so I rolled three dice, he rolled six, and we 
removed whatever number of bases our opponent rolled. 
Technically that was against the rules, but we agreed it 
was fair. It was just another way of abstracting what was 
going on. 
 You see, ‘abstraction’ is just a clever way of saying 
‘structuring your imagination’, and the ’best way’? Will 
always be the way where you and your partner/opponent 
have the most fun. 
 Now, the real reason for discussing Epic here, is 
that years later, reading the revised Epic rulebooks that 
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came out after I had quit, I came across an interesting 
revision to the Assault rules. Basically, in Epic, you can 
Assault an enemy from 15cm away. On the surface, 
Assault functions a lot like Assault in 40K… Only it’s done 
over three times the distance. How does that make 
sense? On 40K scale, the Assault distance in Epic is nearly 
24”! 
 It makes sense because an Assault in Epic is a 
level abstracted from 40K. It doesn’t represent a close-
quarter melee fought with chainsword and pistol. It 
represents a 40K-scale battle, fought with small arms. So, 
if you were playing Epic, had units that entered Assault, 
you could – if you so wished – adjourn to an alternate 
table, play a 6’x4’ 40K battle, and then apply the results of 
that battle to the Epic-scale one in the other room. 
 Or, you could use the Epic Assault rules, which 
resolve the whole matter in a couple of minutes. 
 This whole idea of linking scale to levels of 
abstraction briefly resurfaced with FFG’s ‘Forbidden Stars’ 
game. In it, you vied for control of planetary systems… yet 
it had models for Helbrutes and Battlewagons.  
 How is it possible to play a game where I’m trying 
to control star systems, yet have models of Dreadnought-
sized individuals? 
 Because that Helbrute doesn’t represent an 
individual. It’s an abstraction, representing a 
Slaughtercult, or an army of Chaos Marines supported by 
armour. The battlewagon could represent an entire Speed 
Freek warband, or maybe an infamous Big Mek. The 
possibilities are endless. 
Why can’t I throw ten grenades? Because you already are 
throwing ten grenades; the blast template is an 
abstraction for all ten going off together. 
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Reality Is Unrealistic 
 
 My girlfriend recently passed me an article from 
her IET magazine about the dangers of assumed 
knowledge (it’s a problem that causes engineering 
companies no end of trouble). Put simply, most of us 
assume we’re cleverer than we are. That we know more 
than we do. Because of this mistaken belief, we then 
make further assumptions, often based on little more 
than our imaginations. This problem is exacerbated when 
the thing in question is something we’re very used to. 
 An example the article gave was the humble 
toilet. We all know it, we all use it. We see it every day. So 
of course, we all know how it works… 
 Don’t we? 
 The article challenged you to put that assumption 
to the test. Go to your household toilet, and, without any 
instructions or reference to the internet, dismantle it, 
then put it back together again. Could you do it? 
 I’m fairly sure I couldn’t. 
 We all assume we know how a toilet works, 
because we use it every day, and because we’ve seen 
inside. But I know that if I needed to completely 
dismantle a toilet, I’d be calling the plumber the next day 
and crying for help, begging not to have to go wee in the 
sink any more, not now that it smells like ammonia. 
 This is only one example; there are a billion 
others. We all assume we know much, much more than 
we do… Especially about stuff we know a little about. 
 From my own life as a teacher, everyone thinks 
they know everything about my job. About what it 
involves: planning lessons, marking papers, long holidays, 
etc… They always tell me ‘Oh, I couldn’t do your job. The 
kids’d get right on my nerves.’ But I can tell you now, they 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Illusory_superiority
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Illusory_superiority
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don’t.  
 Case in point: working with teenagers is the best 
part of the job. Teenagers are, generally speaking, great 
people. Most of them are kind, thoughtful and decent. 
And those of you going ‘not when I was at school’, let me 
tell you: I have worked in some fucking rough schools. I’ve 
worked in schools which have been burned down by 
lunatic ex-pupils, where pupils have attacked one another 
with weapons. 
 Doesn’t mean the other kids at those schools 
weren’t brilliant, compassionate, funny people. 
 Teaching is not what I expected it to be going in 
over a decade ago, and I imagine it’s true for every kind of 
career. None of us really know what it’s like to have 
certain careers. We can guess, and we can assume, and 
we can learn the generalities, but we can’t know, any 
more than a civilian child who’s never known war knows 
what it’s like to cover an squad mate from mortar fire, or 
what an untrained patient going under the knife knows 
about performing open heart surgery on themselves. 
 Reality is unrealistic. It often doesn’t work the 
way we expect. Want some examples? The Statue of 
Liberty is a giant battery. She generates roughly one volt a 
year. You can make human skin bulletproof by genetically 
crossing goats with spiders. Some species of jellyfish have 
diamond-tipped stingers. Well, not diamond exactly – 
pure carbon – but it’s functionally identical. 
Seriously, Google any of those topics. 
 We base so much of our understanding of the 
world, not on facts and empirical data, but instead on the 
art we take in. We base our understanding of guns on FPS 
games and films. We base our understanding of other 
countries on how they are portrayed in television and the 
media. We base our understanding of minorities on what 

http://io9.com/we-accidentally-turned-the-entire-statue-of-liberty-int-1702334758
http://io9.com/we-accidentally-turned-the-entire-statue-of-liberty-int-1702334758
http://io9.com/we-accidentally-turned-the-entire-statue-of-liberty-int-1702334758
http://io9.com/5830664/this-is-bullet-proof-spider-silk-skin---made-from-goats-milk-yes-really
http://io9.com/5830664/this-is-bullet-proof-spider-silk-skin---made-from-goats-milk-yes-really
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the majority says about them. Needless to say, that art is 
never more intelligent than the people who created it, 
which means it’s often filled with errors, mistakes and 
sadly, propaganda. 
 Why does this matter when it comes to 40K? 

 

Tina Belcher and The Danger of 
Unrecognised Small Reference Pools 
 
 So far, I’ve not mentioned the title of this article 
yet. It comes from ‘Bob’s Burgers’, which I love. There’s 
an episode where Tina is taken to a golf course, and her 
response is to compare it to what she knows. She’s been 
to miniature golf, so to her, it’s like that. Her reference 
pool isn’t actually large enough to make the leap that 
miniature golf might be based on something else. She 
assumes she knows what it is, based on something else 
she knows about, but she’s wrong. 
 And the reason I bring this up, is because any 
time we say a rule in 40K is unrealistic, we are Tina. None 
of us have ever lived in the 41st millennium. None of us 
have ever worn powered armour. None of us have ever 
carried a bolter, or had our ribcage fused into a single 
bone by a genetically-modified organ that also made us 
grow nine feet tall. None of us have ever used plasma 
weaponry to fight off psychic entities from beyond 
conventional spacetime. 
 We have no frame of experience in which we can 
accurately frame a single one of these, and many other – 
if not all – of the experiences of life in the Warhammer 
40,000 universe. Yes, we can make guesses, intimations, 
and assumptions. But we can never truly know. 
 Which is where the very concept of ‘simulationist’ 
rules breaks down. There is no way to accurately simulate 
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these concepts; these are concepts that have no real-
world equivalents. And for anyone who wants to argue 
otherwise, I have two words: ‘vortex grenade’. 
 Which means that the hate poured on unrealistic 
rules isn’t actually fair. What we mean when we say 
‘unrealistic’ is ‘this rule does not feel accurate when I 
compare it to the vision of the game universe I have in my 
head’. But because we all share very different visions of 
what the game universe should be, you are never going to 
have a game that is fully and completely realistic. It’s 
impossible. Chasing realism in a completely fantastical 
setting is a broken road, and a broken road leads 
nowhere. 
 A few months ago, I wrote an article where I 
looked at how we, as a community, could better justify 
the fluff we don’t like. I suppose this article is the 
‘crunchy’ version of that one. When you next see a rule 
that you don’t like because it strikes you as inherently 
‘unrealistic’, consider why it might be there. Maybe it’s 
serving a purpose on a meta level, making the game more 
fun. Or more playable. Or faster.  
 Or maybe it’s simply more abstract than it seems, 
and the problem isn’t the rule, but our perceptions of it. 
Maybe that ‘one grenade’ is actually ten, being thrown in 
unison. Whatever else, always remember: you may be 
wrong, not because you’re wrong, but because you’re 
assuming you know more than you do. 

 
 

http://www.belloflostsouls.net/2015/03/40k-deep-thought-dont-put-helmets.html
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Never forget: our own reference pools can be significantly 
smaller than we think they are... even in areas where we 
like to think of ourselves as 'experts'. 
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___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 One of the great tragedies of modern 40K is that 
none of the kids nowadays really remember Epic. 
 I can see why the system was never truly popular. 
6mm infantry miniatures, no matter how good, will 
always look mostly shitty. Honestly, I think it’s the same 
with 10mm, and even 15mm too.  
 I’m sure hundreds of gamers will disagree with 
me, but it’s my own aesthetic taste that for infantry-based 
gaming, 28mm is the essential sweet spot for models that 
look good. 
 The thing is, though, I loved Epic. The gameplay 
was amazing, and tanks/Titan battles were just visually 
incredible. Nothing says Epic like seeing hundreds of tanks 
swarming across a table supported by building-sized 
robots. It really lived up to the game’s moniker. 
 Anyway,  I always thought the idea that an 
‘assault’ was basically a 40K battle was great. 
Abstraction’s such a simple, brilliant idea, but so many 
people in the community don’t seem to grasp its 
significance. 
 This column was an attempt to outline my 
thinking on that. I think it’s mostly successful. 
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Why Does He Stay With Her? 
Or, It’s Okay Baby, Khorne Loves You 
Really… 
 
Originally published July 2015 
 

The Warp Will Protect Me Like A Shield Of 
Steel! 

 
 Everyone loves the idea of being a badass; the 
thought that, given the right training and the right 
circumstances, we could – if only for a day – be powerful. 
So much of our art and culture is dedicated to allowing us 
the vicarious thrill of power, from superhero comics to 
Disney princess films, all of it allowing us imagined lives of 
dominion over a world that’s – frankly – pretty bloody 
terrifying a lot of the time. Wargaming is no different.  
 However, pure power fantasies don’t always 
make for compelling stories or intriguing narratives. This 
is something I looked at in my article ‘Abaddon's Bolter Is 
Crap’, where I discussed my perspective on what I 
perceive as the limitations that the followers of Chaos 
tend to suffer from. 
 In the comments, loyal followers of Chaos began 
telling me that while I may have raised some interesting 
points, I was – in the final analysis – wrong. Things that 
seemed obvious to a non-Chaos player like me, that 
Chaos’ soldiers would run out of bullets, batteries, food 
and water, oxygen, fresh armour plating, all the logistical 
details that allow an army to function… To the followers 
of Chaos, well, I was being short-sighted. 
 “You’re forgetting the power of The Warp,” I was 
told, “and you can’t do that. They don’t need things in the 

http://www.belloflostsouls.net/2015/01/40k-deep-thought-chaos-will-never-win.html
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same way as the other factions. Chaos provides.” 
 Again and again, this was sentiment was repeated 
in different words and different ways, repeated again and 
again, like a holy catechism. 
 Chaos provides. 
 Well, this article is intended as something of a 
riposte to that notion, specifically looking at how that 
belief actually devalues one of the key things that makes 
the Chaos faction so interesting in the first place, making 
them a less interesting, and arguably, a less badass 
faction. That those limitations are actually what makes 
them awesome in the first place, and a key reason the 
player base should embrace them. 

 

His Scythe Hasn’t Rusted Because The Warp 
 
 In my first article, I used the example of Typhus 
and his Manreaper to demonstrate why Chaos has an 
issue with supplies and equipment: 
 
“Typhus’ Manreaper has become Unwieldy since the 
Horus Heresy… [That’s because Typhus is] living in 
conditions which are less than perfect for the correct 
maintenance of complex electronic equipment. 
 “Seriously, Nurgle’s soldiers are held together by 
rust and duct tape. I’m amazed Manreaper only has 
Unwieldy, instead of a rule that says it bends like foil the 
first time he hits someone with it.” 
 
 In the comments section, I was told (numerous 
times) that The Warp keeps him Typhus going. That it 
keeps him alive and sustained (all true), and so therefore, 
it should logically (!) do the same to his weapon; that it 
mades no sense for his scythe to be Unwieldy because 
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Chaos Provides. 
 This argument was made numerous times, about 
almost everything I had argued that Chaos’ followers 
would lack access to. No bullets? Well, Chaos provides, so 
now their gun shoots lightning. No food? Well, Chaos 
provides, so now their body survives by eating metal. No 
batteries? Well, Chaos provides, so now your marines 
poop lightning.  
 No matter how logical the imposition, how 
irksome the lack of materiel, how abominable the scarcity 
of resources, Chaos provides, because evidently, to some 
players, Chaos isn’t a terrifying primal force of destruction 
fuelled by the blood of billions, but an overprotective 
mummy with nothing better to do than swaddle her 
babies and give them everything they could ever need. 
 Yes, arguably, Chaos does provide. 
 But only sometimes. 
 By its nature, its worshippers cannot rely upon 
that aid; no general can reliably factor that aid into their 
plans. The clue, of course, is in the faction’s name: Chaos. 
If we are to judge the value of a thing, we do so based on 
its actions, not its words. And looking at the way Chaos 
behaves, I don’t think it treats its followers in the same 
way as a caring parent… Though I do believe it very neatly 
fits the profile of another type of intimate relationship. 
 

The Most Dangerous Words In The English 
Language 

 
 There are lots of words in English that are 
dangerous on a personal level. Ignoring more extreme 
words most of us will never use (For example “Launch the 
nukes!”) there are many phrases that can lead to terrible 
harm. Examples include “Just one more won’t hurt”, “Oh, 
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no, my pet Rottweiler’s great with children”, and of 
course “Go ahead, do it! You ain’t got the guts to shoot 
me!” 
 Because, trust me, he does. He absolutely does. 
 Despite this, the most dangerous words in the 
English language are more subtle than that. They’re not 
an encouragement to risk, nor a monstrous threat, nor 
anything else obviously danger… And that is, of course, 
why they’re so deadly. They’re narcotic, and like any drug, 
they don’t seem bad at first. They might even make you 
happy for a time. 
 So what are they, these most dangerous words in 
the English language? 
 “I love you, but…” 
 Now, on first glance, they look like nothing, don’t 
they? Perhaps even lovely. After all, we all want to be 
loved. Well, all of us except the real narcissists, but even 
then, we may still want to belong. Love is an object of the 
most fervent desire for almost everyone on Earth; to 
know that we are worth something, that our lives have 
value. That we are worthy of being loved. 
 That we existed, and that existence mattered. 
 “I love you, but…” 
 Love is something people just get ridiculous 
about. As a culture, we attribute it mystical powers – 
Doctor Who saves the world with it every other week; 
Jean-Luc Picard uses it as justification for the human 
race’s existence; Matthew McConaghy escapes a black 
hole with it; John Lennon tells us it’s all we need… On and 
on and on, giving it magical powers it doesn’t remotely 
have, all because it just feels so good. 
 “I love you, but…” 
 See how nice that sounds? They love you. They 
must. After all, they’ve just said so! It’s obvious isn’t it? 
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How could these words be dangerous? How could any 
admission of devotion lead us to harm? 
 “I love you, but…” 
 It’s in the qualifier. ‘Love’ is unconditional. By its 
very nature, it represents a lack of choice. If I love you, I 
can’t just switch it off. Love isn’t like a tap. Once you love 
something, that’s just it. Anyone who adds a ‘but’ to that 
sentence, well… That’s a qualifier, isn’t it? That’s a 
condition. 
 “I love you, but you talk too much.” 
 “I love you, but you could do with losing some 
weight.” 
 “I love you, but I don’t like it when you spend so 
much time with your friends.” 
 That “but” poisons the whole phrase, because it 
neatly proves that whoever is saying it? They don’t love 
you at all. They might like you, but they don’t love you. 
They might love what you can do for them (or perhaps to 
them), but they don’t love you. That’s because love is 
uncontrollable; it is accepting of flaws, because it has no 
choice. Love is tolerant of mistakes, because it can’t do 
otherwise. To love someone, truly love them, is to be 
unable to let anything else in the way. 
 Maybe they did love you once; maybe they truly 
believe they do love you still. Doesn’t matter; the 
moment you hear that “but…” it’s a sign: it’s over. 
Whatever feelings they had for you are gone, and now 
they’re using your feelings to their advantage. 
 Because that “but” always leads to a request. Cut 
your hair. Change your clothes. Stop hanging out with 
your friends. 
 Change yourself into what I want you to be. 
 Because I’m the one who’s important. 
 Now, hold onto these ideas, because we’re going 
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to return to them. We just have to discuss magick first. 
 

On Shells 

 
 There’s an interesting thing in the mythology of 
GW’s interpretation of the Chaos gods; famously, each 
originally began as a more positive force in the universe. 
For example, Tzeentch was the god of hope, Khorne the 
god of bravery and determination, and so on. They all 
began somewhere more positive than they are now. This 
is not a unique idea. In fact, it is a very old one indeed. 
 Hermeticism is an eclectic religious tradition 
which basically involves being a wizard and is the source 
of all those creepy Goetic demonic names like Baal and 
Belial (well, original Abrahamic tribal sources 
nothwithstanding). It includes a great many ideas lifted 
wholesale from something called Kabbalah. This 
phonemically delightful word is the name for a specifically 
Jewish tradition of mysticism, rooted and based in maths 
and words. It’s the place we get the idea of the Golem 
from, as well as the root of ideas like the fact spells have 
to be spoken, that they use ‘magic words’. 
 All very interesting, but how does that relate to 
anything? 
 Shells. 
 Shells is how. 
 You see, Kabbalism uses what I’ve always thought 
is a beautiful metaphor to describe the world and the way 
everything connects to everything else. It’s called the Tree 
of Life, and in essence it’s a kind of map of reality. 
 There are ten points on the tree (the big circles 
above) called sephiroth (and no, they’re not the villain of 
‘Final Fantasy VII’). Each has a number and a name, and 
those numbers and names are linked. For example, the 
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top, Kether (meaning ‘crown’), is numbered 1. It 
represents God, the self, the purest form of ego… hence 
why it’s number 1. Two is Chokmah, and represents 
‘fatherly’ traits, such as leadership, authority… All those 
ideas associated with fatherhood. Its number is 2, 
because the shape you draw between two points looks 
like… 
 Well. 
 Basically, a penis. 
 Three is Binah, and represents ‘motherly’ traits, 
such as caring, protectiveness, and so on. Its number is 
three, because that draws a triangle, which (if you angle 
the point so it’s pointing down) looks just like… 
 Well, the kind of triangle ladies get between their 
legs. 
 I’m sure you get the point. 
 Now, this is all a massive oversimplification of a 
highly complex system of thinking (and if you want to 
know more, I can't recommend you read Alan Moore's 
magnum opus 'Promethea' enough. Seriously, it's one of 
the most interesting books ever written; go get a copy 
now!) but I hope it gets the key point across, namely that 
the tree of life is entirely metaphorical, as well as deeply 
symbolic. The points of the Sephiroth represent parts of 
everything, and everyone, because everyone has a 
masculine side, a feminine side, the purest part of 
themselves, as well as the other ideas I’ve not listed 
(which include a sense of justice, a sense of beauty, and 
so on). 
 
 The thing is, just like Spiderman has Venom, the 
Emperor has Horus, and Amazon.com has basic human 
decency, the tree of life has a tree of death; as you might 
imagine, it’s bad news. It’s an inverted tree of life, with 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Promethea-Book-1-Mick-Gray/dp/1563896672
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the sephiroth replaced by their deathly opposites, called 
‘qlippoth’. 
 Now qlippoth doesn’t mean ‘demon’ or ‘devil’ or 
‘Justine Bieber’ – you know, creatures of pure evil – like 
you might at first think. It actually means ‘shells’. 
Specifically, empty shells. That’s because Kabbalism 
doesn’t look at evil as a specific act; you can’t ‘be’ evil… 
Because there’s no such thing: evil is an absence.  
 In the dark ages, there was a mythical substance 
called ‘frigoric’; it was supposed to be like coal, only it 
gave off cold rather than heat. Certain alchemists argued 
this was where cold weather came from, but the idea is 
laughable now. We all know that cold is simply the 
absence of heat. In the same way, Kabbalism argues evil 
isn’t a thing that exists in and of itself; it’s simply an 
absence of goodness. Evil acts are acts committed 
without humanity. Those who do them don’t do them 
because they’re evil; they do them because the goodness 
isn’t there. Now, you may or may not disagree with that, 
but the point it that that’s why a the tree of death is 
made of qlippoth: because it’s all that’s left over once the 
goodness has gone are hollow shells. 
 Allow me to illustrate. 
 Imagine a man called Dave. Dave loves Stacy, but 
Stacy isn’t interested. Dave’s love compels him to try his 
best to win Stacy – buying her gifts, helping her out, 
listening to her problems… But Stacy’s just not interested. 
So she turns to him, and speaks her truth: ‘You’re a good 
man, but I don’t love you and I never will’. And it’s true, 
she won’t. 
 Now, sephirothic Dave, filled with goodness, 
listens, and hears. And because his love for Stacy is true, 
he says to himself ‘This might mean I spend the rest of my 
life unhappy… But I’d do that for her, because I love her… 
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Which means her happiness is more important to me than 
my own.’ So he thanks Stacy for her honesty, wishes her 
well in her search for love, and leaves her forever… 
Hopefully to look for someone who will love him back. 
Maybe they stay friends, maybe they don’t; it’s irrelevant, 
because Stacy is happy. Dave’s love for her made her 
happy. Hopefully Dave is happier too, because he’s made 
a clean break and can start looking for the right person for 
him – the one who will love him back. 
 Qlippothic Dave, though? He hears her truth… But 
ignores it. See, he doesn’t actually love her; he just loves 
the way she makes him feel. He listens only to his own 
feelings, this selfish need for her. He judges her needs as 
less important than his own, and so he carries trying to 
win her over. When she keeps rejecting him, he gets 
angry – his feelings keep being hurt: why doesn’t she care 
about his feelings? He’s been so good to her! 
 He can’t see that he is responsible for his own 
misery, because his compassion is missing. If he could 
only see that his constant attention was making her first 
annoyed, then frustrated and finally terrified, that every 
attempt to win her actually makes her hate him more, 
then he would see that there was not even the possibility 
of happiness there for either of them. But he can’t; his 
empathy is missing. He can’t see her feelings, only his. So 
he keeps listening to his desires, following her around, 
stalking her, making her life a scared, wretched misery… 
And all in the name of ‘love’. 
 So the qlippoth of love? Is stalking. Love itself is 
neither good nor evil. It requires compassion and 
empathy to be good, or it’s simply a hollow desire that 
can easily form the basis of some truly psychopathic 
behaviour. 
 And as it is with the qlippoth, so it is with the 
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Ruinous Powers. 
 They may have once been gods of hope and 
honour and a great many things besides, but those days 
are long over. The Ruinous Powers are exactly that, and 
can never be anything else. Not any more. 
 Of course, that doesn’t stop Chaos’ worshippers 
lying to themselves. 
 Denial is, after all, the most predictable of all 
human responses. 
 

But He Loves Me! 

 
 Chaos is generous. It gives its followers gifts, 
powers, mutations, boons… On and on and on. But the 
thing is, Chaos doesn’t follow rules about how and why it 
does this. Unless it does. And then changes its mind. The 
one thing you can rely on when it comes to Chaos, is that 
Chaos? Is chaotic. It’s unpredictable. There is nothing to 
say that one day, it won’t just look at Abaddon and go 
‘You’re a chaos spawn now and forever because banana-
flavoured monkey skirts!’ 
 By nature, Chaos cannot be controlled, 
channelled, funnelled or manipulated. So the idea that 
Chaos provides is a flawed one. Because it does… But it 
takes away too. And without rhyme or reason. Even if 
you’re part of a Chaos Legion, even if you’ve been 
working up the ranks over the millennia of The Long War, 
you can never be safe, because the parts of the Chaos 
gods that made them worthy of worship… They’re just 
not there any more. Khorne doesn’t care if you die or 
your opponent does, so long as someone gets got. 
Tzeentch doesn’t care if it’s plans are confounded, as long 
as it’s the one doing the confounding, and maybe not 
even then. 
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 As we established, the Chaos gods are all, 
ultimately, shells of what they once were, their most 
important parts missing. And you remember how we 
discussed that anyone who says ‘I love you, but…’ doesn’t 
love you at all? 
 Well. A practical example of that. 
 Sharon was a woman who grew up quite an 
unhappy little girl; looked over and mistreated, she’d 
been through various relationships with various men, 
never quite enjoying an emotional connection of any sort. 
She liked them well enough, but really none of them ever 
did it for her. 
 Then she met Steve. 
 And Steve was great. Charismatic, charming, 
intelligent, dynamite in bed… He was everything she’d 
never known before. He made her laugh, he made her 
smile, he made her feel safe. He was a great, great guy. So 
when he voiced the fact he didn’t really like the way her 
mother treated her, taking advantage of Sharon’s need to 
feel loved by making her do lots of little favours she 
hated, well, it was only right she listened. After all, her 
mum was a pain. She’d been doing favours for her for 
years without thanks or praise, and Steve was only 
repeating things to her she’d already said. 
 When Steve pointed out that her Dad was the 
same, always getting her to store his ridiculous collections 
of plastic tat at her house despite having room at his, 
well, he was just telling her what she’d told him. He was 
only a mirror to her own feelings. Steve even offered to 
talk to her parents about it when she couldn’t, and he did 
too. He was great, really positive with them – not difficult 
for a man as charming as him – and within a month or so, 
the house was clear and Sharon didn’t have to do any 
more of those annoying little favours. 
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 About a month later, when Steve pointed out 
how unhappy her friends were making her, well, he was 
only mirroring her own thoughts again. Because they 
were all so passive aggressive, weren’t they? Especially 
bloody Leona. God, the way that woman talked behind 
her back, it was like being back at school. Steve was right, 
completely right, and anyway, he was all she needed, 
wasn’t he? Not a bunch of annoying grown-up girls who 
only ever wanted to go out and drink Prosecco, 
pretending to be better than they were as they moaned 
about how… 
 It was no great difficulty to stop replying to their 
texts. And it was no great loss when the texts stopped 
coming. And slowly, Steve came to be Sharon’s entire 
world; her balm against loneliness, her shield against the 
world. 
 And he cried so hard after the first time he hit 
her. It wasn’t his fault; he’d had a hard day at work, and it 
wasn’t like he was an abusive partner, not really. He 
didn’t get drunk and mistreat her or call her names, he 
didn’t intimidate her into leaving. Yes, he might have said 
he didn’t know what he’d do without her – may have 
threatened suicide if she left – but that was only because 
of his deep love for her. That was just how important she 
was to him: she was his everything. How could she turn 
her back on him? 
 That’s what she told herself the next time he hit 
her. And the time after that. Every time was the last, 
every time. And he wasn’t lying, either. He meant it every 
time. Every single time. Every time, it tore him apart 
inside, and the next day would be flowers and gifts and 
meals out and apologies… 
 Until there weren’t. 
 After two years, even the apologies had stopped. 
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And, bruised and broken (though not always physically), 
Sharon began to wonder if she’d made a mistake. That 
she loved him was undeniable… It hadn’t been like when 
they got together in so long, but she still remembered 
how it had been at the start. And it wasn’t like she had 
anywhere else to go. She hadn’t spoken to her parents in 
over two years, hadn’t seen another soul in nearly as 
long. And it wasn’t like Steve was going to kill her, was it? 
 You could change Steve’s name to Emma if you 
like. Or Sharon’s name to Brad. Or both. Patterns of abuse 
are frighteningly similar across genders; every human is 
capable of hurting another. I simply framed the story this 
way because Sharon was a really good friend of mine and 
I’m just telling her story the way it was told to me. 
(Names changed to protect her, obviously). 
 More importantly – and relevant to this article - 
you could also change Steve’s name to Khorne, or 
Tzeentch or any of their kin if you like. Then, you could 
change Sharon to Angron, or Mortarion or a hundred 
other named characters. 
 When they’re written well, the Ruinous Powers 
come to you as a friend. Not as slavering, gibbering, 
obvious evil, but as the charming, wonderful, 
misunderstood loves of your life. As the part of you that 
was missing until right now. They’re seductive; they call 
out to your insecurities… Even Khorne, whose warriors all 
began as probably the most insecure of all. They come to 
you and they’re the answer to a question you didn’t know 
you’d spent your whole life asking. Whatever you need, 
they bring it to you… It and everything else. The power to 
save the Imperium with mighty magicks? Not a problem, 
Magnus. The glorious death your father cheated you of 
when you lead the slave revolt and your sisters and 
brothers died without you? Here you go, Angron. The 
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chance to demonstrate your superiority to the father who 
never loved you?  
 Sure thing, Horus. We can do that for you. 
 And the Powers smile and tell you they love you, 
that you’re the only one for them, all while telling every 
one of the people around you the exact same thing. They 
tell you they’ll never hurt you, that you are Chosen, that 
you are their Champion, that if you follow their rules, that 
if you’re strong and brave and never let them down, the 
universe and everything in it will be yours. 
 So it’s not their fault when they hit you. You must 
have done something to earn that. It’s not their fault 
when the next Black Crusade fails, or when your human 
warriors are swallowed by a campaign where you were 
promised daemonic support that never materialised. 
 It must be something you did.  
 Chaos isn't a caring mother, or a protective 
father. It doesn't give you its gifts because it cares for you, 
or wants to see you succeed or grow. It's an abusive 
spouse, constantly undermining whatever there is left of 
its followers and replacing that with itself, hollowing them 
out until they're nothing but a brainwashed slave, 
slathering for violence or drugs or to spread disease or 
make pretty pretty spells. And all the while, as this 
process of erosion goes on, the worshipper justifies it to 
themselves - it's what I want. It must be, or else why am I 
allowing it? I must want this. Denial is the most powerful 
emotion that an abuser can take advantage - that simple 
refusal to see things as they are, because... because... 
because... Always a different because, and it's never true, 
but it's close enough to the truth that the person can 
allow themselves to believe it. And all the while, that 
sense of self, that self-esteem and happiness, all slowly 
gets worn away and replaced by a spiritual parasite, 
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incapable of anything except further abuse. 
 To be a Chaos worshipper is to live a life of 
constant, horrifying abuse. Even if you're at the top of 
things, you're still less than the god which demands your 
soul. 
 

On Agency. 

 
 See, Chaos isn’t anyone’s friend. It’s not a 
superpower or a fuel. It’s not the bullets in its 
worshippers’ guns and it’s not a Plot Device that 
wallpapers over the faction’s deficiencies. 
 Well… 
 Apart from when it is, I suppose… and the fact 
that some writers use it as that? I think that’s a problem. 
 See, 40K, at its best, is all about Forging A 
Narrative. Whether that’s on the tabletop or in a book or 
wherever, there have to be real odds. In Greek tragedy, 
they don’t call the hero a hero, because they understood 
the hero doesn’t have to be heroic. The word they use is 
‘protagonist’. It means ‘the one who struggles’, because 
stories are all about struggle. They’re about things going 
wrong, and a character trying to put them right, no 
matter the cost. 
 A key part of that is that they should have some 
agency against the ‘antagonist’, the thing they struggle 
against. If there’s no chance they can win, then the story 
becomes dull… And likewise, if there’s no chance they can 
lose, the story becomes dull too. Drama comes from the 
possibility of success or failure – that mid-stage where we 
literally have no idea what’s going to happen. 
 Consider the classic problem of DC’s Superman. 
He’s so absurdly tough, so ridiculously unkillable, that it’s 
borderline impossible to get an audience fired up about 
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him. No-one’s cared about Superman since the 1940s. All 
his best writers acknowledge this; how does he 
meaningfully struggle against anything? They have to 
work to put him into situations where he’s either 
struggling against things he can’t solve with his powers 
(like dating) or struggling against problems that can never 
be solved (like famine or human cruelty) or struggling 
against godlike villains (like General Zod or Darkseid). 
When they have him against Batman, Batman is the 
default hero because Superman so obviously wipes the 
floor with him; the end of ‘The Dark Knight Returns’ is 
amazing specifically because SPOILER Batman wins. 
Superman is dull because there are no stakes in any of his 
stories; he’s not a badass. He’s a flying brick. 
 He even thinks in melodrama. 
 Now compare him to Captain America. In so many 
ways, they’re fundamentally the same guy: all-American, 
decent and good. They both want to protect and serve 
the world in the best of all possible ways. They both hate 
bullies, care deeply, and are slightly nebbish is private. 
But Cap is so much more awesome because he’s so much 
more vulnerable. Oh, he’s faster, tougher, stronger… But 
he’s still got to run from an airstrike. The stakes are higher 
because he has to struggle in human, meaningful ways 
that Superman doesn’t. 
 ‘Chaos provides’ turns Chaos from Captain 
America into Superman, and makes the faction ten times 
less interesting as a result. It’s narratively shortsighted. 
Say Abaddon leads a Black Crusade, fights all the way to 
Pluto, then suddenly BAM! Khorne manifests on Earth for 
no reason at all and kills everything while Abaddon is 
forced to watch… See, unless the story is about how 
Abaddon will always be Chaos’ useless little punk, The 
Lord and Master Of All Human Failure, then he just got 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0PlwDbSYicM
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cheated. He didn’t do anything to win. In his own story, 
he just sat there and let Chaos do the heavy lifting. He 
becomes completely secondary. 
 In order for the story to be interesting, he has to 
have agency, which is a posh way of saying ‘he has to be 
capable of affecting the story outcome himself, and be 
the one who does so’. 
 If Chaos is going to be the main character of its 
story, if it’s going to be the protagonist, then it needs to 
be able to fail., because that possibility of failure is what 
drives our excitement. Chaos’ forces need to have unique 
flaws – things that its followers have to struggle against. 
And their unique flaw is their lack of everything. It’s what 
makes their defiance so exciting. They have to be worried 
about getting new bullets, refuelling, resupply, all in a way 
the Imperium or the Craftworlds or the Tau Empire does 
not, because in a very real way, that’s their story. That’s 
their struggle. The key trait of the Chaos Worshipper is 
refusal to submit. Taking that away, making it so they 
don’t need to fight to keep going? It turns them into evil 
Superman… Great if they’re the villain. But otherwise? It 
makes them dull. 
 A Chaos Worshipper, be they Cultist, Chosen or 
Champion, is, at their heart, a person utterly alone. 
They’ve fallen in love with something that does not love 
them back… Something that is incapable of loving them 
back; the Ruinous Powers’ qlippothic natures mean that 
they are utterly incapable of caring; the part of them that 
could is long gone. They can no more care for their 
followers than a person without lungs can breathe. So the 
Chaos worshipper’s very source of what power they have 
left mistreats them, lies to them, manipulates them, 
abandons them at exactly the worst possible moment, 
hurts them… And they’re the ones who have to always 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/VillainSue
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come crawling back, because Chaos is all they’ve got now. 
They left all their support networks behind and can never 
go back. 
 Never. 
 And that’s awesome, because it makes for great 
stories. From the outside, Chaos is a monolithic, terrifying 
mass of lunatic killers and monsters. From the inside? It’s 
basically the same thing, only every single one of those 
killers and monsters is hanging on to the edge of a deep, 
black abyss by their fingertips. 
 So saying ‘Chaos provides’ is actually incredibly 
demeaning. It’s short-changing the faction, saying ‘We 
don’t need to put any effort in, because no matter how 
badly we foul the bed, mummy Chaos will come along and 
wipe our little bum-bums’. It’s to deny those amazing 
Chaos characters their story: that they struggle ten times 
harder than any Imperial, because their friends, followers, 
even their god… The whole entire universe is against them 
on a literal, personal level. 
 And they’re still fighting. 
 That, my friends, is what makes a great 
protagonist, and it’s why Chaos players shouldn’t get 
angry about their faction’s struggles. It’s why they should 
embrace them. Despite all appearances to the contrary, 
no-one else has to fight as hard.  

 
___________________________ 

 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 So many Chaos players seem to think Chaos is 
their friend. After hundreds of comments calling me an 
idiot (and worse) in the aftermath of my previous ‘Here 
are my thoughts on Chaos’ columns, I’d pretty much had 
enough of that attitude. 
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 I mean, it says something quite troubling when an 
abused partner can’t spot that they’re being abused, and 
the comments this article got kind of revealed that there’s 
a lot of people in the gaming community who don’t really 
get what emotional abuse is. After all, anyone can be a 
victim of abuse, which is a key reason it goes on. 
 That still really worries me, because of what it 
implies about these gamers and their real-world 
relationships. Whether they’re abuser or abused, there’s a 
hole in their critical thinking if they can’t recognise this 
pernicious type of intimate partner abuse and take steps 
to redress it. 
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Games Workshop Make Games 
For Kids. 

 
Originally published August 2015 
 
 So I heard from everyone – everyone – that 
‘Infinity’ is easily the most exciting skirmish game on the 
tabletop right now. And when I say ‘everyone’, I just want 
to be clear: I’m not talking about the kind of hipster 
gamers who think they gain cool points bragging about 
only playing eurogames centred on the cutthroat politics 
of sheep farming in preindustrial Norway. I’m talking 
about people whose opinion is actually worth listening to. 
People who play everything from 40K to even more 
obscure games about the merciless politics of grass 
herding in preindustrial Livonia, and all purely for the love 
of dice and cards with friends.  
 So, ‘Infinity’ then. I downloaded a copy of the 
rulebook, and the moment I started reading, my bottom 
promptly fell off. I’m not even kidding: one minute I was 
sat reading a book of colourful rules for simulating 
gunfire, the next ‘CLONK’ and there were my buttocks, 
just sat on the floor, looking up at me with a wretched 
expression at my horrid betrayal. 
 Or at least that’s how it felt. 
 I mean, I tried. I really, really did. But looking 
through page after page after page after page after page 
after page after page after page after page after page 
after page after page after page after page after page 
after page after page after page after page after page after page after page after 

page after page after page after page after page after page after page after page  
 Dear sweet mercy, what kind of madness was 
this? Two hundred and fifty six pages? Two hundred and 
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fifty six? How is that even possible?! Page after page of 
rules, tables, charts, examples, cross-references, 
keywords, more charts, more tables, detailed rules for 
blind fire and  

aaaaAAAAAAGGGGGGHH
H!!! 

 

 Oh my actual Glob, I’m just sat here thinking 
about it, and I feel like my intestines are going to unspool 
from inside me and fall into a wet puddle of bloody ruin 
between my legs. 
 *Inhales. Counts to four. Exhales.* 
 Okay, now, don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying 
that ‘Infinity’ is a bad game. I’ve never played, but I know 
it’s fun, because as I say, people whose opinions I 
seriously respect have assured me it is. And if I’d had a 
free moment when they hold their gaming nights, I’m 
sure they’d be able to hold my hand and shepherd me 
through my first few games until I was as enthused for it 
as it as they are. Alas, our job schedules conflict, and the 
only thing I have to guide me is a rulebook that’s easily 
more intimidating than the current AQA GCSE English 
exam curriculum. 
 And At least I get paid to read that. 
 Also, it’s worth clarifying, I read complicated 
things all the time, for both work and private enjoyment. 
There’s aforementioned AQA exam spec, and you don’t 
know true boredom until you’ve had to read one of those 
horrors from cover to cover. There’s GCSE mark schemes, 
which somehow manage to be even more boring than the 
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exam spec. Then there’s works of Alan Moore, which are 
pretty easy to follow… Until you get to his crazy stuff 
about magick and weirdness. Even Warren Ellis can’t 
handle that. 
 My point is, I like to think I’m good with words. 
I’m educated to a postgraduate level, and I like complex 
things. 
 But sweet mercy, I just couldn’t face the ‘Infinity’ 
rulebook. I don’t care how good the game is; unless 
someone shows me how to play, I ain’t learning. Life is 
just too short for that much maths. 
 Now: does this mean I hate complicated games? 
 No. 
 Yes. 
 Kind of. 
 My personal taste for gaming has always been for 
short, sweet games that last under an hour. I like them 
quick and tactical. My gaming sweet spot? It’s probably 
‘Blood Bowl’. GW have made a lot of fun games, but 
‘Blood Bowl’ is pure perfection in boardgame form. That’s 
followed very closely by games like ‘Smash Up’, ‘Space 
Hulk’ and probably 40K Kill Team. All are games that you 
can blaze through quickly; if you want more, you can play 
again, and if not? Well, they’ve not outstayed their 
welcome. 
 But if you listen to a certain type of gamer, I’m 
wrong. I should be playing Apocalypse at 
50,000,000,000x1010 points or I’m Doing It Wrong. I 
mean, they won’t necessarily say it that baldly; most of 
the time, it’ll be sideways passive-aggression. 
Humblebrags about how they play at ‘a different level’, 
the inference being that if you like smaller, simpler thing? 
You’re the person ruining gaming for everyone else.  
 And there’s a real belief that people like me, who 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fS0r3VNdV_k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fS0r3VNdV_k
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like things simple? We’re poison. We bring the hobby 
down. It’s related to the ‘fluffy vs WAAC’ gamer debate, 
but it’s not that. See, it’s not about competitive levels, or 
listbuilding or any of that. That would be forgivable. No, 
we’re a problem because we want The Worst Thing 
Imaginable. 
 We want games to be simple. And that’s not 
simple as in just ‘clean, well-written’; that’s ‘simple’ as in 
short. As in concise. Succinct. 
 Say, maybe four pages long. 
 Now, I can literally hear the ‘Age of Sigmar’ haters 
cracking their knuckles in anticipation of giving me a 
thorough murdering, and I imagine some will just skip the 
rest of my argument and go straight to posting angrily in 
the comments. If so, fair play to you. 
 However, the ‘Age of Sigmar’ controversy has 
kind of crystallised what I’ve always felt: that there’s a 
toxic assumption which underlies a lot of the thinking 
regarding what makes a ‘good wargame’. It’s a simple 
kind of equation, and it appeals to a certain type of gamer 
in the same way that breaking the internet appeals to Kim 
Kardashian, or racism appeals to Donald Trump. And it’s 
this: 
 more complexity = better. 
 You can kind of see the thinking. After all, the 
more rules there are to cover every kind of situation, the 
wider the range of units, characters, species, strategems, 
and tactics available. If the rules are broad enough, then 
you can have robots with phased plasma weaponry in the 
40watt range going toe-to-toe with Neanderthal shaman 
who’ve summoned the ghostly spirits of their ancestors to 
help. It’s a logical assumption. 
 But does that actually make it true? Does more 
complicated actually = better? 
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 See, I don’t think so, and over the course of this 
article, I hope to have elucidated my views on this 
somewhat. 

 
Why The Ice King Disproves A Flawed 
Assumption 

 
 Obviously, the key thing which has inspired this 
article is the release of ‘Age of Sigmar’. (Full disclosure – 
I’ve never had the slightest interest in collecting WHFB. I 
found the sheer density of the rule book off-putting, the 
rules for manoeuvring units obnoxious, the propensity 
towards Epic Heroism tedious, and I’ve already got 
fourteen or so 40K armies, so, yeah. WHFB wasn’t for me. 
That’s not to bash WHFB – I get the appeal of the old 
system. That’s simply me stating: I have no investment in 
praising it or burying it. It just wasn’t for me.) 
 When ‘Age of Sigmar’ came out (and the internet 
lost its collective mind) I basically read through the rules 
and thought ‘Wow. This looks fun. Really, really fun. Just a 
nice, simple, pick-up-and-play system that I don’t need to 
paint 40,000 wound counters to play. I might get into 
this.’ It’s an understatement to say that other people 
disagreed with me, and I get why people are angry. There 
were nearly 40 years of attachment to that game, and as 
someone who’s still angry that ‘Terminator: The Sarah 
Connor Chronicles’ got cancelled after only two years, 
sister? I feel your pain. But the thing that got my back up 
was the almost immediate sneering that began rearing its 
ugly head:  
 ‘Well, it looks like GW are just trying to appeal to 
the kiddies.’ 
 ‘This isn’t Warhammer; it’s a kid’s game.’ 
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 ‘This is just designed to suck the pennies off kids. 
It’s so simple, it can only be for kids.’ 
 I read a lot of comments like that. A lot. And every 
time I read something like that, I thought the same thing. 
 What a disappointing failure of imagination. 
 See, I get hating on a game because it’s 
unbalanced. I get hating on a game because it’s 
incomplete. I get hating on a game because it’s not what 
you personally want. I get hating on a game because it’s 
got a lack of diversity and equal representation. I get 
hating on a game because a D6 doesn’t afford the same 
level of randomisation as a D10 or a D20. 
 What I don’t get, is hating on a game because it’s 
intended for a young audience. 
 When I first got into 40K, it was back in 1989. I 
was eleven, and still very much a child. My first GW model 
was an Xmas present: one of the old Furioso 
dreadnoughts that came in a blister pack for £3.99. It 
weighed what felt like five kilos, and was not 
recommended for people younger than fourteen. 
Apparently, this was in case we had been eating lead all 
our lives and so a.) now had a taste for it so b.) were 
therefore stupid enough to assume this sharp collection 
of metal pieces was food.  
 My first actual GW purchase was a box of RTB01 
marines and the ‘Terminators and Tyranids’ boxed set. 
And before I went and bought them with the money I got 
from my grandparents, I remember actually having a 
conversation with my mum about it. 
 “Am I childish for wanting to play this game? 
Because it’s playing with toys, and I’m eleven now. Should 
I stop? I don’t want to, because this is basically the 
coolest thing I’ve ever seen, but I don’t feel like I should 
get involved.” 
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 I actually asked her that. At age eleven, I felt 
ashamed of liking 40K, because I was now old enough that 
I should have stopped playing with toys. Everyone else at 
school was into… I don’t really know what. Football, 
probably. Nike Air trainers. Dreaming of being old enough 
to shave. They weren’t still into toys and action figures 
and shiny, brightly coloured plastic figures. 
 Of course I felt ashamed. 
 ‘It’s for kids.’ 
 It’s a truth often unacknowledged that we can 
only see in others what we recognise in ourselves. I 
suspect every gamer has had that same fear; that, for all 
the ‘grown-ups’ who play wargames, our hobby is still, at 
the end of the day, ‘for kids’. I suspect many of us are, in 
some ways, a little ashamed of ourselves for loving this 
hobby so much. Throne knows, mainstream culture says 
we should; even with geek culture in ascendancy, 
wargames are still something people feel okay turning 
their nose up at. Having your sitcom character admit he 
likes 'Warhammer' might as well be shorthand for 'this 
one's dying a virgin'... Never mind the spectacular, prolific 
and borderline heroic acts of naked intimacy many of us 
wargamers have been a part of with their wives, 
husbands, and sexy friend/s. After all, why let truth get in 
the way of a tired, depressing stereotype? 
 So I would hazard a guess that any gamer who 
talks about GW making things ‘for kids’, well. I think they 
recognise that little bit of shame they feel in themselves… 
And they want to use it. To ‘weaponise’ it, if you will. They 
use it to try and shame people into compliance. At the 
moment, they’re attacking ‘Age of Sigmar’, but I’ve seen 
the same strategy used to attack everything from 40K to 
FFG releases, and they use it because it works. 
 At its core, it’s easy: just convince everyone this 
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isn’t appropriate for you. You are an adult, and you 
embarrass yourself by liking something for children. 
Shame is a powerful tool of social control. 
 That sense of shame though? That sense of 
shame and the whole attitude that encourages it? It’s 
bollocks. 
 See, anyone is allowed to like whatever they like. 
Some men like to play football. Some like to play darts. 
Some like gay sex. Some like sunbathing. Some like to roll 
dice. Some like ice cream. Some like to kiss girls. As I’ve 
said before, as long as what you’re doing is safe, sane and 
consensual, go for it. Like whatever you like: no-one can 
tell you not to like what you like. 
 At the heart of it’s a kids’ game’ is the incorrect 
assumption that ‘childish = stupid’, and, by extension, 
‘adult = intelligent’. That childish fun is lesser than 
‘mature’ content.  
 This is absolute bollocks. There are many proofs 
that art intended for children can be emotionally and 
intellectually engaging, but I want to focus on one: the 
television series ‘Adventure Time’ and its character, The 
Ice King. 
 To summarise: ‘Adventure Time’ is a children’s 
show aimed at children. The Ice King is the primary villain 
for the first series; he’s a crazy old wizard with ice magic, 
and he’s obsessed with kidnapping princesses. That’s his 
thing. And for the first season or so, he’s played pretty 
much for laughs. He’s just this funny, crazy villain, who’s a 
pain, but not too much of a problem for the heroes to 
defeat. 
 Then it turns out that SPOILER: The Ice King used 
to be a human called Simon Petrikov. He found a cursed 
crown that contained the powers of immortality and ice 
magic, but which condemns the user to tortured insanity. 

http://www.belloflostsouls.net/2015/04/40k-safe-sane-and-consensual-or-the-arrogance-of-unacknowledged-playstyles.html
http://www.belloflostsouls.net/2015/04/40k-safe-sane-and-consensual-or-the-arrogance-of-unacknowledged-playstyles.html
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He didn’t want to wear it, because when he did, his 
lunatic ravings drove his beloved ‘princess’ of a wife, 
Betty, from him… But the crown meant he had no idea 
what he’d done. Swearing never to wear the infernal 
thing again, Simon was forced to put it on to use the ice 
magic to defend a young girl, Marceline, whom he loved 
like a daughter. He did this knowing that each and every 
time he did so, the crown’s power grew, driving him 
further and further into madness and horror. 
 In the era ‘Adventure Time’ is set, Simon is gone 
completely, mentally ravaged to the point where there’s 
almost nothing of him left… Except his vague memory 
that he once loved a princess, so now he needs a new 
one. 
 The Ice King is tragedy personified. He’s lost 
everything, and the show makes it very clear: this is awful. 
Marceline, his adopted daughter, is still around, but she 
refuses to see him because to do so hurts too much. She 
misses Simon, but Simon’s gone. 
 And yes, this is all in a show designed for children. 
‘Adventure Time’ is a kids’ show, and the creator has 
openly said that’s never going to change. It’s never going 
to get darker and edgier, because he wants it to be 
something for children to watch with their parents and 
enjoy. He wants it to be whimsical and fun, with its candy 
people and silly jokes. 
 It also has moments like the Lich King explaining 
how all life is, inevitably, destined to be extinguished 
because destruction is an ineluctable process of the 
universe, the extinction of an unimportant side-effect of 
that process. 
 Now, these are some pretty intense ideas… but 
‘Adventure Time’ is for kids. The truth is that 'dark and 
edgier' does not equal more mature. Take something like 
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DC comics; they’re always trying to seem more ‘grown up’ 
than Marvel, more gritty and grim… But Marvel actually 
does mature content already. By ‘Iron Man 3’, the film’s 
key plot is that Tony Stark is suffering from PTSD. He’s 
become a recluse, hiding in his Hall of Armours, spending 
the GDP of a European nation on suits of armour just so 
he has an excuse to stay inside and avoid having a panic 
attack. That’s quite a realistic, mature approach to 
superheroism – the idea that actions have consequences. 
Yeah, it’s not handled realistically, and he’s ‘cured’ by the 
end of the film, but the fact it’s there at all is quite 
significant. 
 Just because something is for children, that 
doesn’t mean it has nothing to offer to adults. 
 It’s just people feel insecure liking ‘childish’ 
things, so they start throwing around the word ‘childish’ 
like a pejorative. And that’s a mistake. 
 

‘Easy to pick up, difficult to master’ shall be 
the whole of the law. 

 
 Returning to the issue of wargaming, one of the 
notable things to come out of the run-up to ‘Age of 
Sigmar’’s release was the number of people who claimed 
they were going to jump ship to Mantic’s ‘Kings of War’ 
game. 
 Now, for those of you that don’t know, Mantic 
Games are a miniature and gaming company who position 
themselves as a cheaper alternative to GW. The only 
game of theirs I have played is ‘Mars Attacks’, and I can 
confirm, it’s really fun. ‘Kings of War’ is their WHFB 
analogue, and when the sky fell and it was clear that 
many, many people were unhappy with WHFB, there 
were all sorts of players clamouring to jump ship. 

http://www.manticgames.com/home.html
http://www.manticgames.com/home.html
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 I read more than one commenter protesting 
‘Warhammer: Kiddie Edition’ saying how they were 
leaving such an overly-simplified system for a complex, 
grown up alternative. 
 Now, I think it’s worth pointing out that ‘Kings of 
War’ is sold on Mantic's blog with the following words: 
"It’s simple to learn but difficult to master. Easy to learn, 
deep rules set allows for players to focus more on tactics 
and strategy." 
 Huh. Would you look at that: 
 ‘simple to learn but difficult to master’. 
 A further comment from Mantic game designer 
Tuomas Pirinen (previously Design Supervisor at Games 
Workshop at the turn of the Millennium, and was the 
game designer of Warhammer Fantasy Battle 6th Edition 
and Mordheim): does he believe in stat-heavy, overly 
complex games? Well, his words on the topic are as 
follows: 
 'Easy-to-pick-up, difficult-to-master is the Holy 
Grail of the game design' 
 Huh. 
 You know what? I agree with him completely. And 
I’d be willing to bet that the majority of gamers do too. 
Complexity for its own sake appeals to the kind of person 
who loves systems more than games, and despite the 
loudness of their voices, they’re not going to be the 
majority. Loving systems over games means you're kind of 
the gaming equivalent of a jazz fan; you love the 
mechanics of the art more than the art itself, which is 
absolutely fine. But there are more fans of music than 
there are of jazz, just as there are more fans of art than 
there are of abstract painting, and so on. Loving the 
mechanisms and techniques for themselves is ultimately 
only one way to experience an art form, and it cannot and 
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should not be the metric by which a successful game is 
measured. 
 I honestly think that easy-to-pick-up, difficult-to-
master should be the only metric to successful game 
design, be it wargame, tabletop RPG, computer game, 
whatever. 
 

Simple doesn’t mean lacking in complexity. 

 
 Go is one of the simplest board games in the 
world. You just place counters, trying to surround a larger 
total area of the board with your stones than your 
opponent does by the end of the game. Simple idea, but 
with massive strategic complexity: it has 10761 possible 
games, compared to only 10120 in Chess. This is a game so 
complex, it was considered one of the four essential arts 
of a cultured Chinese scholar during the days of antiquity. 
 I wonder how many people decried it as a kiddie 
game on release? 
 A more modern example might be the free flow 
combat system in the various ‘Arkham’ Batman games. 
See, I love combat games; I’ve played 'Street Fighter' 
since 2 came out on the SNES, and I own literally every 
iteration of the game that’s been released. I bought a 
Dreamcast specifically to own the original 'SoulCalibur', as 
well as 'SNK vs Capcom'. 
 SNK’s brawlers have four buttons to choose from 
and a huge number of special moves. ‘Street Fighter’ 
players have six attack buttons, a varied of combination, 
and more special moves than you can shake a sizable 
joystick at. 
 ‘Arkham’ uses two buttons. 
 Two. 
 And I cannot get enough of the combat in the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Four_arts
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‘Arkham’ games. It’s so perfect: press X to cave in 
someone’s skull, press Y when they try to cave in yours. 
That’s it. 
 Except it’s not. You have to keep track of where 
multiple opponents are in real time, calculate where the 
next blow is going to land, who is vulnerable to the next 
attack, which guys are wearing body armour and so will 
cost you your combo… 
 It’s magnificent. 
 Two buttons. A kid could play it. And it’s got 
Batman. It’s for kids. Isn’t it? I wonder how many excuses 
people might come up with to claim that it’s not. That it’s 
for adult because of x, y, and z. They’ll say I’ve not 
covered batarangs, that I’ve left out special moves and 
gadget quickmoves, all of which use additional buttons. 
That the story features horror elements and violence and 
mutilation and Harley Quinn’s awful, awful outfit. 
 All true… But you can win almost every fight with 
those two buttons and a single takedown combo press. A 
kid could do it. And I know that many kids have; the 
‘Arkham’ games are massively popular at our school. 
 See, I believe that if you’re going to add layers of 
complexity to a game, well: you need to be improving 
some aspect of the game. What does that extra button 
add? What does that extra dice roll do to make the game 
more fun? What does that extra statistic do to make the 
game better? 
 And if the answer is a nebulous sense of 'realism' 
- well, why is simulationist better than escapist? Compare 
the fun people have playing ‘Call of Duty’ deathmatches 
to the fun they used to have playing ‘Quake’. Rocket 
jumping meant ‘Quake’ was never remotely realistic, but 
it was a skilful thing to be able to pull off, and loads of fun 
to do.  
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 If realism were the main thing a game should 
aspire towards, Microsoft Flight Simulator would be the 
greatest gameplay achievement in the history of the 
world. And I’d rather play literally anything else than 
Microsoft Flight Simulator. 
 

Which Is Worse: Enjoying Children’s Games, 
or Thinking Insecurity Is Something To Take 
Pride In? 

 
 I was on the train to Sheffield the first time I saw 
the nonsense that are Harry Potter’s ‘adult’ book covers. 
 Some grey haired, middle aged man in a suit was 
nose deep in a children’s book about a young female 
wizard constantly saving her scarred friend and his idiot 
mate through hard work, determination and pluck. The 
middle aged chap was chortling as he read, and over the 
course of a two hour journey, he didn’t look up once. He 
was completely lost in enjoyment… But he couldn’t have 
admitted that enjoyment came from a story intended for 
children. He had to hide his reading material behind a 
‘grown-up’ cover. 
 He was insecure in admitting what he liked. And 
that’s wrong. The Harry Potter books are great fun. Great 
fun. Why shouldn’t he be allowed to like them? 
 See, I think this nonsense argument, this reflexive 
cry that one game ‘is for kids!’, while the writer’s 
preferred game is not… I think it’s all a sham. A cover for a 
place of deep personal insecurity and shame. I think some 
gamers still feel ashamed for liking this hobby, and so 
have a desperate need to define the hobby as 'mature'. 
Anything that challenges that perceived ‘maturity’, be it a 
decrease in complexity, a new line of models that are 
somehow less ‘realistic’, any change that could be 
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interpreted as making the game less ‘grown-up’… And 
well. That’s a step towards admitting they still like 
playing, just like a child does. So these changes get fought 
in the ugliest way possible, driven by a deep personal fear 
that someone’s going to shame them first. They’re so 
scared of this shaming, they seize the initiative and get in 
first. 
 They’re basically The Father from ‘The Lego 
Movie’. 
 In ‘The Lego Movie’, this character, The Father, 
sees himself as a gatekeeper. Lego is his hobby. He is in 
charge of it… At least, that’s what he feels, and so he is 
forced to make absurd claims that Lego is for adults. The 
film quietly ridicules him for this notion, pointing out that 
it’s not for adults or children: it’s for everyone.  
 The Father is so terrified of social censure, it’s 
reached the point where he goes through the most 
convoluted mental gymnastics to deny that he likes 
playing with toys - but why should he? What's wrong with 
being an adult who plays with toys? Why is play a 
negative thing? What is so superior about things being 
'for adults'? 
 It's all just a nebulous fear of social censure, and 
it's ridiculous. 
 In the staffroom the other day, a group of women 
and men, all parents, were sat around discussion how 
much fun it was to have kids. Why? Was it just that kids 
were adorable bundles of fun? Well, yes. But, as one 
woman said: 
 “Well, because you’re allowed to play with toys 
again, aren’t you? Without feeling stupid, I mean.” 
 Secretly, she loved to play with toys. Not just with 
her child, but because toys are fun. Maybe not in the 
same way as when she was a child herself, but still fun. 



120 
 

And because I have learned how better to fit in with 
Normal People, I didn’t say what I wanted to, which was 
this:  
 Finally allowed to play with toys again? Well, 
maybe you are, love. But I never stopped; I was always 
allowed to play with toys. Not by my mum, or the people 
around me… But because I don’t need anyone to give me 
permission to like what I like.  
 And you shouldn’t either. 
 I didn’t say that. But I thought it very loudly. 
Because as long as it’s safe, sane and consensual, no-one 
can tell you what you’re allowed to like. Anyone who tells 
you that what you like is childish? Well, that says more 
about them than you. That’s them telling you that they’re 
insecure. That they’re scared of judgement, and they 
think you should be too. Why? Because then they get 
confirmation; then, they finally get to say they were right 
to be scared, right to have stopped doing things they 
enjoyed, right to have shut themselves up in a little box 
made of their own anxieties and worries about what 
other people might say. 
 There will always be people who call you childish 
for liking things designed for children. You can argue as 
hard as you want, point out the qualities of the art, 
explore why you love it, but they won’t listen because 
they don’t want to. 
 The trick is to ignore them. Give yourself 
permission to like what you like, without offering the 
slightest apology. 
 You’re allowed to. 
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___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 I will never understand people who are slavishly 
obsessed with appearing ‘grown-up’. To me, it just 
bespeaks an ugly kind of childishness 
 Thankfully, in the ensuing years, the ‘Age of 
Sigmar’ game has managed to lose the ‘simple games are 
for kids’ tag, which is very pleasing (and I say this as a 
non-AoS player), but we all know that the tag’ll no doubt 
come back. 
 Most likely with 8th edition 40K, or 9th or 
whatever. There’s a lot of fanboys out there who don’t like 
change, and calling any change childish will ever be their 
first line of attack. Of course, it’ll be just as untrue then as 
it is now. 
 In closing, it’s worth remembering the words of 
C.S. Lewis: 
 
“Critics who treat 'adult' as a term of approval, instead of as a 
merely descriptive term, cannot be adult themselves. To be 
concerned about being grown up, to admire the grown up 
because it is grown up, to blush at the suspicion of being 
childish; these things are the marks of childhood and 
adolescence. And in childhood and adolescence they are, in 
moderation, healthy symptoms. Young things ought to want to 
grow. But to carry on into middle life or even into early 
manhood this concern about being adult is a mark of really 
arrested development. When I was ten, I read fairy tales in 
secret and would have been ashamed if I had been found doing 
so. Now that I am fifty I read them openly. When I became a 
man I put away childish things, including the fear of childishness 
and the desire to be very grown up.” 
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Frodo Will Never Get To Go To The 
Moon. 

 
Originally published September 2015 

 
 World-building: noun. The process of constructing 
an imaginary world, sometimes associated with a whole 
fictional universe. 
 

In Which YorkNecromancer Meets His First 
Olympian. 

 
 I was never one for sports until I left school. 
Blessed with the stamina of a sad potato and the physical 
might of a bedridden sea cucumber, I could not be 
described as a natural athlete. Condemned to the bottom 
set in every PE class, I had to participate in no fewer than 
thirty two separate kinds of running alongside the other 
fat kids, asthmatics and genuine outright psychopaths. 
After playing rugby with a rat-faced lunatic who actually 
once tackled an opponent with a running shoryuken, the 
concept of sport went from something I merely disliked to 
something I outright despised. 
 Imagine my surprise when, after university, I 
discovered wrasslin’. The staged theatrics of faked 
wrestling were a sweaty revelation. Within a month, I 
could run for the first time in my life. After three, I was 
throwing two hundred pound men around like they were 
made of cardboard. Turns out I hated sports because they 
were missing a vital ingredient: violence. 
 And after I realised that, there was no stopping 
me. 
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 That’s how I came to be talking to Cheryl (not her 
real name, obviously) about her time at the Olympics. 
Cheryl was not what you might expect of a legitimate 
Olympic athlete. She was head of history, and deeply 
unassuming. Five foot nothing and cloaked in a perpetual 
scowl, she lived every day of her life the same, regardless 
of rain or shine, failure or success: beginning the day in a 
state of general contempt, she would slowly move 
through scorn, derision, disdain and disapproval before 
finally arriving in condescension just in time for staff 
meetings. She could have won the lottery; the winning 
ticket would have been met with little more than a raised 
eyebrow and a cold sneer. 
 Needless to say, I liked her immensely. 
 After trying kendo, I had tried escrima. After 
escrima, I’d been fencing for about a year, and to this day, 
I still maintain that no other combat sport is faster. Boxing 
may require more resilience, MMA more tactical thought, 
but for sheer speed, there is nothing faster than fencing. 
Nothing. You’ve not seen speed until you’ve watched 
someone who knows what they’re doing flash across 
eighteen feet of floor towards you with two and a half 
feet of steel in their hand, all in less time than it takes to 
blink. It is a deadly, deadly style. 
 You just look like a bloody numpty while you’ve 
doing it. It’s the only sport where standing like a monkey 
in the throes of anaphylactic shock is obligatory. 
 If I’m honest, I felt like an absolute idiot keeping 
my non-sword hand up in the air behind me unless 
lunging – I couldn’t get past the certainty that I was 
coming across as less ‘dashing warrior hero’ and more 
‘prince of the fruits’. I mentioned this self-consciousness 
to Cheryl, who swivelled at me with the same kind of look 
that’s normally only reserved for men who dress up as 
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Santa all year round. She stared me dead in the eye and it 
felt the temperature in the room dropped ten degrees. 
 “Well, when I was at the Olympics, if I’d fought 
any other way, I’d have been dead.” 
 “Cheryl,” I asked with no small surprise, “you 
were at the Olympics?!” 
 “Yup.” She replied, the weight of her unblinking 
eyes slowly turning into a physical sensation. “And let me 
tell you: if you worry about that sort of thing in a proper 
sword fight, you’ll be dead.” 
 “Why?” I asked, desperate to change the subject, 
to have her look away, anything so I didn’t feel quite so 
completely inadequate. 
 “Four nanoseconds.” She replied. 
 “What?” 
 “If you keep your arm up, then lower it when you 
lunge, it makes you four nanoseconds faster. Those 
nanoseconds are the difference between you hitting 
them, and them hitting you. So stop being such a bloody 
coward and keep your arm up.” 
 She turned and sipped her tea, and I found myself 
both grateful for this new piece of knowledge, and that I 
had already been to the toilet. 
 “How do you know the time so specifically?” I 
asked. 
 “We timed it. Needed to know; had to compare 
my speed to the other fencers.” 
 “Were you quicker?” 
 “Do you think I’d be here if I was?” 
 And that was when I learned what desolation 
really looked like. 
 

Well, That Was A Lovely Depressing Story, 
But What The Deuce Does It Have To Do 
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With Wargaming? 
 
 So Sauron’s in a lovely suit of armour, has a 
bloody great mace, and is laying waste to everyone. He’s 
Herohammering his way through an entire army of 
capital-m Men and the skies are black and damn, son, but 
he is evil like, for real. 
 And up steps Welshname, Son of Welshname, 
Heir to the Throne of Wales, and he’s all like “Aargh 
Sauron! Check it, fool. Taste these knuckles!” But Sauron’s 
all 
 KAPOW 
 And Welshname, Son of Welshname, Heir to the 
Throne of Wales drops in his plate armour and Sauron 
steps on his magical broadsword and Sauron’s all WELL 
WHAT NOW BRO? and Welshname, Son of Welshname, 
Heir to the Throne of Wales is all 
 "Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwllllantys
iligogogogoch forever!” 
 And there’s a slashing sound, followed by a cry of  
 “Broken sword, son!” and cuts off Sauron’s magic 
ring and then ten thousand years pass and everyone still 
wears the same plate armour, fights with the same 
broadswords, wears the same fashions and nothing, 
LITERALLY NOTHING has changed in the intervening 
3,650,000 days. 
 Oh, it may say ten millenia have passed, but they 
haven’t. Nothing meaningful has happened in those ten 
thousand years. It might as well have been a hundred 
years. Or thirty. 
 Forget the dwarves, dragons, elves and leather 
jerkins. No significant change in fashions, music, culture 
or technology? In 10,000 years?! 
 That is fucking absurd. 
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 Medieval stasis is a trope that always wrecks my 
personal willing suspension of disbelief. It’s silly I know, 
but I just can’t get past it. I mean, I know it should be 
completely minor, that just saying ‘A Wizard Did It’ should 
be good enough because the characters and their 
emotions are the important thing, but 

nnnnnnnnnnnaaaaaagggg
ghhhh! 

 
 Ten thousand years have passed! They should 
have invented spaceships by now! We’ve only had a 
thousand pass since men wore armour and we’ve cracked 
the human genome! Dragons are one thing, but ten 
thousand years of every single sapient species on the 
planet somehow not building on the successes and 
innovations of the generations that came before them?! 
 This is all I find myself thinking when I encounter 
this particular trope, and before anyone thinks I’m 
bashing ‘Lord of the Rings’, okay, I am a little, but only 
due to my very specific personal tastes in speculative 
fiction. See, despite one or two exceptions (primarily 
‘Crank 1: Jason Statham Kills Everyone’ and ‘Crank 2: 
Jason Statham Kills Everyone Else’) when it comes to 
fiction, I generally like it hard. 

 

Hard vs. Soft 
 
 All speculative fiction, as I’m sure you’re aware, 
exists upon a scale. TV Tropes refers to this as ‘The Mohs 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/MedievalStasis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Suspension_of_disbelief
http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/AWizardDidIt
http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/MohsScaleOfScienceFictionHardness
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Scale of Sci-Fi Hardness’, and to save time, I’m just going 
to quote them on the difference between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ 
fiction: 
 
 “Example: a character is shown a machine for 
traveling into the past and asks, "How does it work?" 
 In soft SF: "You sit in this seat, set the date you 
want, and pull that lever." 
 In hard SF: "A good question with an interesting 
answer. Please have a seat while I bring you up to speed 
on the latest ideas in quantum theory, after which I will 
spend a chapter detailing an elaborate, yet plausible-
sounding connection between quantum states, the unified 
field theory, and the means by which the brain stores 
memory, all tied into theories from both Albert Einstein 
and Stephen Hawking." 
 In really hard SF: "It doesn't. Time travel to the 
past is impossible." N.B. General Relativity allows for solutions for Kerr 

black holes where closed timelike curves, and therefore time travel, are possible. 
It is expected that a proper theory of Quantum Gravity will remove this 

possibility.” 
 
 Now, we all have different tastes, and the type of 
fiction (and especially the tropes) you like will be no 
different; looking at my initial example, I’m sure many 
(probably most) of you ignore the medieval stasis in ‘Lord 
of the Rings’. Why? Because you just like everything else 
so much. 
 It bears stating: there’s nothing wrong with ‘soft’ 
stories. They’re no more inherently stupid than any other 
kind. ‘Hard’ isn’t an innately better style than ‘soft’, any 
more than Friday is better than shelving. It’s only one’s 
personal taste that makes either style stand out, and as 
we’ve already established, I bloody love ‘Crank 2’, one of 
the most unrelentingly stupid films ever released, so I’ve 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/MohsScaleOfScienceFictionHardness
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got no grounds to criticise anyone’s personal taste ever. 
 Now, 40K is a game which argues that in the far 
future, men will legitimately wage war by swinging axes 
roughly the size of a shed door into other men’s faces. 
These axes will have chainsaw blades in them, and be 
unironically named things like ‘Gorechild’ and 
‘Gorefather’. Men who look after their army’s book 
collection will be capable of opening literal black holes 
roughly three metre across by thinking about it. These 
singularities will not destroy the planet they spawn on, 
along with the local star system and everyone in a 100 
light year radius, but they will lead directly into a literal 
hell populated by lady daemons made almost 90% corset. 
So yeah, I think it’s fair to say that 40K is not hard sci-fi. In 
fact, 40K is a sci-fi setting so soft it could be made of 
cream cheese. 
 You may have spotted an obvious inconsistency in 
my tastes. How can I possibly claim to dislike ‘soft’ sci-fi, 
then make out that I like 40K? Because 40K isn’t a story. 
It’s a setting, and the two things are fundamentally 
different. A story has a narrative; a beginning, a middle 
and an end. There are characters who grow along 
sustained arcs, who develop and grow. 
 40K doesn’t have that per se. It’s less ‘Spec Ops: 
The Line’ and more ‘Saints Row’. Rather than a harrowing 
journey into the crucible of war that leaves you a 
hollowed-out broken husk, traumatically questioning your 
own morality, desperately searching for even the slightest 
remnants of humanity, 40K is a game of smashing Space 
Barbies together in the name of breaking things. Even in 
codicies, characters never really develop, learn anything, 
evolve or change except in terms of their statlines getting 
better at crumping stuff. (And note: I am talking very 
exclusively about the wargame here, not any of Black 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NRy_dhn1FR8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NRy_dhn1FR8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SZaE7QkME38
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Library’s product lines). 
 For example, Ghazghkull is never going to meet a 
little girl who he has to care for and tend to, leading to a 
hilarious sequence where he’s got to disguise her in an 
adorable purple monster suit to hide her from his boss, all 
the while slowly learning a lesson about life, himself, and 
that scaring children by being a monster is a less effective 
way to power his city than getting them to laugh. 
 No, the only thing the Lord Of All Waarghs is 
going to realise is that the dobber he’s been using to 
crump skulls with becomes way more effective if he bangs 
a bloody great spike through it and renames it The 
Advanced Dobbing System, because when words fail you, 
nothing speaks louder than thirty nine pounds of bladed 
hatred swung into an enemy’s face. 
 However, just because 40K is soft sci-fi, that 
doesn’t mean it couldn’t benefit from a little hardness. 
And that’s something we (as fans) can do for ourselves. 
Why? 
 Because even in a soft, non-story setting, 
hardness leads to interesting and exciting ideas. 

 

Yes, I Know This Next Section Isn’t Perfectly 
Accurate, But Work With Me Here, I’m 
Writing In Broad Strokes To Make A Point, 
Okay? 

 
 I think there’s a rule that says everyone who loves 
action when they’re a little kid decides, normally around 
the age of twelve, that katanas are the Greatest Swords In 
The World. I also think there’s a second rule that says that 
around the age of twenty, they have to get into super-
serious arguments about this Great Truth, normally over 
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beers. Not to mention a third rule that says that when 
they’re thirty, they realise that actually, katanas aren’t as 
great as all that. 
 Katana have so many myths surrounding their 
manufacture that the truth can be astonishingly hard to 
get to. However, a lot of the myths that sound impressive 
are not as impressive as they seem. For example, 
numerous historical accounts from both China and Japan 
claimed the katana capable of cutting through enemy 
swords, which sounds amazing. And there’s also a weight 
of evidence that bears this myth out. China’s standing 
armies were massive, and so therefore needed a huge 
number of swords. As a result, those swords were mass 
produced and made of cheap, inferior steel. They also had 
been treated in such a way that the blades were sharp, 
but brittle (because any time you make a blade harder, 
you lose tensile strength and vice versa). The katana, 
cleverly engineered to be hardened while retaining their 
tensile strength, would smash them. So, an incredible 
myth that seems likely to be true. Impressive too… Until 
you consider that a modern piece of machined steel (with 
or without a blade) would probably be able to break 
those swords too. Why? Because modern engineering and 
manufacturing techniques are light years ahead of 
anything available during the time both types of swords 
were manufactured. 
 Like all weapons, the katana was a specific result 
of the economics and particular circumstances of its 
geographical origins. Japan was not a metal-rich nation at 
the time, and what steel there was was thick with 
impurities which lowered its quality even further. The 
much vaunted techniques of making them were as much 
to do with dealing with the poor quality of the materials 
as they were producing the perfect sword. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Differential_heat_treatment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Differential_heat_treatment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japanese_swordsmithing#Metallurgy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japanese_swordsmithing#Metallurgy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japanese_swordsmithing#Construction
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 As far as the era and location it was used in goes, 
the katana probably was pretty much the perfect sword. 
For a number of complex reasons, Japan didn’t develop or 
produce European-style plate armour; China was the 
same. After all, what was the point of armouring up its 
disposable peasant armies when you could take all the 
metal you were going to use for armour, and instead 
making another hundred blades for another two hundred 
terrified farme – sorry, brave soldiers? With so few 
soldiers in anything remotely approaching effective 
armour, in the East, a blade with a cutting edge retained 
huge utility. The locally-produced lamellar armour - a mix 
of wood, heavy fabrics and metal pieces – while tough, 
could still be decimated by slashes. The tip of the blade is 
pointed for stabbing, but you can see the way a katana is 
intended to be used from the curve to the blade. A curve 
is better for slashing than a straight edge, because it 
means that no matter where the blade connects, the 
smallest possible point will be touching flesh, therefore 
increasing the force of the slash. The comparatively heavy 
blade helps drive it through meat and bone. Everything 
about the katana is engineered almost exclusively to 
simplify the task of cutting people into pieces.  
 In short, it was an ideal design for the very 
specific circumstances of its time and the place of its 
creation… But if it had come up against European armies, 
it would have run into trouble.  
 European medieval armour was really effective. 
As you can see in the above video, chainmail essentially 
turns cutting weapons into clubs. Plate armour, on the 
other hand, turns them into a joke. A fully armoured up 
knight would not have been at any meaningful risk from 
swords. Even arrows had a hard time; it’s why the English 
aimed for the horses rather than their riders at Battle of 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Cr%C3%A9cy
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Crecy. After all, a French knight trapped under his own 
steed can’t fight back when you push your misericorde up 
his armpit and into his heart. 
 That’s why, while Japan was creating the perfect 
slashing weapon, European weaponry cheerfully evolved 
down a completely different path. Where the Japanese 
soldiers had the option to cut their opponents into chum, 
European weaponry needed to be armour piercing. First, 
the heavy cutting swords became triangular, then finally 
turned into long, razored spikes, designed exactly to kill 
the enemies they might face. Broadswords evolved into 
rapiers. 
 Then, as their use spread, they became lighter, 
and faster. Fighting stances changed; compare the way a 
fencer stands when fighting with epee or sabre to a rapier 
– rapiers are all about maximum speed, because once 
everyone had one, well, that was how you won a fight; as 
Cheryl explained to me, it still is. You have to be in a silly 
pose, with your hand up in the air, holding a weapon as 
thin as a needle and as light as bone, all to gain those 
precious nanoseconds of time that mean it’s your life that 
continues, not your enemies. 
 You can compare the sword styles of Europe and 
Japan, and see the evolution of war there. Now, it's not to 
say that Japanese sword styles are slow. Japan has some 
horrendously fast techniques; iaijutsu is a style possessed 
of inhumanly terrifying speed… But comparatively, on an 
empirical level, it’s simply nowhere near as fast as 
fencing, because it didn’t need to be. Not when the 
opponent was swinging around a (comparatively) heavy 
lashing weapon. 
 Here’s the thing: all weapons are products of their 
time, place, and economy. So many factors combine, and 
people then develop things that work. Techniques, styles 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Cr%C3%A9cy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Misericorde_%28weapon%29
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and ideas evolve within the limitations that the world 
imposes upon them. Things that work are kept; things 
that don’t are discarded. There’s a reason the SAS go to 
war with short, double-bladed daggers as their default 
hand-to-hand weapon instead of nunchucks. 
 There’s a reason no armed force in the world still 
uses the original, plastic M-16 assault rifle, and it’s the 
same one that keeps the AK-47 in ubiquitous service 
worldwide. There's a reason fencers keep their non-sword 
arm up, even though it looks ridonkulous. Local necessity 
defines form, function and success rate, and so two places 
can evolve radically different weapons, which are then 
used in radically different ways. If something is necessary, 
and it works, then no matter how absurd it is, people will 
use it. 
 And that’s something that Forge World really 
gets… Something that I would argue elevates their 
product above other game companies. 
 

Forge World: Where Hardness Reigns. 

 
 ‘The Siege of Vraks’ is an amazing setting, and not 
just because the Death Korps of Krieg still look utterly 
incredible. It’s also amazing because of the thought that’s 
been put into it. 
 Basically, Forge World wanted to do a 40K 
equivalent of the trench warfare of WW1, so they came 
up with this setting to do so. A chaos cult, led by an 
apostate preacher, sets out to seize the world of Vraks 
from the Imperium. They don’t count on the Death Korp, 
a culture whose language includes fifty three words for 
‘attrition’, over two hundred for ‘glorious death’ and none 
for ‘common sense’. A war that, anywhere else, would be 
a swift military action, turns into a knock-down, drag-out 

http://www.forgeworld.co.uk/Imperial-Armour-The-Siege-of-Vraks
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slog. As each side slowly burns through resources, the 
fight claims millions of lives. 
 So far, so WW1. But how does this translate onto 
the battlefield? Well, for the Imperium, they start out 
with their standard Leman Russes, their Rough Riders, 
and at least nine hundred and forty one different kinds of 
artillery. By the end, the Russes are slag, the horses are all 
dead, and the only cannon they’ve got left are fired with 
gunpowder and crossed fingers. With all other options 
exhausted, the Death Korp dig the Malcador out of 
storage. 
 Now, for those of you that haven’t seen it, the 
Malcador may perhaps be the ugliest tank in the history 
of 40K. Looking like the result of a shame-filled one-night 
stand between an artillery piece of limited morals and a 
brick with herpes, the ‘standard’ Malcador is a little more 
than a diesel-powered block of unrelenting hatred. With 
battlecannon in a limited-traverse turret, heavy stubbers 
in limited-arc sponsons, and a distinctly underwhelming 
statline. It’s not bad per se… But it ain’t good. Not when 
compared to a modern Russ. Oh, it used to be good; field 
it in a Horus Heresy game, and the thing’s a Fast Tank, 
capable of wrecking face harder than Brock Lesnar on a 
sugar high. But in 40K, it’s distinctly underwhelming. 
Slow, under-gunned, and far, far too big, it might as well 
have ‘TRY IT PLEASE’ written on the side in luminous 
paint. 
 Why have the Death Korp turned to it? 
 Because they had to. Because with all their other 
resources spent, they’re using clapped-out old tanks that 
haven’t been used since the days of the Heresy because 
there’s nothing else left. 
 So for me, despite The Malcador being basically a 
bit unimpressive, I think it’s actually kind of amazing, and 

http://wh40k.lexicanum.com/wiki/Malcador_%28Heavy_Tank%29
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that’s all to do with the background. Because it’s pretty 
much the very first Imperial Tank and Throne does it 
show. Roughly equivalent to the ‘Mother’ Tank Mk 1 used 
by the British in WW1, visually, and in terms of design. It’s 
also been designed to be clearly a step behind the Leman 
Russ – in the Heresy it may have been faster, but you can 
see: it was just too damn big. It can’t get cover saves the 
way a Russ can, nor does it have the 360 degree turret, or 
the younger vehicle’s more effective sponsons. To have 
this ancient animal show up in 40K as a burned out wreck 
of its former self?  
 That’s brilliant. 
 The ideas behind it are really believable ones. 
Realistic? No, not really. But believable. There’s more to 
the concept than a bit of casual handwaving. Forge World 
have clearly taken pains to justify the tank evolution of 
the Imperium… And I really like that. 
 As for the Chaos side of things, I think that’s just 
as clever. When the Vraksian renegades start out, they’re 
all full of blood and thunder.. So of course, they’re 
consecrated to Khorne. But then the war drags on. And 
drags on. And drags on. And all those Khorne worshippers 
go to be with their god, lost and forgotten amongst the 
other skulls on his throne, and the Khorne worship dies 
out. So the Chaos worshippers change. Horrible chemical 
and biological weapons have been used on the battlefield, 
people are dying of disease (just like in WW1, where, 
terrifyingly, a Spanish Influenza epidemic which was 
raging at the same time as the war claimed more lives 
than all the battles combined). In their desperation, the 
renegades call out, and Father Nurgle answers. By the 
final stage of the war, the Vraksian renegades have been 
reduced to a ruined, shambling horde of plague-infected 
wrecks, exactly in-line with the fluff as written. It’s logical, 
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brilliant world-building, taking each element as it exists 
and using one stage to build to the next. Whether it’s for 
the Imperium or Chaos, I think those are thoughtful and 
clever extrapolations from the existing fluff, and 
honestly? I wish there was a little more of it. 

 

Is ‘Emergent Warfare’ A Concept That’s 
Missing From 40K? 

 
 Alan Moore made the point that we're all 'crap 
superheroes' now; that we carry in our pockets the kind 
of smartphone supertech that Batman would have killed 
for in the Sixties, although, to be fair, Sixties Batman was 
probably too into drugs to have made much use of it. 
 World building is the not-so-secret passion of 
nearly all of us, but you rarely see it admitted that what's 
a superpower for the rich one day is an entertainment for 
the poor the next. DARPA develop the internet to join us 
all together; we join together to play games and look at 
one another without our clothes on. Humanity is always, 
at the end of the day, a little less glamorous, and a lot less 
competent than we like to think we are.  
 The thing about sci-fi is that no sci-fi writer is 
writing about the future; they’re always writing about the 
time they’re living in. That’s because, while some 
technologies can be guessed at, and others inferred, it's 
actually really difficult to fully appreciate how modern 
technologies will get integrated and utilised. 
 Take mobile phones. An item beloved by Yuppies 
in the 80s is used to very effectively co-ordinate London’s 
rioters during the summer of 2012. Blackberry went from 
a tool for managing business meetings to organising 
mayhem of the most appalling sort: no-one imagined 
London's poor and disenfranchised youth anonymously 
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co-ordinate napalm-hot pandemonium with almost literal 
military precision... But they did. The riots were so 
effective that the police’s response was to literally do 
nothing. They folded their arms and, like a father with a 
toddler having a tantrum, said ‘We’ll wait until he’s all 
tired out’. Mobile phones literally switched London’s 
Police force off. 
 I think that should always be the starting point for 
any kind of world-building, the idea that humans always 
use technology for wildly unexpected purposes, and I 
think it makes a great starting point for 40K.  
 See, there’s huge amounts of fluff out there 
already, and not a lot of it gets looked at ‘realistically’. 
There’s loads of little details that could be taken and spun 
off into all kinds of interesting little backstories, ideas, and 
developments for your army.  
 For example, the Big Four Chaos marine legions 
all favour different Astartes armour marks. Plague 
Marines like Mk 2 and 3 armour because it only has a 
single eyeslit, and thus makes them feel 'closer' to 
Plaguebearers. The Thousand Sons were all in Mk 4 
because of their late entry into the Heresy; their entire 
Legion had done away with earlier marks of armour as 
they were inferior. The Emperor's Children are pretty 
much the only ones who tend to have later marks of 
armour, because they raid more incessantly than any 
other Chaos marines: they steal it from Loyalist chapters 
And as for the World Eaters? They love Mk 5 for purely 
practical purposes; it's cheap, bulletproof, and easy to 
replace, and that's all that matters. They're not interested 
in anything except functional armour that honours their 
god and keeps them safe. They also like the fact it 
overheats, for obvious reasons. 
 These little observations aren’t mine either, by 
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the way. They’re Jes Goodwin’s – he released a book of 
artwork called ‘The Gothic and The Eldritch’, and these 
ideas accompanied his original sketches of the very first 
four Chaos Marines. 
 The thing about effective world-building is that at 
a certain point, it should stop inventing things from whole 
cloth. It should stop, and take stock of what’s been done 
so far and ask: ‘So wait: how would these elements 
interact with one another?’ 
 Tyranids are highly psychic… So what happens 
when a Space Marine Librarian experimentally links 
himself to the severed, but still living head of a Tyranid 
Warrior in order to access the Hive Mind directly? 
  Or what about the Dark Eldar Haemonculus who 
decides they want to try being the best at war and so 
turns themselves into a Talos? 
 Or what about taking something about 40K you 
love, and asking how it got to be the way it did? What 
came before it? What will come after? 
 Cultures aren’t static. Technology changes, and 
10,000 years is an absurdly long time. What did the first 
Tau pulserifle look like? What were they shooting before 
then? What’s the next iteration going to be? What might 
a Dark Eldar rifle modified to hunt Necron hardened 
against corrosive weaponry look like? What might a 
Necron hardened against Dark Eldar corrosive weaponry 
look like? There are so very many possibilities, each 
informing the other, and every single one offers 
suggestions for a new model you could make, or a new 
army you could build. 
 I think what I’m saying is simply this: take what 
you’ve been given and run with it. 40K isn’t a story; it’s a 
setting and it’s ours. What can we do with what we’ve got 
so far?  
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YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 This was a fun article to write. As a committed fan 
of Forge World’s entire aesthetic, it’s really interesting to 
drill down into the differences between their product and 
Games Workshops’ more mainstream offerings. 
 It’s also one of the first articles where my other 
key theme of ‘take ownership’ starts to emerge. Too 
often, I think gamers fall into the trap of thinking that 
‘take ownership’ means ‘act as gatekeepers’, when what 
ownership should really mean is ‘be artistically engaged’. 
Basically, stop slavishly conforming to the fluff as 
established, engage those critical thinking skills, and use 
the fluff as a springboard for the imagination. 
 The greatest thing about the wargaming hobby is 
its potential for creativity – the greatest of all joys – and 
so the topic of this article will always remain very close to 
my heart. 
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An Imaginary Story, 
Or, Talkative Necrons > Silent Necrons 
 
Originally published October 2015 

 

Alan Moore Tells Us How It Is. 

 
 In 1986, in addition to writing the much-vaunted 
‘Watchmen’, noted practising wizard Alan Moore also 
wrote a little Superman story. It was called ‘Whatever 
Happened To The Man Of Tomorrow?’ and was intended 
as a sort of swan song for what has since been termed the 
‘Silver Age’ of comics. This age was a simpler time, back 
when characters were allowed to be goofy as balls, 
because it was aimed at children, and children have the 
critical faculties of hanging beef. As a result, the Silver Age 
was filled with the most ludicrous kinds of storylines, with 
talking gorillas, cities in jars, and no real attempt to justify 
any of it. No, they were a time when billionaires could 
dress up as animals and work out their childhood traumas 
by punching impoverished drug dealers without their 
latent psychopathy ever being called into question, simply 
because the kiddies don’t want anything more. 
 Now, at the same time Moore was writing his 
Superman story, there was this whole thing happening 
across all of DC at the time. It was the very first big comics 
event they had run, and was called ‘Crisis On Infinite 
Earths’. It was a lot like Warhammer’s End Times only in 
skintight clothes and with more colours than a Pride 
parade. 

 Because this madness was happening in the 
main continuity, Moore was forbidden to tell the 
story he wanted to within it, because the story he 
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wanted to tell was basically ‘Superman’s last 
adventure’. So he did what any self-respecting writer 
with a good idea does: he ignored the multi-coloured 
silliness and wrote the damn thing anyway. Then, by 
beginning with single, well-chosen sentence, he 
made everything okay. 
 'This is an imaginary story...” he started. 
 Meaning this story – now largely accepted as 
one of the finest Superman stories written – was not 
part of the canon of official stories. It was just a neat 
little idea Moore had had, a story he wanted to tell. 
It wasn’t ‘true’; it was imaginary. 
 ‘This is an imaginary story…’ he wrote. 
 And then, because Alan Moore has been sent 
by higher dimensional powers to open the gates of 
imagination contained within the human race 
through the medium of stories about muscular men 
in tights, he stuck the knife in. 
 ‘This is an imaginary story. Aren't they all?’ 
 Because, of course, all comic books are 
imaginary stories. Superman isn’t real. He’s never 
done any of the things we’ve read about. Neither has 
Batman, or the Flash, or Throne-help-me Captain-
How-Is-He-Even-A-Real-Character Boomerang. Every 
story told about them is imaginary… And given that a 
great many Superman stories have been forgotten, 
but Moore’s little ‘imaginary’ one has not, it does 
raise a significant question: why is this ostensibly 
non-continuity story less valid than any other, just 
because it’s out of continuity? 
 This month, I’m going to be talking about 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whatever_happened_to_the_man_of_tomorrow
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whatever_happened_to_the_man_of_tomorrow
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canon, retcons and reboots. And I’m going to be 
largely positive about the concept, because that’s 
just how I roll. So, before we go any further, I’m 
giving fair warning to those people who hate even 
the idea of retcons, reboots and reimaginings: much 
like a candy store come closing time on Hallowe’en, 
there ain’t nothin’ sweet for you here, so you may 
want to stop reading now. I’ll understand. 
 

The Best Tron 

 
 Monolith Games is the greatest game company 
no-one’s heard of. Their latest game, ‘Shadow of Mordor’ 
has had generally great reviews – as have almost all their 
games - but largely, they’ve gone unnoticed by most 
gamers. Like all the greats, they’ve got a small, deeply 
rabid fanbase, but the mainstream has kind of overlooked 
them. 
 I’m a proud member of that rabid fanbase, and I 
have been since the release of ‘Blood’ back in the late 
90’s. For years, Monolith specialised in hard-edged, 
wonderfully designed FPSs that were never quite cutting 
edge, but which were always wonderful fun, not to 
mention high watermarks of game design. 
 For example, their first FPS was called ‘Blood’ and 
is a game where your weapons include a pitchfork, a flare 
pistol, a napalm launcher and a voodoo doll. I don’t care 
how realistically ‘Call of Duty’ can simulate the colour 
brown and casual racism… ‘Blood’ will always be better, 
because I can kill people in it with a motherfrakking 
voodoo doll. 
 And yes, it’s a shooting weapon. 
 However, one of their best games was ‘Tron 2.0.’ 

http://www.gog.com/game/one_unit_whole_blood
http://store.steampowered.com/app/327740/
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 I liked the first ‘Tron’ film, mostly because the 
special effects were amazing; they completely convinced 
you Bruce Boxleitner was capable of conveying a full 
range of human emotions. There were some computer 
graphics too, I suppose. 
 However, truth be told, I always found the film a 
bit… rubbish. There was no plot, and the MCP was just 
goofy and… Yeah. It’s a film I always wanted to like, 
instead of actually liking. 
 ‘Tron 2.0’ on the other hand is frakking amazing. 
 Back on release, it was the official sequel to the 
‘Tron’ film, and you can tell how seriously Monolith took 
this from the sheer depth of references to the film the 
game had. Yeah, it’s from the early 2000’s, so the graphics 
are super-dated, but the visuals are strong, matching the 
film well. The combat is crisp, the inventory system is 
inventive, the guns are clever and well designed… And it’s 
got the little details right. The main character’s name is 
‘Jet’, which made me facepalm – seriously, could a 
character’s name be trying any harder to sound cool? – 
until the cutscene where you discover that his name is 
short for ‘Jethro’, on account of his super-nerd father is, 
of course, a massive fan of Jethro Tull. 
 I won’t lie, I nearly spat my tea out laughing the 
first time I heard that. It’s a clever little character touch 
that didn’t need to be there, neatly illustrating the 
attention to detail the game developers put in: even the 
silly generic hero names are justified through solid 
characterisation. 
 Not to mention, the story’s really clever. There’s a 
virus infecting people, and he wants to use the famous 
Tron laser-plot-device to enter the real world. There’s all 
kinds of black ops shenanigans going on with the evil 
company behind it all as well, and it’s actually really 
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rather good. 
 I love ‘Tron 2.0’.  
 Then ‘Tron: Legacy’ came out and declared that 
2.0 was No Longer Canon. Except it was canon! They’d 
already said it was! 
 Turned out, that was irrelevant; ‘Tron: Legacy’ 
had its own story to tell, its own ideas to get across, and 
they conflicted with the vaguely R-certificate goings on in 
2.0, so that was that. A once-proud official sequel, 
reduced to little more than an aging curio. 
 There wasn’t much (if any) outcry. ‘Tron 2.0’ 
didn’t really have the fans for that, and whenever I bring 
it up, no-one’s really heard of it. Which is nice, because I 
get to rave and recommend, and it’s always nice to get 
the chance to do that. But was I gutted that ‘Tron 2.0’ was 
no longer the canonical storyline? Especially given that 
‘Tron: Legacy’ was, all said and told, mostly dull? 
 Honestly? No. 
 There’s two reasons for that. Firstly, I was never 
especially invested in the ‘Tron’ universe, and didn’t really 
give two tugs of the proverbial for the largely flat 
characters of the first film. 
 The second reason is, however, the more 
important one: I can still play the game. It didn’t go 
anywhere; it wasn’t expunged from existence. I can still 
enjoy the story, still giggle at poor Jethro and his silly 
name, still shoot hideous neon viral enemies with a glowy 
sniping program, and every time I do, I can quietly nod 
that I’m right to thing that the game’s story would have 
made a far better narrative than the extended Daft Punk 
video of the sequel. I’ve not lost anything through the 
existence of ‘Tron: Legacy’. In fact, as a ‘Daft Punk’ fan, 
I’ve gained a whole load of really very good electronic 
music. Yeah, the film’s weak, but that’s okay. It’s just a 
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dumb action film; there’ll be another along in a bit that’s 
better. 
 There are other examples of changes like this, and 
you all know them. ‘Star Wars’ just dumped its Expanded 
Universe, on account of there’s some new films due out, 
and they’d rather like the Muggles who didn’t read every 
book about Grand Admiral Thrawn to be able to enjoy 
them. Which, you know, is actually a fair point. 
 You see, the thing about continuity – about canon 
– is that it’s a tool. And that’s something too few people 
are prepared to accept. They’d rather worship it, 
seemingly entirely for its own sake. 
 

On Gatekeepers. 

 
 Every hobby, every interest group, has 
Gatekeepers: those people who, through their long time 
and years of investment in an activity, feel that it is their 
job – their right - to weed out the people who are truly 
serious about that activity from those who are simply 
dilettantes, dabbling for a while before moving on. And 
those Gatekeepers are, to a man, scum. 
 I took up weightlifting a few years ago. On my 
arrival, doughy with weight, I saw the other guys there – 
massive, juiced up slabs of manflesh, prickly with tribal 
tattoos and ithyphallic veins across every inch of flesh – 
and without a word, they made it clear: this is our Sacred 
Male Space. And you are not welcome. 
 It was like being at a theme park,only I needed to 
be 300 pounds of hench to go on the rides. 
 Now, I did the obvious thing and ignored them, 
but I won’t lie: it was hard. When you’ve got 300 pounds 
of angry steroids and rage squeezed into a 200 pound 
bag, eyefrakking you as it lifts the weight of a small car 
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while you lift barely the weight of your own arms, well. 
You can’t help but feel intimidated. Unwelcome. Like you 
should leave. 
 Never mind that when the Ogryn in question 
began, he was just as inadequate as you. No, he’s a 
Gatekeeper now. He’s paid his dues. He’s part of the 
Sacred Circle and you ain’t, and it’s his job to make sure 
you know that you need to go. 
 As I’m sure many of you know, nerd culture is 
thick with the same kind of people 
 Take the ‘Star Wars’ thing I mentioned; there will 
undoubtedly – undoubtedly – be ‘Star Wars’ fans who 
honestly believe in their heart of hearts that the new ‘Star 
Wars’ films should slavishly follow the established 
Expanded Universe canon. And these self-appointed 
Gatekeepers (and they’re always self-appointed) are 
rarely shy about letting the rest of us know how 
disappointing we are. These extreme fans think that 
normal people – people with jobs and houses and cats 
and microwave dinners, who just want to watch a fun 
little film, smile for a couple of hours, then forget about it 
– have two options. When they watch the new films, and 
are massively confused when characters start talking 
about Mace Windu’s secret grimoire on the use of 
Vaapad, Exar Kun’s relationship with Satal and just how 
Sev survived on Kashyyk (BECAUSE HE DID! OF COURSE 
HE DID! IT’S SEV! HOW COULD HE NOT?!), these 
‘mundanes’ have two choices. 
 The first option is that they should read all the 
‘Star Wars’ books, learn the canon, and enjoy the subtle 
in-jokes with a smug smile of satisfaction. 
 The second option is that they should just sit 
there in their confusion and shut the frak up. If they don’t 
want to learn about the Expanded Universe, well, sucks to 

http://www.theforce.net/story/front/Anger_Leads_To_Hate_Inside_The_Movement_To_Save_The_Expanded_Universe_160167.asp
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be them. They don’t get to enjoy the new film. 
 Some people may claim I’m being a bit extreme in 
the way I’m presenting this hypothetical fan, and maybe I 
am… But I’ve been on the internet a while now, and I’ve 
honestly seen far more outlandish claims, so I’m not sure. 
 I will say that I understand the pain they feel to 
have lost all that lovely canon. There’s some stuff in the 
EU I really like AND NO YODA, I’M NOT READY TO 
ABANDON THE MISSION. I DON’T CARE IF YOU ARE THE 
GREATEST JEDI OF THIS AGE, THAT’S SEV WE LEFT BEHIND 
DOWN THERE! SEV! AND DELTA SQUAD LEAVES NO MAN 
BEHIND YOU WRETCHED SCROTAL-FACED HOMONCULUS! 
 Ahem. 
 The problem is that Continuity Lockout kills art 
dead. ‘Lost’ ran for seven seasons; if you came in at 
season five, well, sorry son. No way are you getting into 
this. Way too much has happened. 
 Now that’s fine if the quality of the thing is good; 
by season five, ‘Buffy’ was so good, everyone I knew was 
watching it. We were so into it, we watched all the way 
into the deeply disappointing sixth and seventh seasons. 
However, if the quality is bad, you’re stuffed. Established 
fans drop away, and you can’t make new fans, because 
they see the weight of stuff they have to watch/read/take 
in and just go ‘No. Life’s just too short’ and that’s it. 
 That’s before you even get to the other problems 
continuity brings. The Continuity Snarl, where the fact 
properties tend to have multiple writers means that one 
minute, all the Borg are being killed in ‘The Best of Both 
Worlds’, and the next, an episode of ‘Voyager’ features 
humans who were converted into Borg during the battle 
of Wolf 359… Which occurred during ‘The Best of Both 
Worlds’, so how can they have survived when all the Borg 
were killed? (Because the writers weren’t paying 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/ContinuityLockOut
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attention, that’s how.) 
 Then there’s Continuity Porn, which ends up with 
episodes of ‘Doctor Who’ referencing events from 1965 in 
episodes so obscure that only three guys in Wales 
remember them, and one of them’s deaf now, so he 
couldn’t even appreciate it. 
 Done well, and used with care and attention, yes: 
continuity can be an amazing thing. It allows truly 
amazing stories to be told, with characters learning, 
changing, and growing over years – decades, even – to tell 
tales that truly resonate. ‘The Wire’, one of the finest 
shows I’ve ever seen, simply wouldn’t work without its 
meticulous continuity. ‘Archer’ relies on continuity for a 
frankly absurd number of its jokes. The white hot 
nightmare of Beecher and Keller’s love/stalking story 
across the entirety of ‘Oz’ is one of the most horrible, 
intense, and disturbing narratives I’ve ever encountered. 
‘Regular Show’ has a genuinely interesting emotional 
continuity, with its slow deconstruction of Mordecai’s 
‘nice guy’ persona serving as one of the most interesting 
things I’ve seen on TV in a while. 
 Not to mention the crowning glories that are 
‘Legend of Aang’ and ‘Legend of Korra’. 
 Done well, continuity is a powerful tool for slow-
burning, deep emotions. 
 But this is an imaginary story, and canon is simply 
an option. It’s the box the magic comes in, but not the 
magic itself. So there is space for alternatives. There is 
space for alternatives, retcons, reboots and reimaginings. 
Because it is a truth seldom acknowledged that such 
changes can, in fact, be for the better. 

 

 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/ContinuityPorn
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A Giant Space Squid? Really? 

 
 I mentioned Alan Moore’s ‘Watchmen’ at the 
start of this piece. For those of you who don’t know, it’s 
one of the most vaunted comics ever written, largely 
because it was one of the very first to attempt 
psychological realism in comics – looking at what kind of 
people would actually decide to be superheroes, and their 
varying levels of insanity. It’s a great read, and massively 
influential for a reason. 
 This next paragraph will have spoilers for it, so 
don’t read on if you haven’t read it. 
 So, in the comic, the main ‘villain’ has a plan to 
save the world from nuclear annihilation by scaring 
humanity into co-operating with each other. Working on 
the theory that humans only co-operate when faced with 
a shared enemy, he invents one – and it’s a genetically 
modified, massive squid, which he teleports into the 
middle of New York, killing thousands. 
 At the time I first read the book, I had been really 
enjoying it up until then, but my first reaction to the sight 
of a holocaust generated by a genetically altered faux-
alien space squid was not shock and horror. 
 It was more… 
 …I mean come on. A giant teleporting space 
squid? I’m supposed to take this nonsense seriously? 
Especially given how (generally) grounded everything else 
has been? 
 So when the film came along, directed by notable 
idiot Zack Snyder (a man whom I assume was the prides 
of his mother’s litter because he was the first of them to 
have thumbs), my hopes were not especially high. I 
imagine if you opened his skull, all you’d hear is HEY 
THERE GUY HOW’S IT GOING YEAH, SO I LIKE SUGAR AND 



150 
 

BOOBIES AND NOT TAKING MY RITALIN THOUGH NOT IN 
THAT ORDER HEY CAN WE GET SOME BOOBIES OVER 
HERE WOW IS ANYONE ELSE HOT I FEEL HOT HEY PASS 
ME THAT DUDE NO SERIOUSLY PASS ME THAT HEY YOU 
KNOW WHAT WOULD BE REALLY COOL ROBOT SAMURAI 
WITH MINIGUNS I SHOULD TOTALLY DO THAT DOES 
ANYONE ELSE FEEL SLEEPY SO WHAT’S OUR STATUS 
REGARDING BOOBIES ARE WE GOING TO BE GETTING ANY 
OVER HERE OR DO I NEED TO SEND OUT TO STARBUCKS 
FOR SOME MAN I NEED SOME CAFFEINE 
 As a result, I just kept wondering how the hell 
they were going to do the space squid and retain any 
semblance of credibility. Imagine my surprise, then, when 
the film’s resolution turned out to not just be good, but 
great. Not only was it powerful, it was actually 
significantly better than the comic’s, and not just because 
they ditched the stupid alien kraken idea. No, in the film, 
it’s one of the titular Watchmen who becomes the alien 
threat. 
 Doctor Manhattan is the story’s only genuinely 
superpowered hero. His power set includes complete 
control of all creation at the molecular level, and his 
character arc is all about how he’s slowly been drifting 
away from his humanity into something altogether more 
and less. With phenomenal, near godlike powers, while 
he remains affable enough, he’s no longer really able to 
care about individual – or collective – humans in any 
meaningful way. 
 And at various points in the comic, we see how 
detatched from everything he is: ‘the morality of my 
actions is lost on me’ he thinks at one point… That point 
being where he wins the Vietnam war single-handed by 
vaporising enemy combatants left, right and centre. 
 The film takes this idea and runs with it. The 
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villain creates a machine which simulates Manhattan’s 
power to obliterate things, and aims it at various cities, 
nuking them and by so doing, convincing the various 
nations that they have to unite in terror of an angry god. 
 This ending just works so much better than the 
comic for so many reasons. It takes the novels’ 
overarching plot and brings the focus back on the 
characters. It makes Doctor Manhattan’s eventual stance 
(that the villain has done the right thing to preserve life) 
that much more personal. It even makes the very first 
scene where we meet Manhattan more relevant: in the 
comic, he’s just building some machine we never see or 
hear of again; in the film, the device turns out to be the 
villain’s doomsday weapon. 
 On every conceivable narrative level, in my 
opinion, the change to the end of the film – a retcon – is A 
Good Idea. Yeah, people may disagree (and I’m sure they 
will), but I contend that while the film remains only 
average, its ending is superior to the source material in 
every way. 
 There’s plenty of people out there who’ll tell you 
that you should never change a story once its been 
established; that retcons, reboots, reimaginings and the 
rest… They’re ‘always bad’. But ‘Watchmen’ proves this 
isn’t so, and it’s not alone. There are many other 
examples, but the people who instinctively, reactively, 
unthinkingly hate these changes will always ignore them. 
 And I think that’s a mistake. 
 

Creators, Not Creations 

 
 When the Robert Downey Jr. ‘Sherlock Holmes’ 
film came out, some of my friends turned to me expecting 
to hear me rant about how awful it would be. After all, an 
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American! Of all things, an American playing Holmes! 
Surely I, as a fan of the Great Detective since I was a boy, 
would be incensed by this beyond all reason? 
 Nope. 
 Because I have Jeremy Brett. 
 Jeremy Brett filmed faithful adaptions of almost 
every Holmes story for ITV in the 80’s, and he’s amazing in 
the role. Not just good: amazing. Oh, I like Cumberbatch 
just fine, but on the best day he ever had, his Sherlock still 
wouldn’t be a patch on Brett’s. Which is great for him, 
because it means I don’t have to worry about him 
screwing up. I’ve got my perfect Holmes, so I can sit back 
and enjoy his interpretation of the character without 
worrying he’s going to get it wrong. 
 And I don’t just get to enjoy Cumberbatch. I get to 
enjoy everyone else’s attempts at the role – even an 
American’s. Jeremy Brett’s Holmes is the Platonic ideal of 
Holmes, so everyone else’s can be enjoyed by 
comparison.  
 What aspect of the character will they play up? 
His mania (Cumberbatch’s preference)? His Bohemian 
outlook (Downey’s choice)? His misanthropy and 
fundamental exclusion from the common ruck of 
humanity (the take favoured by Johnny Lee Miller – my 
current favourite modern Holmes)? 
 And this illustrates what I think is the best way to 
approach critical thinking about retcons, reboots and 
their ilk. Rather than seeing original works as sacrosanct, 
borderline holy works to be left alone, we could instead 
choose to see the originals as a ‘baseline’ for what comes 
next. Because something always comes next; it’s how we 
know time is happening. 
 What matters isn’t the characters, or the creation 
– it’s the creator. The artist responsible for the art is what 
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matters. The artist and the artist’s design. And that’s as 
true for wargaming as it is for anything else. 

 

The Once-Silent Kings 

 
 The original Necrons were clearly indebted to H.P. 
Lovecraft more than anything else. An unknowable army 
of space-undead, enslaved to Elder Gods from the depths 
of space? Brilliant idea. 
 And so creepy. They didn’t say anything; they just 
killed you and you had no idea why. Never running, never 
attacking with speed, simply walking and scouring, until 
all life on a planet had been scoured, right down to the 
bacterial level… Terrifying. 
 But, from a creative point of view, limited. 
 Because how much player freedom is there? As 
they were originally written, the Necrons were definitely 
scary, but hugely constrained. You could have a self-
designed C’tan, but otherwise, that was it. Your army was 
going to be silver, they were going to have green Gauss 
blasters, and that was your lot. 
 And that’s before we even acknowledge that 
‘anonymous threat planning to consume all life’ is already 
the Tyranids’ hat. 
 But then the revised codex dropped and it was a 
revelation. With the C’tan revised and now the Necrons’ 
slaves, the Necron leadership itself was pushed to the 
front. In doing so, the army suddenly became incredibly 
characterful. Trazyn and his desperate space kleptomania 
(and friends in the Inquisition); Imotekh and his storm 
rules that make him the equivalent of a wrestler, walking 
to the ring as his theme song plays; crazy Nemesor 
Zahndrekh, who treats his every enemy fairly because 
he’s bonkers and thinks they’re all Necrontyr like him… 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/PlanetOfHats
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There are some great characters in that codex. 
 And you know what? If you like those creepy old 
Necrons, the life-scouring ones, you can still have them. 
Because the C’tan didn’t change. They’re still there, only 
now, they’re far more powerful. It’s entirely possible to 
have a Necron army that represents the old style, with 
row after row of enslaved Necrontyr pushed ahead of a 
laughing star-god. 
 The ‘new’ (well, more recent) Necron fluff is 
accommodating to that style. It provides more options, 
and in wargaming, it’s generally the case that more 
options is always better than less. Where the original 
codex was available in any colour, so long as it was black, 
the new codex lets you play in every colour – black 
included. 
 That’s me using a metaphor as well as stating a 
literal truth, by the way. 

 

A Matter Of Religion 

 
 The word ‘canon’ is a religious one. It refers to 
those volumes of a holy text that are ‘official’, and 
therefore ‘true’, and those that are merely ‘apocryphal’, 
and thus not. 
 It’s always unbearably sad to me, that geek 
culture - one that should be built upon a bedrock of 
imagination, one that embraces all the freedoms of 
fantasy – should so often find itself policed by people 
possessed of the same kind of orthodoxical obsession and 
holy fervour that ends with books on a bonfire. 
 The act of retcon is not inherently wrong, in and 
of itself. The reimagining is not wrong, in and of itself. The 
reboot is not wrong, in and of itself. All that matters is the 
work of art itself. Yes, there are more bad reboots than 
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can be counted, more terrible reimaginings and more 
awful retcons. We all know them, we all see them and we 
all despair of them. 
 But the idea of canon is as much of a trap as it is 
boon. It’s a fundamentally limiting concept, and when it 
ties the hands of those creators who come next, instead 
of allowing them to do exciting new things with what has 
already been established, well: of what use is it? The idea 
that art, once made, is sacrosanct, is inherently ridiculous. 
 These are imaginary stories. 
 For those of you who still remain unconvinced, I’d 
like to leave you with one final example of a reboot that 
was utterly successful. One final example of a reimagining 
that should hopefully sway you into treating every piece 
of art on its own individual merits, not despising it simply 
because it’s ‘unoriginal’. 
 This final example’s called ‘Watchmen’. 
 

From the ‘Watchmen’ wiki: 
 
 “Charlton Comics was an American comic book 
publishing company that existed between 1946 and 1986, 
although it began under a different name in 1944. 
 In 1983, Charlton Comics' superhero characters 
were bought by DC Comics. Alan Moore intended to use 
these characters as his protagonists when writing 
Watchmen as a limited series in 1985, although DC 
executives realised that allowing Moore to use them 
would make them unusable in the future. Instead, Moore 
created original characters that were based (sometimes 
quite loosely) on the Charlton Comics superheroes, and 
several of the Charlton superheroes (including Captain 
Atom, the Question and the Blue Beetle) were introduced 

http://watchmen.wikia.com/wiki/Charlton_Comics
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into the mainstream DC Universe during that company's 
Crisis on Infinite Earths cross-over.” 
 
 Yup. ‘Watchmen’, probably one of the most 
important comics ever written, a piece of art so definitive 
that it became the template for almost everything that 
followed in the medium from then on? 
 It was a reimagining. 
 Art should be judged on its own merits, no matter 
its origins, because if you choose to close your mind to 
non-canonical stories, to reimagings and revisions, you’re 
going to miss out on some great stuff without ever 
realising. 

___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 Man, I really do go on about ‘Watchmen’ a lot. 
 The irony is, I don’t even think it’s that good. I 
mean, sure it’s important, but Alan Moore’s done way 
better stuff. ‘Top Ten’ is incredible, and ‘Promethea’ is one 
of the best things I’ve ever read. 
 Just want to clarify, I talk about ‘Watchmen’ 
purely because it’s easy: as a cultural touchstone, it’s got 
far more cachet and recognition than, say, Grant 
Morrison’s ‘The Filth’, which remains my actual favourite 
comic of all time, or Neil Gaiman’s ‘Sandman: Season of 
Mists’, which is the only comic I’ve ever read which 
changed my life. 
 Read more comics is basically what I’m saying 
here.  
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It Is Impossible To Balance 40K 
Or, Please, Just Hear Me Out 

 
Originally published November 2015 
 
 ‘I think it’s obvious, that with only one or two 
minor changes, 40K would be, if not balanced, at least 
significantly more balanced than it is at the moment.’ 
 So begins every ‘positive’ comment on game 
balance ever. As a phrase, it might be worded slightly 
differently. It might call for ‘several’ changes; it might call 
for ‘tweaks’. But hey, at least it’s more positive to read 
about than the soul-numbing misanthropy that comes 
from reading endless comments about how broken the 
game is, how the Codex creep is ruining things, how these 
or those units are undercosted, overpowered, cheap, 
beardy, useless or autoincludes. 
 The one thing that both the ‘just a few tweak’-ers 
and the ‘I’M NEVER PLAYING 40K AGAIN AND NEITHER 
SHOULD YOU’ complainers share is an underlying 
assumption. If the Tweakers and the NEVERS! represent 
different sides of the same coin, then the assumption is 
the metal the coin is made from. As a result, it’s so 
intrinsic to the argument that it’s never questioned, and is 
more seductive than a naked Burt Reynolds holding a 
gamepad in one hand and a bottle of 100 year aged 
bourbon in the other.  
 “Sure, we can balance the game with just a few 
tweaks. Why don’t you just shuffle out of that 
uncomfortable-looking T-shirt and tell me your ideas for 
how. More bourbon?” 
 Sorry Burt, but no. No amount of bourbon can fix 
the problem of a flawed underlying assumption. The thing 
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is, this assumption is so critical to all these arguments, I 
don’t think many people even realise it is an assumption. 
So what am I on about? Put simply, this concept: 
 ’It is possible to balance 40K.’ 
 Has to be true, doesn’t it? I mean, it just has to 
be. Well, I don’t think so. I would go so far as to call that 
assumption a big load of sweaty man-bollocks, and in this 
article I’m going to  
 Okay, calm yourself. Come back. I can feel the 
rage through my screen from here. Look, if you want to 
skip to the internet and send me angry emails, feel free. 
But at least hear me out first. 
 So, anyway, in this article, I’m going to – 
 Seriously: this is going to be fine. I’m just going to 
write some ideas down and then we can talk about them 
like civilised adults. There’s no need for that kind of 
language. Or a gun. 
 So yeah: game balance. In 40K? Not possible. 
That’s what I think. 
 Here’s why. 
 

Defining The Assumption. 

 
 So when people operate with the assumption 
 ’It is possible to balance 40K.’ 
 They’ve probably got an idea about what this 
means. So let’s just clarify that before we begin so we all 
know where I’m coming from and nobody has to threaten 
my family or phone in bomb threats to places where I’m 
giving talks. 
 I would argue that the sentence ‘It is possible to 
balance 40K.’ could, more precisely be defined as: 
 ‘I feel that it is possible for Games Workshop’s 
design team to construct the game of Warhammer 
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40,000 such that in a two player game - held between 
people of equal knowledge and skill – each player has a 
completely equal chance of winning, one based entirely 
around their own personal abilities. That it is completely 
possible to design the game such that no player can ever 
exploit a single rule, option, unit, combination of units or 
armies in a way unintended or unforeseen by the design 
team, such that they could be considered to have an 
unfair advantage over their opponents’ army.’ 
 Bit more of a mouthful. Basically comes down to 
‘if my opponent and I are as good as each other, we 
should have an equal chance no matter what army we 
play as’. 
 But here’s the thing: that assumption? It is insane. 
The more you look at it, the more completely and utterly 
insane it becomes, and the reasons why are what I want 
to spend the majority of this article looking at. 
 

Opinion Number 1: 40K Is Too Complex To 
Balance 

 
 Okay, so let’s be real here: 40K is the biggest and 
most successful wargame there has ever been. 
Warmahordes has roughly eight ‘big’ factions (Khador, 
Cryx, et al.) and a couple of medium-smaller ones (Cyriss, 
Cephalyx, etc.) Infinity has eight factions. Flames of War 
has twelve. 
 Assuming you regard Forge World’s lists as game 
legal (which I do, because Games Workshop has officially 
said they are), as of this blog post, Warhammer 40,000 
has thirty five: Astra Militarum; Adepta Sororitas; Blood 
Angels; Chaos Daemons; Chaos Space Marines; Cult 
Mechanicus; Clan Raaukan; Dark Angels; Dark Eldar; Eldar 
Corsairs; Eldar Harlequins; Eldar; Grey Knights; 
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Haemonculus Covens; Imperial Guard Armoured 
Battlegroup; Death Korp of Krieg Assault Brigade; Death 
Korp of Krieg Siege Regiment; Elysian Drop Troops; 
Imperial Knights; Inquisition; Khorne Daemonkin; 
Militarum Tempestus; Necrons; Orks; Ork Dread Mob; 
Renegades and Heretics; Skitarii; Siege Assault Vanguard; 
Space Wolves; Tau; Tau – Farsight Enclaves; Tyranids; 
Tyrant’s Legion; and all the various Chapter Tactics 
flavours of Space Marines. 
 Then, given we have the upcoming release of 
Horus Heresy in plastic, we can also include the following 
twenty four ‘30K’ lists in our comparison: Imperial Militia 
and Cults; Mechanicum – Ordo Cybernetica; Mechanicum 
– Ordo Destructor; Mechanicum – Taghmata; Questoris 
Knight Crusade; Solar Auxilia; not to mention all eighteen 
Space Marine Legions. 
 This all brings the grand total of game legal 
Warhammer: Sci-fi Warfare armies to (by my calculation) 
sixty. Just stop and roll that number around your head for 
a moment. Sixty armies. Sixty. 
 There’s probably still some other lists I’ve missed. 
‘Sentinels of Terra’ maybe… 
 No other game comes remotely close to that. 
 Then consider how much you can micromanage 
those armies. Each codex has a variety of units. Some, like 
the Cult Mechanicus, only have a limited number – just six 
model types. However, each model has at least two 
different wargear options, not to mention a variety of 
army rules, special wargear options and the like, all of 
which can be combined in a multitude of different, 
extremely personalised ways, meaning that while you 
may only have six units, they can be built into a vast 
number of extremely different ways. An all-grav Servitor 
list is going to play very differently to a power-fist and 
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flamer Robot list, and even more differently to a all-
phosphor Robot list that mixes in plasma Servitors. 
 And Cult Mechanicus is one of the smallest 
factions in the game. Compare them to Space Marines, 
who have an absurd number of units to choose from, 
each with multiple wargear options, special wargear, 
dedicated transports, and so on. 
 That is a LOT of stuff to keep track of. A lot of 
stuff to compare to each other and assign points values 
to. Even if we (as some people will no doubt argue we 
should) ignore Forge World’s lists, keeping this as GW-
‘pure’ as possible (which, of course, makes the 
assumption that the Games Design team ignored Forge 
World’s products – something I strongly suspect they 
don’t do), that still leaves twenty-three discrete armies, 
not including Space Marine chapter tactics. 
 Imagine trying to balance all those things. 
 'Yeah, but half of those armies are Marines, or 
Marine equivalent, so they're all basically the same. It 
can’t be that hard to balance them. It’s like Horus Heresy. 
Everything’s Marines; it’s all completely homogenous.’ 
 Do you remember 5th edition Grey Knights? 
 I remember 5th Edition Grey Knights. 
 *Shivers* 
 If you don’t? How great is it to be eleven and just 
have discovered 40K? Welcome to the community! Also, 
go to Google, and search the articles that were on BoLS 
round about the end of 2011 and all through 2012. 90% of 
the articles were either ‘Holy Throne this Grey Knight 
combo is brokenly good and will win you every game you 
play’ or else ‘HOW DO I BEAT THE GREY KNIGHTS?! 
HOW?!!!!!’ 
 It was not a great time to be a 40K player. 
 Those Chaos players who pine for a codex in-line 
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with the 3.5 CSM Codex know exactly how it felt to be a 
Grey Knight player circa 5th edition.  
 A MEQ codex isn’t naturally balanced just by 
virtue of being MEQ; ask an actual Horus Heresy player 
about the differences between Legion playstyles, and 
you’ll learn that very quickly. So it’s not as easy as ‘make 
all the armies the same’, because a few changes here and 
there can very quickly add up to OH MY GOD HOW DO I 
EVEN COME CLOSE TO BEATING THIS FUCKING ARMY?!!! 
 ‘Okay fine. But the game should still be balanced; 
that’s why they have a design team! If the team can’t 
balance the game, what are they doing?’ 
 Okay, fair point. Because, sure, GW do have a 
fully-paid design team, paid in what I assume is genuine, 
real-world money. And you know what? That means 
you’re kind of right. With enough professional people 
comparing ideas and coming up with new ones, you 
probably should be able to come up with a fairly well-
balanced game; even one as complicated as 40K. And 
anyway, as long as players observe the social contract, 
‘fairly well-balanced’ is all you’ll ever need for fair games. 
(Remember that phrase; we’ll talk about ‘the social 
contract’ later.) 
 The thing is that 40K isn’t just difficult to balance 
because it’s complicated. It’s also difficult to balance 
because, like a house built on a foundation of delicious 
pudding, things are always shifting in ways you can’t 
control. 
 

Opinion Number 2: New Releases Naturally 
Create Imbalance. 

 
 This one should be obvious. Every new model 
released is, to all intents and purposes, an unknown 
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quantity. No-one knows how they’re going to perform 
until they’re out there ‘in the wild’ being used in games 
by the players. 
 Of course, the natural tendency for the internet is 
to LOSE ITS GODDAMNED MIND each and every time, 
crying ‘OMG BROKEN!’ at the release of any new model. 
Because we all know that every new model is released 
with the most broken rules to increase sales, right? 
 No. Contrary to what every single person wailing 
‘OMG BROKEN!’ wants you to think, they don’t really 
know if a new unit is going to be good or bad at all. 
Because no-one knows for sure whether anything is 
broken or not until six months or so down the line, when 
it’s seen enough real-world play for the community to be 
able to draw empirical conclusions. Of course, those 
occasions when a new model is broken are immediately 
seized on by these kinds of people as proof that 
doomsaying is always right.  
 This immediate doomsaying means new releases 
have all kinds of ‘distorting’ effects on the metagame, 
simply because they’re new releases. As a result, when a 
new codex drops, the simple fact of the release schedule 
itself makes it difficult to balance the game. Players don’t 
know whether an army is OTT or not until well down the 
line. 
 That’s before we get to the fact that improving 
one army often has the side-effect of naturally 
downpowering another. For example, when they were re-
released for 5th edition, the Dark Eldar were a strong 
army. Not top-tier, but dangerous. Their cheap Wych 
assault units could be devastating in the right hands. Then 
Overwatch became a thing and they were suddenly in 
trouble. Then Tau 6th edition and the ‘Supporting Fire’ 
rule mades Wyches disappear in a puff of smoke, because 
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really – what was the point? They weren’t going to make 
it into combat - the thing they were designed for – and so 
why bother with them at all? 
 Yes, it’s arguable that the latest 7th edition of the 
game – with its focus on firepower – has hobbled the 
Wyches more than anything (not to mention the loss of 
Haywire grenades, which was all they really had going for 
them). But if you take Wyches against Tau, well… You’re 
not going to auto-lose, but, to misquote Blade, you are 
going to spend the majority of the game ice-skating uphill. 
 Overwatch damaged Wyches, but 6th edition Tau 
killed them. 
 So the obvious answer might be to take out the 
Supporting Fire rule. But if you do that, you leave Tau far 
too vulnerable to Assault. So how do you balance 
Wyches? Banshees had the same problem until the latest 
Eldar codex made Banshee masks awesome. Hopefully, 
the next Dark Eldar codex will give Wyches something 
similar. (Or at least give them their bloody Haywire 
grenades back.) 
 And this is the thing with game balance – by its 
very nature, it’s a work in progress. Because Games 
Workshop is a company, one dedicated to making money, 
it’s going to need to release new models for its armies. 
That’s just how it is. And when a new model drops, it’s 
going to imbalance the game. The more models that drop, 
the more the imbalance. That’s also part of things. You 
can’t change that. 
 ‘But the design team…’ 
 Yup. 
 You’re right. The design team are responsible. As I 
discussed first, they have an incredibly complex task to 
accomplish, and it’s one that’s always changing. They’re 
never going to be done, because the day 40K done, 
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Games Workshop goes out of business. So there’s always 
going to be new units. 
 ‘But the design team…’ 
 And this is where we get to The Real Problem. 
 See, 40K is complicated, but alone, that’s not 
enough to stop the game being balanced. And 40K is 
always changing, but again, that’s not enough to stop the 
game being balanced. Because the design team does a 
good job, and 40K has experienced numerous periods of 
being pretty well balanced, assuming players adhere to 
the social contract. 
 

Opinion Number 3: Ignoring The Social 
Contract. 

 
 I love wrestling. 
 I love it as much as I love 40K, and I love 40K a lot. 
 ‘But wrestling’s fake.’ 
 IT’S REAL IN MY HEART YOU SONOFABITCH. 
 Ahem. 
 And yes, I know it’s fake, because 1.) I’ve got a 
functional brain and 2.)I’ve wrestled (and yes, the 'fake' 
variety). I’ve performed in the ring, taking bumps for a 
paying audience (and I’ve got the back injury to prove it). 
I’ve thrown men around like they were ragdolls and let 
me tell you now: I couldn’t have done it if they weren’t 
helping me. 
 But that’s all by the by. The real reason I’m 
bringing this up is because of Vince MacMahon. 
 Vince MacMahon is the owner and operator of 
WWE, the premier wrestling promotion in the world, and 
he likes to tout himself as a business genius. He’s got the 
success of the WWE to back him up, and as evidence 
goes, a multi-million dollar company is pretty compelling. 

http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2jt00i
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vince_McMahon
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WWE has always been profitable, ever since it was the 
WWF. It’s come through recessions and busts and it’s still 
going strong. In many ways, it’s like Games Workshop: a 
company that kind of shouldn’t exist – because it’s a 
throwback to an earlier time, to interests that should 
have died out – but one that is, against all the odds, 
perhaps even perversely, successful. 
 How does this relate to the social contract? 
 WWE wasn’t always this way. Vince MacMahon is 
actually the second Vince MacMahon to own a wrestling 
company. His father, the first Vince MacMahon owned 
the Capitol Wrestling Co, which Vince MacMahon jr. 
bought out in 1984, and turned into the WWF. 
 Now the first Vince MacMahon, he’d worked with 
his rivals. Wrestling companies in the US were split across 
territories; each territory would have its star wrestlers, 
and they would move out as the fans got tired of them, 
coming back later to roaring cheers, ensuring that local 
fans never got tired, and that everyone got paid. A 
network of handshake agreements, unenforceable in 
court, ensured that no-one business trod on anyone else’s 
toes. They existed as a kind of co-operative, with 
everyone able to enjoy the fruits of their work, and many, 
many options for success. 
 Vince MacMahon jr came along and changed all 
that, because he was a Business Genius. What he did was 
very simple. He ignored the non-aggression treaties and 
offered the big stars of rival companies massive money 
contracts to come and work for him. Funnily enough, his 
plan worked. He made an absurd amount of money, 
destroyed almost every other wrestling company, and 
established WWE as an absurdly dominant monopoly. 
 Vince MacMahon’s only success is WWE… but I 
would argue that he succeeded not by skill, ingenuity or 
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gumption, but through breaking the social contract. He 
saw that if he was prepared to ignore handshake 
agreements, he could take control of wrestling. He 
assumed it's because he's a great businessman… But the 
way he ‘won’ would have made whoever did it rich - it 
was nothing to do with his skill/genius, and everything to 
do with a brute ruthlessness which places the value of a 
win over the value of people’s feelings... and some 40K 
players are like that.  
 You know the sort. The kind that, back when the 
6th edition Chaos Codex had dropped, went out and 
bought three Heldrakes and fielded them every battle. 
The kind that, when the Tau Codex dropped, went out 
and bought three Riptides and fielded them every battle. 
 ‘Cause there ain’t no rule says they couldn’t do it, 
so they just did it, ignoring the social contract because it 
means they get a win. And a precious, precious win is 
more important to them than anything else. 
 There’s always that cry of ‘the design team 
should…’ whenever the issue of balance comes up, but 
the problem isn’t always the design team. Sure, 
sometimes it is: Grey Knights in 5th, Chaos in 3.5, those 
are times when the fault absolutely lies with them. 
 But other times? Other times it’s us, for not 
acknowledging a very simple truth: for many people, 
breaking the game IS a game. And for many people, 
especially the kind who enjoy making things like this 
nonsense, it can seem like the main one. So the Games 
Design team isn’t working in a vacuum. They’re actually in 
combat, and their opponents are the people who play 
their game. They have to design everything so it fits into a 
massive system of many, many interlocking units, 
characters and vehicles, one that’s always changing, and 
they have to do it in such a way that a person who is 

http://1d4chan.org/wiki/That_guy
http://www.belloflostsouls.net/2015/09/40k-top-ten-ex-power-lists.html
http://www.belloflostsouls.net/2015/09/40k-top-ten-ex-power-lists.html
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cleverer than them cannot exploit the system they create. 
 I’ll just repeat that, because it’s the most 
important part of this piece: games designers have to 
design every rule for every model in such a way that a 
person who is cleverer than them cannot exploit the 
system they create. 
 And that’s impossible, especially in this day and 
age. The internet has connected us all; when I was 
growing up, the only source of tactical information were 
one-off articles in ‘White Dwarf’ and lunchtimes at the 
school Games Club. Now, I’m a single click away from 
extremely helpful, well-detailed tactics articles apparently 
written by racist, misogynist psychopaths. There are 
forums where I can discuss tactical ideas with the best of 
the best. There are statistical breakdowns of which armies 
perform best at the most recent tournaments. In short, 
there is a surfeit of information about how to play. 
 What does this mean? Well, in simple terms, the 
design team have to be cleverer than literally everyone on 
the internet, because the moment an exploit is 
discovered, it’s going global. There are writers on sites 
like Bell of Lost Souls and others who spend their days 
thinking of the next tactics article, and if they read about 
a gaping hole in the games’ design that can be exploited, 
you better believe they’re going to tell everyone. 
 

Look, Just Get To The Point: What The Hell Is 
This Social Contract You’re Going On About? 

 
 ‘We’re both just here to play a game and have 
fun. I’m not going to ruin your experience for the sake of 
my own.’ 
 That right there? That’s the social contract. It’s an 
unspoken rule that says ‘I like to play games in the time 

http://1d4chan.org/wiki/Category:Warhammer_Tactics
http://1d4chan.org/wiki/Category:Warhammer_Tactics
http://1d4chan.org/wiki/Category:Warhammer_Tactics
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between birth and the grave. I’m going to be dead one 
day, and I want to fill the time between now and then – 
where I can – with enjoyable activities. I enjoy the 
company of fellow human beings, and I enjoy it more 
when there is an activity we can share. I would like to play 
this game with you. I would very much like to win, but I 
understand that, in order to play, I’m going to have to 
treat you fairly. With respect. As a result, I will not play 
the absurdly overpowered units that will win me the 
game with little effort, because that’s disrespectful to 
you, as it means you will not have fun. I don’t want to use 
you as a scratching post for my ego, and so I will 
deliberately tailor my list to be less devastating than it 
could be if my army is a powerful one.’ 
 The unspoken social contract is the reason so 
much argument goes into game balance. Arguing that an 
externally mandated ‘game balance’ will solve all the 
game’s problems essentially removes any responsibility 
for gamers to play according to the unspoken social 
contract, and means that those WAAC players who bring 
the nastiest toys to the fight will be controlled without 
the rest of players having to tell them to stop being so 
mean. 
 But here’s the thing: there’s nothing wrong with 
being a WAAC player; it’s actually allowed. There ain’t no 
rule says they have to play nice. Oh, there are frequent 
mentions, but there ain’t no rule. Powergamers will 
ignore the fluff in favour of increased utility in games, 
because winning is what they enjoy, and if everyone’s 
agreed that that’s how they want to play, then why is that 
wrong? 
 Not to mention, it’s a bit rich to have a go at the 
WAAC players when even the severest fluff-gamer will 
efficiency maximise in some ways. I love Grotesques, but I 

http://www.belloflostsouls.net/2015/04/40k-safe-sane-and-consensual-or-the-arrogance-of-unacknowledged-playstyles.html
http://www.belloflostsouls.net/2015/04/40k-safe-sane-and-consensual-or-the-arrogance-of-unacknowledged-playstyles.html
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know they’re pretty overcosted in a standard Dark Eldar 
list, not to mention that for the price of three Grotesques, 
I can get far more Blasters into my Trueborn squad, 
maybe even a spare Venom to go with them. It's honestly 
stupid to say 'play to the fluff' if it cripples your army. 
 Don’t believe me? Look at the 5th, 6th and 7th 
edition rules for the Tyranid Pyrovore: what the fuck is it 
intended to actually do? 
 It was a joke on release and it’s been a joke 
through three editions. A two-wound Marine Scout with a 
power sword and heavy flamer. It’s got some other rules, 
but they don’t help it much. Oh, and it’s huge and easy to 
spot over scenery. 
 ‘But you can take them in squads of three now!’ 
 This waste of space currently costs £20. I’m not 
spending £60 for a sub-par unit made of Aero chocola – 
sorry, Finecast. 
 ‘You could put them in a Tyrannocyte, use them 
to incinerate some Marines and…’ 
 A Tyrannocyte currently costs £38. So I’m 
spending a minimum of £58, maximum of £98, for a sub-
par unit that takes up valuable space I could have used on 
another Winged Hive Tyrant. Who is cheaper, more 
terrifying, and can actually do stuff. 
 So, no matter how much Tyranid players might 
play to the fluff, the only ones who field Pyrovores are the 
ones who enjoyed the refreshing taste of lead paint back 
in their youth. 
 In many ways, the metagame is an evolutionary 
process, driven by players seeking to maximise efficiency. 
Even if they choose to ignore maximally optimal units to 
honour the social contract, they will still generally ignore 
sub-optimal choices. And the thing about evolution, is 
that it doesn’t produce ‘balance’. Competition never 
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produces ‘balance’; it only leads to an apex predator. That 
predator will shift as the game shifts. Today that predator 
might be Slaanesh Daemon Prince with Lash. The next it 
might be Psyrifle Dreadnoughts. The day after that, 
Wraithknights with the D. 
 Balancing the game is a deliberate act, made by 
design, and therefore, only as effective as the cleverest 
person involved in its creation. 
 There’s always going to be someone cleverer out 
there. And that’s the core problem.  
 

I Think We Can Agree, All It Would Take Is A 
Few Tweaks, And… 

 
 BOLLOCKS. 
 'It would only take this to balance the game' is 
nothing but a seductive delusion, because there’s too 
many things to consider; because the game is never 
‘whole’, so it's always going to be a work in progress; 
because there’s always going to be someone cleverer 
than the Games Design team out there, and there’ll 
always be players prepared to ignore the social contract if 
it gets them the win. 
 At best, there will be periods of balance, followed 
by periods of imbalance, much like the Kondratiev Wave 
that’s observed in economic systems. But a wave is not a 
stable thing, and no matter what happens, that period of 
relative calm always gives way to the storm. So that’s why 
I believe 40K will never be balanced, and why it’s folly to 
believe it ever will be. 

 
 
 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kondratiev_wave
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___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 So as of this writing, 8th edition 40K has just been 
announced, and with it, the news that Games Workshop 
has been engaged in two and a half years of solid 
playtesting, redesigning the entire game from the ground 
up. 
 As it stands, it’s looking and sounding like the 
game may be – whisper it – balanced. So does that 
invalidate everything I’ve written here? 
 Well, I hope so. 
 But I suspect not. 
 Ask me in a couple of years’ time… 
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Why Are There So Many Skulls? 
or, Why Do They Always Send The Poor? 
 
 

Originally published December 2015 
 
WARNING: this article contains spoilers for ‘Mad Max: Fury Road’; make sure you 
watch the film before you read this.  
Not even joking, stop doing everything and go watch it. You won’t regret your choice. 
 

Dane and The Devil 
 
 If, like me, you’re old as balls, there’s a good 
chance that you’ve read seminal 90’s comic ‘The 
Invisibles’. Dating from the time when DC actually wrote 
comics for adults (come back Karen Berger!), ‘The 
Invisibles’ tells the tale of the titular group of super-cool 
freedom fighters as they take on the terrifying minions of 
the Outer Church. It’s a completely bananas storyline, and 
any attempt to summarise it is near impossible due to the 
fact that writer Grant Morrison basically replaced his 
blood with LSD and scorpion venom in order to get high 
enough to write the thing. 
 Anyway, one of my favourite scenes is in the 
‘Black Science’ arc, where Dane – a Scouse thug and 
future Buddha – has been captured by the forces of the 
Outer Church in their super-science evil base of evil. 
 Now, by this point, Dane is essentially Invisible 
number 1. He’s not in charge, but he is the most 
important member of the group because he’s the most 
Enlightened-with-a-capital-E. The Outer Church put him in 
a cell with a chessboard. Then, a blind, unnamed 
character enters. We’ve seen this man before, and it’s 
been established that the Outer Church are terrified of 
him, because it’s clear (though never stated) that this is 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vertigo_comics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vertigo_comics
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The Devil. As in the literal King of Hell. He sits opposite 
Dane, and the two of them talk, discussing their side’s 
respective philosophies. 
 And what the two of them do, is agree that the 
Invisibles and the Outer Church are, to all intents and 
purposes, the same. These two ‘enemies’, the 
diametrically opposed representatives of Freedom/Chaos 
(The Invisibles) and Order/Control (The Outer Church) are 
- in every way that matters - one and the same.  
 Because, for all their affectations of competence, 
all either side really does is kill people who don’t deserve 
it. The Invisibles may be the most literal freedom fighters 
in fiction, and the Outer Church may be trying to defend 
humanity from destruction at the hands of eldritch 
horrors beyond measure… But from outside the conflict, 
looking down at the tangible, concrete results of each 
side’s actions, it’s clear: neither side has any real 
entitlement to call themselves anything but the most self-
entitled butchers. The Outer Church’s ham-fisted 
attempts at exerting control on the world are little more 
than massacres; the Invisibles’ attempts at liberation are 
barely more than bloodbaths. Why? Because neither side 
has any respect for the people they both claim to be 
ostensibly trying to save. Their soldiers and leaders have 
calcified inside their separate ideologies, and are now so 
justified in their pursuit of their goals, so certain that 
what they’re doing is justified, that they have utterly 
discarded any morality at all. The members of each 
faction sees themselves as above such things. 
 But Dane and the Devil? They don’t. Neither of 
them runs a thing, instead, acting as untouchable 
outsiders. As the apex of their respective factions, they 
stand apart. And it’s only if you pay attention to the 
scene, that you notice something about the way Dane and 
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the Devil are sitting. They may sit at the table, across the 
game of chess between them… But they’re sat at right 
angles to the board. 
 Neither of them is playing the game. 
 Neither of them has ever played it. 
 Because, unlike everyone beneath them, they can 
see that, like all games, it’s only a diversion; it’s just a 
convenient way to ignore what’s happening in real life. 
 

Witness me. 

 
 One of the best films of 2015 is ‘Mad Max: Fury 
Road’, and I’ll fight anyone who says otherwise. I mean, 
not very well and not very hard, but I’ll give it a damned 
good go. 
 If, like me, you were holding your breath through 
Imperator Furiosa’s desperate first escape from the War 
Boys, then there’s a bit that will doubtless have stuck in 
your mind. 
 I swear to Throne, when that happened, I very 
nearly pooped myself with awesome. I mean, seriously, 
that hardcore motherfrakker’s got an ARROW IN HIS 
BRAIN and he’s so full of UNFETTERED MASCULINITY that 
he stops, he takes a moment to PAINT HIS TEETH 
CHROME, THEN KILLS A CAR WITH A SPEAR. 

 

A SPEAR 

 
 No matter how any of us might go out, our death 
will never be that awesome. 
 And all those crazy motherfuckers around him, 
before it happens, they’re all cheering him on, begging 
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him to do it, because they know it’s going to awesome, 
just like we do. And then he does it and they’re like 

WITNESS! 

and you’re watching going 

WITNESS! 
along with them and there’s no blood left in your brain 
because you’ve got the kind of tumescence/wide-on that 
normally only arrives after 200 millilitres of intravenous 
horse Viagra. 

 
 

Martyrs. 

 
 Those of you who’ve seen my favourite horror 
film ever (Pascal Laugier’s 2008 New French Extremity film 
‘Martyrs’) will know that the word ‘martyr’ originally 
meant ‘witness’. 
 The thing about war, is that war is simply the use 
of state-sponsored violence to accomplish political aims. 
And the thing about violence, is that it tends to make 
people dead. And the thing about people is, that for the 
vast majority of us, we don’t really want to be dead. After 
all, being alive, for all its manifold problems, is usually 
kind of awesome. 
 Which is a dilly of a pickle if you want to run 
things. After all, if people are more concerned with being 
alive than with what you want, well. No matter how much 
they agree with you, no matter how strongly they cling to 
their ideals, they might decide that the chance of being 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lNpDiQimK6U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lNpDiQimK6U
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not alive outweighs their dedication to you getting what 
you want. 
 Historically, this has a bit of problem for 
governments generally. After all, people don’t really tend 
to care about politics unless it touches on their lives, 
which means that for most people at least, political ideals 
are kind of impersonal. Abstract even. After all, while a 
person might believe in the nationalisation of those 
services which benefit the public sector, well… A march is 
one thing, but unless they’re reaaaaally into The Cause, 
it’s not usually something people are ready to die for. 
 This is why armies have to use a wide variety of 
sophisticated techniques to break people’s brains. 
 We’ve all seen ‘Full Metal Jacket’ (and if you 
haven’t, you’ll have heard the quotes. R. Lee Ermey’s 
performance is the stuff of legends). The first half of the 
film is about the resocialisation of a group of new military 
recruits. It’s a little outdated perhaps, but the core ideas 
are the same as today: a group of people who’ve never 
fought professionally before are psychologically altered 
until they are capable of doing so. 
 All armies do this. It’s impossible to run a 
successful army that doesn’t, because if you don’t, people 
tend to decide that killing people they don’t know for 
reasons they’re not entirely clear on is a poor life 
decision, and so they end up deliberately missing the 
enemy. Or worse, they decide that continuing to be alive 
is more important than following orders, and thus they 
bugger off. 
 While you can introduce Draconian penalties to 
prevent your soldiers from scarpering, really, it’s better to 
convince them that they want – or better still, need – to 
be on your battlefield. As a result, armies have to 
convince their soldiers to be prepared to not live, which, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Military_education_and_training
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Military_education_and_training
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=71Lft6EQh-Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=71Lft6EQh-Y
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Resocialization
http://www.historynet.com/men-against-fire-how-many-soldiers-actually-fired-their-weapons-at-the-enemy-during-the-vietnam-war.htm
http://www.historynet.com/men-against-fire-how-many-soldiers-actually-fired-their-weapons-at-the-enemy-during-the-vietnam-war.htm
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on the surface, sounds like a really hard thing to do. After 
all life has great things in it. Family, friends…. 
 Which means whatever the army chooses to offer 
the soldiers instead of their life, it has to be attractive. 
Much more attractive. More attractive than being here 
any more, doing the things you love, spending time with 
the people you love, playing with your children. It needs 
to be something so attractive, you’d give all those things 
up willingly… All to help people in power you’ve never 
met in ways you’ll never personally benefit from. 
 As a species, we respond better to personal ideas 
than abstract ones, and so what the military has to do is 
takes the army’s intellectual, abstract political objectives, 
and translate them into emotive, concrete, personal 
motivations that the common soldiery can relate to.  
 There are many ways this is done, but for all their 
differences, they only really boil down to two things. Most 
armies offer both. 
 The first is the idea of being a protector. They 
work to convince their neophyte soldiers that through the 
army’s ministrations, they will become defenders. Of 
exactly what varies according to cultural and religious 
beliefs, but mostly? It requires telling the recruit that their 
actions as a soldier are of real, direct benefit to that 
soldier’s loved ones. 
 So, ‘We require you to go to this particular piece 
of land and attack these people who used to be our allies 
and to whom we have sold many, many weapons for a 
variety of reasons including renegotiated trade treaties, 
the religious factionalism of our allies and the political 
necessities of making concessions to certain industrial 
groups who have lobbied hard for this through thirty 
separate business channels’ becomes ‘You’re keeping 
your mum safe from bad men who want to kill her.’ 
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 This first motivation is enough for a lot of people. 
After all, who doesn’t want to defend their family? Who 
doesn’t want to keep their mum safe? Their husband? 
Their kids? 
 Of course, I’m going to be talking about 40K, so 
this positive motivation isn’t the one I’m going to be 
looking at today… 

 

Why Are All The Slogans The Same? 

 
 In Britain, we have a thing called the Old Lie. Well, 
not everyone calls it that, but a lot do. It’s this: ‘Dulce Et 
Decorum Est, Pro Patria Mori.’ 
 Translated, it means ‘It is right and proper to die 
for your country’. It was a standard sort of proverb, 
bandied around the best sorts of Grammar schools in the 
UK, and a generation of young men grew up believing in 
it. That the ideals of England were absolutely worth their 
lives. After all, they had been told so. 
 Then World War One happened. 
 There are only three villages in the whole of the 
UK who didn’t lose a member to the Great War. Every 
other city, town, village and hamlet – all 43,000 of them – 
has a monument in it to the men and boys (and that’s 
literal boys, not metaphorical ones) they lost on the 
battlefields. And every Remembrance Day, beneath the 
solemn thoughts and compassionate words, is a dark and 
terrible – and quite unspoken – conviction: that these 
deaths were pointless.  
 That these young men were lied to, died horrible, 
agonised deaths in the mud and mire, and it was for no 
reason. They didn’t save the world. They didn’t defend 
their country or their families. 
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 They just died. 
 That belief suffused so much of my experiences 
growing up and discussing the army. Whether it was with 
friends, family, relatives, the same ethos coloured 
everything: the military may be respectable, but they will 
kill you, and no matter what you died for, it won’t be 
enough. 
 I mean, when you talk about World War 2 you’ve 
got that funny little man and his funny little moustache. 
Him and his fascists remain an undeniable evil that 
needed to be fought. World War One had fourteen year 
old boys choking to death on their own blood in clouds of 
chemical weapons because the King of England and his 
cousin, the Kaiser of Germany, wanted to play at war with 
real lives. 
 So in the UK, you can’t use the Old Lie any more. 
It’s why the army says things like ‘Securing Britain in an 
uncertain world’ and ‘Get real qualifications, valuble skills 
and friends for life’. 
 But, there was a time, however alien that may 
seem, when ‘It is right and proper to die for your country’ 
is something that people absolutely believed in. During 
World War 2, Russia’s army had a similarly interesting 
motto. 
 ‘Die for the motherland’. 
 Hmmm. There’s a lot of overlap between those 
two isn’t there? I wonder if there are other, similar 
phrases… 
 ‘The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to 
time with the blood of patriots’. 
 And of course there are more. I’d be prepared to 
think most – maybe all – armies have used phrases like 
these, ones which extolling the virtues of dying. Why? 
Because if fear of your family dying is the stick, then this 
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the carrot; an ego-massaging carrot of such deliciousness 
that for some, it seems impossible to turn down: 
 Proof that their existence mattered. 
 

Martyrdom Cultures 

 
 Many cultures have traditions of extolling the 
virtues of martyrdom: the idea that even if your life is 
worthless, your death can have value. You many have no 
money, no friends, no lovers, no hope… But you can 
always choose the method of your dying. To someone 
who’s lived a life of abject vulnerability, one without any 
real control at all, such a thought can be intoxicating. 
With the added impetus of a righteous cause in whose 
name to die, it can be irresistible. 
 After all, if you dedicate your life to a cause, and 
then die for it, you’ve not only protected it, not only 
demonstrated its virtue… But you’ve elevated yourself by 
inspiring others. In doing so, you change the nature of 
death. It goes from being a negation - a terrible loss, an 
undoable cessation - and becomes an act of creation. You 
generate new followers, new believers. New people to 
take up where you left off. You don’t even need to believe 
in an afterlife, to know – to truly know – that your death 
helped those you love. Helped preserve your ideas. 
Helped those you left behind, even if they don’t ever 
know. 
 In a world where people take photographs of 
their food and post them onto social media, all in the 
desperate hope that they’ll receive a ‘like’ and 
confirmation that their life has some meaning to others, 
it’s easy to see how powerfully enthralling the idea of a 
meaningful death might be. The idea of turning yourself 
from a person into a symbol. 
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 You only have to look at the religions they’ve built 
around martyrs to see the appeal. 

 

The Most Feminist Character in ‘Fury Road’. 

 
 There were a bunch of people who were 
angry that Mad Max wasn’t the protagonist of his 
own film. And they’re right – he wasn’t. It’s pretty 
much open knowledge now that the film doesn’t 
have one main character; it actually has a pair of 
them: deuteragonists, with equal agency in the plot, 
and equally engaging character arcs: 
 Imperator Furiosa and Nux, the model of 
sanity who begins the film with Max strapped to the 
front of his car. 
 There have been numerous articles explaining 
how the true protagonist of ‘Fury Road’ is Furiosa, 
and I have to both agree with them, and praise the 
film for that. Furiosa is awesome. 
 But I don’t think Max is the secondary 
character either, because he doesn’t have a 
character arc. 
 What’s that? Well, in simple terms, a 
character arc is the journey a character goes on. In 
the beginning of the story, they’re flawed in some 
way: Tony Stark is a selfish meatus. Thor is an 
arrogant turd. Bruce Wayne is scared of the whole 
world. We see them struggle to change, fail, but 
then, when the chips are down, and everything’s on 
the line, they confront their weakness, master it, and 
save the day. In doing so, they overcome it. Tony 

http://blogs.reuters.com/great-debate/2015/05/22/why-imperator-furiosa-not-mad-max-is-the-hero-for-our-age/
http://blogs.reuters.com/great-debate/2015/05/22/why-imperator-furiosa-not-mad-max-is-the-hero-for-our-age/
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Stark starts to think of others; Thor accepts 
responsibility; Bruce Wayne learns to wield fear as a 
weapon. 

 Max starts mad and ends mad. He doesn’t 
explicitly defeat any of his personal demons… If you 
can even call them that. Sure, he sees a whole bunch 
of dead Australians, but I assume that’s just what 
happens if you live in the Outback for long enough. 
And he’s still seeing them at the end. He overcomes 
nothing. Maybe a refusal to help anyone but himself, 
but that’s arguable. 
 No, Nux is the real deuteragonist. 
 Nux starts the film as, effectively, an Ork. He 
likes two things: driving fast and blood transfusions. 
His only goal in life is to die gloriously. How 
committed to this goal is he? 
 Yeah, he’s pretty committed to it. 
 Over the course of the film, Nux is the way 
we learn about the War Boys. It’s a brilliant bit of 
world building, and an absolutely critical piece of the 
story. Because, looked at from the outside, the War 
Boys are fucking crazy. I mean, seriously fucking 
crazy. They’re a bunch of high-octane psychopaths, 
screaming lunatic mantras about Valhalla and 
chrome and living again… an insane cult of fruitloops 
who it’s perfectly okay to kill. 
 Because they can’t be saved, can they? 
They’re a lunatic death cult, drunk on religious 
fervour, ritual scarification and petrol fumes. 
 Over the course of the film, the director uses 
Nux to show us how wrong that perception is. 
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 Because Nux isn’t some random madman. He 
wasn’t born like that. He was made that way, 
through systemic, structural, institutionalised abuse. 
Nux – and by extension, every single War Boy - is a 
victim. 
 In the opening of the film, we’re shown 
Immortan Joe’s stronghold, and we see hundreds of 
shaven-headed young boys, daubed in the white 
paint of the War Boys. Without one word, the film 
makes it clear: the cult catches them young. It takes 
little boys, and turns them into ravening monsters. It 
gives them things to do: cars to drive, wars to make. 
It gives them friends: we constantly see the War 
Boys screaming and laughing and cheering together. 
Even if they fight and argue, they work as one (and 
belonging is a critical need in life).  
 Most importantly, it gives them a philosophy: 
Immortan Joe is the best. Help him, and you will be 
rewarded in the afterlife. 
 The film shows Nux has multiple terminal 
tumours. He’s barely in his twenties, and he’s dying. 
He’s knows it too. He’s got no life ahead of him, no 
hope for the future; he’s never going to accomplish 
anything… and the film is very explicit about how 
unfased he is by this. It makes it clear: diseases like 
this are typical. In a world where you’re going die 
without ever getting a chance to live, what do you 
have to offer the world except your death? To quote 
the film’s writer-director: 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maslow%27s_hierarchy_of_needs
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 “These War Boys have no choice. They're 
culturally impoverished: There's no books, there's no 
internet, there's no theaters, no radios, no music. All 
they have are the detritus of the past and they 
refashion it so a steering wheel becomes a religious 
artifact; they do the sign of the V8; the engine they 
scarified on their bodies, because an engine is much 
more permanent than the human body; they chrome 
their teeth, because chrome is such a rare thing. So 
like all cults this is another cult invented by the 
Immortan Joe in order to get people to die on his 
behalf.” - George Miller  
 
 And that’s how Immortan Joe keeps his 
power. Because for all his grandiosity, for all his fine 
robes and cool skull masks, the king of The Citadel is 
nothing but a fat, sad old rapist, riddled with disease, 
kept alive by life support machines. He’s not even 
capable of dressing himself. He’s in power because of 
his War Boys. Their absolute loyalty to him is his only 
power. The film makes it relentlessly, explicitly clear: 
Immortan Joe is completely self-serving. He doesn't 
provide guidance, or leadership, or protection for his 
people. Maybe once he did, but that was a long-
forgotten time ago. Now he’s just two hundred 
pounds of crap in a hundred pound sack; a useless 
sadist who exerts control in the name of his own self-
aggrandisment. Everything he does is about him. 
 His War Boys stay loyal to him because they 
believe his lies wholeheartedly. They don’t even 
know they’re lies, because there are no conflicting 



186 
 

opinions. Like an internet echo-chamber, they 
support each other in their self-sustaining worldview. 
Look at the reactions to that first War Boy’s demand 
to be witnessed: they cheer him like a hero. Then 
look at their reaction when he explodes: they cheer 
even harder…  
 But who are they cheering for? After all, the 
nameless, martyred War Boy can’t hear it. He’s 
deader than fried chicken. 
 They’re cheering for themselves. 
 That cheer is every War Boy telling every 
other War Boy – including himself: ‘my death will not 
be pointless. My death will not be purposeless. My 
death will have value. 
 ‘Which means I have value.’ 
 Fundamentally, the War Boys provide one 
another with self-esteem – which is very near the top 
of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, and so of serious 
importance. 
 By building his cult around the negation of 
death, Immortan Joe keeps himself in power, able to 
starve his people, rape women, and generally be an 
irredeemably vile human being without the slightest 
constraint. And does he hold his War Boys in 
esteem? 
 Not really. 
 Over the course of the film, Nux constantly 
fails. First he fails to die gloriously during Furiosa’s 
initial escape. Then, he fails again, even more 
horribly, as his lord, master and prophet watches 
him, and declares him ‘mediocre’. And it’s this 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maslow%27s_hierarchy_of_needs
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absolutely breaks him. He curls up and waits to die, 
because there’s no more hope for him now. He’s 
never going to get to Valhalla. 
 Which is what allows Immortan Joe’s former 
‘wife’ Capable to reach Nux’s shattered psyche. 
 While everyone else freaks out at Nux’s 
appearance, only seeing the War Boy regalia, 
Capable doesn’t. The victim of lifetime of sustained 
abuse at Immortan Joe’s hands, in Nux, she doesn’t 
see an Ork, a monster that it’s perfectly okay to kill. 
 She sees herself, reflected back. She sees 
what she’d have been if she’d been born male. 
 This is where the director uses Capable to 
show us that Nux is as much of a victim of Immortan 
Joe as the five ‘wives’ are. Capable explains it: Nux 
never had a say in his own life. He’s been abused just 
as fully, raped just as thoroughly as the wives have. 
Not in the same way – and it shouldn’t need stating, 
but it always does: Nux’s degradation in no way 
diminishes that of the wives and vice versa – but it 
creates an interesting parallel, and, in my opinion, an 
extremely brave one, because it shows that the War 
Boys are human. They’re not mindless savages, 
killing for the thrill of it by choice. They’re not orks, 
born for fightin’ and winnin’. 
 They’re what happens when you so 
completely groom a child that you convince him up is 
left and right is Thursday. You so reprogram and 
repurpose the totality of his mind that he can’t even 
conceive of a world outside the one you tell him 
there is. Nux isn’t a caricature; he’s a person, as fully 
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realised and three-dimensional as Imperator Furiosa, 
both of them victims of the rapacious desires of a 
worthless old man. 
 Just like Space Marines. 
 

And They Shall Know No Fear. 

 
 Take a boy from a world of violence. Tell him 
you’ll make him a god of the skies; an angel of death. 
He doesn’t understand the price until you implant 
him with twenty different transhuman organs, 
designed in a time when gods walked the Earth. By 
the time they shred the humanity in him, remaking 
his body into the weapon you need him to be, it’s 
too late. The work you’ve done on his mind, 
removing fear, doubt, any trace of even the slightest 
possibility of hesitation has left him incapable of 
anything except ferocious certainty. Give him the 
best wargear humanity ever invented and tell him 
he’s a righteous servant, fighting for a cause that is 
true against an enemy that is as relentless as it is 
despicable. 
 Because before you came to him, he was 
worthless. His world was dust. His people were dust. 
He was dust. All he had to offer the world before was 
his death. Now, he can offer that same death in the 
name of something bigger and brighter than him. 
 Of course, here’s the question: which 
Marines am I talking about? Loyalists or Traitors? 
 Dane and the Devil sit at ninety degrees to 
the chessboard. 
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 The Imperium convinces its marines to die for 
the Emperor; Chaos convinces its marines to die for 
the glory of Chaos. But whether they’re the servants 
of the False Emperor or the Ruinous Powers, all 
Marines are victims, just as Nux is. They’re all the 
same. Lost men, dying in the name of power that’s 
not theirs, never was and never can be. Raised, 
indoctrinated and resocialised, Astartes and Traitors 
alike do not create. They do not form real, reciprocal 
relationships with communities outside their own. 
They don’t even interact with other humans in 
meaningful ways. After all, ‘chapter serf’ is just 
another way of saying ‘chapter slave’: even the best 
of the Ultramarines and Space Wolves and 
Salamanders still stand apart from normal humanity.  
 So, no matter how brave their deeds, no 
matter how heroic their actions, these remain 
emotionally mutilated men, only capable of seeing 
the universe in the wretched, amputated way they 
were taught to. Men who are in love with death, 
because that’s how they were built, programmed to 
never question why they’re dying, or for who. 
 In truth, they’re dying because it’s all they 
know. Asking why is as likely to occur to them as 
asking the Reclusiarch if he’d like them to bake 
cupcakes. 
 

The Reason There Are Skulls On Everything. 

 
 Nux dies at the end of ‘Fury Road’. Despite 
everything, despite receiving and reciprocating 
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compassion, his situation never meaningfully 
changes. All he has to offer is his death. So he 
decides to spend it on saving people who cared for 
him. He doesn’t die for his own glory. He doesn’t die 
as a way to aggrandise himself. He dies to save 
others. When he says ‘Witness me’ for the final time, 
it’s not the furious defiance of a man screaming in 
the face of a world that has denied him everything. 
 It’s a request. 
 Please. 
 Tell me my life mattered. 
 Even at the end, his death remains the only 
value he thinks his life has – the only measure of 
control he can conceive of possessing. 
 And that’s why there are skulls on everything. 
 In order to convince soldiers to lay down their 
lives, you can either convince them to protect the 
things they love, or convince them their death will 
have meaning. When your civilisation offers no true 
love, no true connections, no personal things to 
protect, all that’s left is death. And so the symbols of 
death become ubiquitous. Yes, it looks badass. And 
yes, it’s useful as a tool to strike fear into the heart of 
your enemies. 
 But mostly? It’s a reminder: death is all you 
have. 
 And by constantly reminding your populace 
of that, it prevents them from ever thinking that 
there might be another way. By keeping them 
focused on the way of their death, they never think 
about the alternative. 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/apr/28/every-conversation-meaningless-beeps-charlie-brooker
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 They never even realise there is an 
alternative. 
 Death is all you have. 
 And thus, the people stay under control 
forever. 

___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 Christ, but Fury Road’ is an amazing film. 
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A Barely-Commented Upon Evil 
Or, Tau Are Just The Worst. 

 

Originally published January  2016. 
 
 “I hate this. It’s rubbish; not even real. Who even 
likes reading about things that aren’t real?” 
 One of my years 10s was enjoying studying Stave 
Three of ‘A Christmas Carol’ about as much as a 
trepanation. I could have told her that she needed to in 
order to pass her GCSE English and thus gain access to 
those employment opportunities that remain forever 
locked to the illiterate… But I’d already played that card at 
least five times more than even I could bear it, and 
anyway, what would be the point? She could see no value 
whatsoever not merely in the novel, but in the very 
concept of fantasy itself. 
 As her comment drifted across the room to me, I 
could hear literally every eye in the room roll, then swivel 
over to me, every eye eager for me to raise an eyebrow, 
then put this girl in her place, telling her that with ideas 
like that she might as well just leave the room, fill a sink, 
then hold her head under the water until the bubbles 
stopped in order to prevent her stealing precious oxygen 
from those who might contribute more to the species 
than she. 
 The rest of the class may have wanted that. They 
weren’t going to get it. 
 It’s one of the classic demands for rationalisation 
made of every English teacher. Every educator faces 
them, and, while they seem different, they’re not really. 
‘When am I going to really need this later?’ is basically the 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/01/03/a-barely-commented-upon-evil/
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same question as ‘Why do we need to know this?’ They all 
derive from a single, ur-question: 
 ‘How will knowing this help me make me money?’ 
 This, built around the assumption that the sum of 
human knowledge or worth can – and should – be boiled 
down to financial gain. 
 Looking across at the bored face of a girl who 
could see no value whatsoever in human imagination or 
the potential of fiction, I knew what my go-to example 
would be. 
 

Jessie The Yodelling Cowgirl And Me 

 
 As I’ve probably mentioned before, it was in late 
1999 that I was dumped for the very first time. As an 
asocial freak with all the personality of an angry and 
almost ferociously tumescent lettuce, I’d obviously never 
known love before then. So, to say that I was ill-equipped 
to deal with the emotional fallout of what I thought at the 
time was the love of my life leaving me, well? 
 I like to think I handled it with the same good 
grace as a two year old discovering that Santa’s not real 
when he finds Grandad dressed in a stinking Santa 
costume, face-down in a puddle of beery vomit and 
blood-tainted piss. Which is to say that I can’t recall much 
of those days, but I’m fairly confident I cried for 
something like six months solid, then intermittently for 
the next twelve. 
 I had never known such pain before. Never. No-
one could possibly ever have plumbed such depths of 
desolation and despair, no-one. It was inconceivable. I 
wept, wailed, lamented, cursed, sobbed, snuffled, 
moaned, bawled, and blubbered with all the ferocity and 
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commitment of Kylo Ren upon the discovery that his 
favourite brand of hair conditioner is no longer in stock. 
 Then a yodelling cowgirl came along and she was 
me. 
 For those of you who haven’t seen ‘Toy Story 2’, 
it’s one of very few children’s films to posit the radical 
notion that there’s no such thing as True Love. Jessie 
thought she’d found her True Love; that she could only 
ever love Emily. Her rejection has ended with her sealed 
away from everyone in a lightless box, and if there’s a 
better metaphor for how it feels to get dumped, I don’t 
know what it is. 
 Then she meets Woody, and rather than living in 
cold, dark box for the whole of her life, or cutting herself 
off from everyone in the name of letting them admire her 
from a distance, she takes a chance on a second, new 
love. It works: she gets to enjoy that perfection of 
happiness all over again. 
 Because True Love is a load of old bollocks. In real 
life, there’s just love, and while finding someone to love 
you may be tricky, falling in love itself is ridiculously easy. 
You like them, they like you, and – assuming you’re not 
toys (or asexual, in which case you just need the first two) 
– you decide to fuck each other a lot. In my experience, 
love tends to come quite quickly after that. 
 Now, that doesn’t mean your relationship’s going 
to work; if love was really all you need, there’d be no such 
thing as relationship counsellors. 
 Or PornHub. 
 Anyway, back at the point I was making, ‘Toy 
Story 2’ uses the fantasy of talking toys enables the 
discussion of a very real – and very difficult – truth, in a 
way that’s easily relatable for the majority of people. 
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 Pixar films does this sort of thing a lot. For 
example, ‘Up’ is about death, and how just because the 
love of your life has died, that doesn’t mean your life is 
over, or that you’ll never be happy again: you’ll forge your 
life anew, and meet new people who make you just as 
happy – albeit in different ways. ‘Monsters University’ is 
about how sometimes, no matter what your dreams or 
hopes may be, you’ll never get to achieve them, and how 
that’s actually okay. ‘Frozen’ is all about how you 
shouldn’t look for love in the wrong places, as well as the 
fact that abusive boyfriends can look and act pretty 
perfect from the outside. Yes, I know ‘Frozen’ isn’t a Pixar 
film. Why don’t you let it go? *rimshot* 
 Metaphor is a powerful thing. It’s how we’ve 
taught our children important life lessons for years. We 
assemble the pieces of the puzzle in their minds, and let 
them assemble the message as they will. When an issue is 
too big or too powerful or too horrible to talk about 
directly, we can use metaphor to take the personal out of 
it, and look at it more objectively. 
 That’s how ‘Star Trek: Deep Space Nine’ was able 
to discuss the problems of Israel and Palestine 
withoutangering either side. The two real-life factions 
become the Bajorans and the Cardassians… And at no 
stage do the writers explicitly state which side is which. 
They simply present the issues and leave you to think 
about them. In a similar vein, during ‘Battlestar 
Galactica’s third season, Colonel Tigh uses suicide 
bombers and leads a terrorist insurgency… against robots. 
The parallels to the real-world are clear, but with the 
serial numbers filed off, he could be showing… Well, any 
parallel you might care to draw. 
 There are two terms which describe this use of 
metaphor: allegory and applicability. Allegory is when the 
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writer has a clear real-world parallel in mind (so, for 
example, George Orwell’s ‘Animal Farm’ is a clear allegory 
about the development of Stalinist Russia). Applicability 
is when the writer just writes stuff and lets the audience 
make up their own mind what it’s about (so, for example, 
in ‘Lord of The Rings’, The One Ring is a metaphor for drug 
addiction, with Smeagol/Gollum looking and behaving 
exactly like a junkie, and Frodo turning into one by the 
end). The difference is that allegory is deliberate, and 
applicability is inadvertent, and may end up with things 
that the writer did not intend (or does not like) being 
drawn out by eager fans, the aforementioned One 
Ring=drug addiction one being a famous example that 
annoyed JRR Tolkein (although how much the writer’s 
opinions matter is very much a question of where you 
stand. 
 Now, not every piece of fantasy or speculative 
fiction uses fantasy this way, using metaphor to explore 
difficult real-world issues, but I would argue the very best 
do. Allegory is the great strength of speculative fiction; at 
its best, it allows a discussion of the big ideas surrounding 
the human condition. Warhammer 40,000 has always had 
some level of metaphor and allegory to it, especially when 
it comes to the Imperium. Which makes sense, because 
the Imperium are explicitly the most ‘human’ culture. 
 Of course, it’s possible with the other 40K species 
as well. Which neatly brings us to the Tau. 
 

The Tau, And Why They’re Evil. 

 
 As I’m sure we all agree, part of the joy of 40K is 
that every faction is evil beyond words. There may be 
‘good’ individuals on almost all sides (with the obvious 
exceptions of the Dark Eldar), but where other imagined 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Death_of_the_Author
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worlds present grey-on-grey, 40K jumps cheerfully into 
black-on-black horror and doesn’t ever look back. 
 ‘Except for the Tau!’ 
 Yes, yes. 
 When they were first introduced, perhaps that 
was what was intended. Very much the ‘anime’ faction, 
the Tau seemed simply not to fit. Bright, brash, with a 
design aesthetic that lacked even a single skull, this was a 
faction in which not one person has access to a chainsaw-
sword. Not one! 
 Needless to say, there was a gnashing of teeth 
and a pulling of hair and all the usual things that happen 
whenever nerds are confronted with change, but 
eventually it became clear the Tau weren’t going away 
and that was that. 
 The complaints stayed, though, and the main one 
about the Tau was that they were unashamedly ‘goodies’. 
Over the years, GW have done a lot to fight that 
perception, but it still lingers. In a world of GRIMDARK 
where even the good Elves are evil, the Tau stand out like 
a sore thumb to some. Mostly people who take what 
looks like a noble philosophy – ‘The Greater Good’ – 
entirely at face value. 
 Now, those of you expecting me to start talking 
about how they’re actually evil because they’re Space 
Commies and all that jazz, well, you’re going to be 
disappointed. Not because it’s not true (it is), but because 
that’s a well-worn path already trodden by a thousand 
pairs of boots and I’m not going near it. 
 No, they’re evil fucks because they have a caste 
system. 
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The Horrors Of Making Life Conform To A 
Story. 

 
 I don’t know about you, but the first time I ever 
realised that one day, I was going to die, I very nearly 
screamed. Lying in bed, I just realised that one day, I was 
going out like a candle, and that would be that. 
 The universe is pointless. 
 Your children will die. The people who remember 
you will forget, then die, and it will be as though you 
never were. Your family line will die out. The books you 
write will be lost. Your gravestone will crumble, the 
marker removed to be used as gravel. The things you 
fought for will pass first into insignificance, then 
irrelevance. America will disappear like Rome and every 
other empire before it whose names are forgotten. 
Eventually, the Earth will be consumed by fire, and the 
Universe – a place simply too impossibly vast and harsh 
an environment to sustain humanity as a species – will 
choke our species into extinction. The universe is 
meaningless, life serves no purpose and nothing we ever 
do or say or create will last. 
 Now, you may agree with that assessment. You 
may not. One thing though: it’s a viewpoint that’s 
impossible to remain ambivalent over. 
 Now, the reason I bring this up isn’t because I’m a 
lunatic nihilist; it’s actually because there’s this thing 
called Terror Management Theory which – in grotesquely 
simplified terms – argues that literally everything humans 
have done or will ever do, is designed to stave off the 
knowledge that, one day, we will die. ‘TMT’ argues that 
we are a species dedicated to building a house on sand, 
and the only way many of us can meaningfully function in 
the face of that is to deny that’s what we’re doing. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Terror_management_theory
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 Confronted by a universe where we are 
hilariously unimportant, we do the only thing that makes 
sense to us, and create things in defiance of that cosmic 
irrelevance. We have children. We write books. We create 
empires. We build cultures… All to stave off our sheer 
existential terror of death. 
 Culture, once created, then breeds itself. Each 
generation takes what the previous ones did and 
embellishes upon those things. It takes what it likes, 
shines them up real nice, and – assuming no disasters – 
prepares it for the next generation. We see this in 
everything. Technology gives us morse code, then 
wireless, then telephone, then email. Stories give us Flash 
Gordon, then Luke Skywalker, then Neo, then Star Lord. 
Religion gives us animism, then pantheism, then 
monotheism, and so on. Every idea is tinkered upon by 
the generations that follow, keeping the parts they like, 
discarding the rest, all as the culture sees fit. 
 The problem with all of this, is, of course, the 
people themselves. Culture can come from people’s 
hopes, but all too often, it comes from their fears too. As 
TMT tells us, while the main fear is of death, when the 
threat of that death isn’t immediate, the fear changes; 
becoming sublimated from a terror of immediate threats 
to fear of vague, unknown ones. Given time, and enough 
people telling you you’re right – which is all any culture is, 
really – that fear can escalate. 
 So, a fear of strangers (because you don’t know 
anything about them, so they might want to kill you) 
becomes a fear of foreigners (because they’re different; 
they’re Not Like Us). If there’s no foreigners, maybe it 
becomes a fear of difference (because that guy rolling the 
dice is Not Like Us, so maybe he’s dangerous? Who knows 
what a man who plays with toy soldiers is up to?) 
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 Left unchecked, that fear of difference can lead 
people like to believe in really, really dumb things. 
 Like, for example, in the concept of castes. 
 

So what actually is a caste system? And why 
is it so bad? 

 
 Says Wikipedia: ‘Caste is a form of social 
stratification characterized by endogamy, non-
commensality and hereditary occupations.’ 
 Huh? 
 
What in The Rock’s sanctified name is endogamy? 
 Okay, ‘endogamy’ means only marrying within a 
specific social group. You see this all over the world in 
almost every culture. It could be for religious reasons – 
for example, in today’s Israel, the idea of a Jews marrying 
Muslims is so unthinkable that books featuring the idea 
are banned, and in Northern Ireland during the 1970s, the 
idea of a Protestant marrying a Catholic was likewise 
intolerable to either side of that divide. 
But endogamy doesn’t just have to be driven by a 
religious prohibition. It might be cultural – for example, 
Romani Travellers are generally forbidden to marry 
outside the Romani community. That’s even before we 
get to mostly secular conceits, such as good old-fashioned 
racism. After all, there’s a reason that the word 
‘interracial’ is still an emotive word – as well as a favoured 
search entry on certain websites amongst those people 
who view such things as in some way risqué. 
 

Okay, cool. Now what in The Emperor’s name is 
‘non-commensality’? 

http://gawker.com/israel-bans-arab-jewish-romance-novel-in-schools-over-f-1750453567
http://gawker.com/israel-bans-arab-jewish-romance-novel-in-schools-over-f-1750453567
http://gawker.com/israel-bans-arab-jewish-romance-novel-in-schools-over-f-1750453567
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 ‘Non-commensality’ is a posh way of saying 
‘different groups don’t eat together’. 
Now, that may not seem like a big deal, but it’s actually 
pretty huge, because what it really means is ‘different 
social groups never get to interact with each other 
socially’. 
And if you don’t interact with other groups socially, 
they’ve got no idea what each side is like. In this climate 
of ignorance, people fall back on stories, myths, and 
rumoured half truths. 
 A modern example might be Muslims. 
 ‘Sir, I’m not being funny right? But these 
Muslims? They are all terrorists and bombers, aren’t 
they?’ 
 This nonsense came from an otherwise lovely 
year 11 girl who I thought generally rather intelligent. 
 ‘No,’ I replied. 
 ‘Yeah sir, I knew you were going to say that. But 
they are though, aren’t they?’ 
 And so I told her about my friend Nuruz (not his 
real name), who I shared a house with for five years. 
Nuruz who believed in Allah, never once prayed to Him, 
but who did give 10% of his income to charity, and so 
considered relatively cool with the Five Pillars of the faith. 
Nuruz, who had cerebral palsy, whose favourite TV shows 
were ‘Buffy: The Vampire Slayer’ and ‘Judge Judy’, and 
who was once summarised by my mate Neil with the 
words: ‘I thought it was his condition made him hard to 
understand. When I realised that every third word out of 
his mouth was the word ‘fucking’, I understood what he 
said just fine.’ 
Nuruz who, years later, came to visit me with his sister 
and her sons. I suggested popping into York city centre for 
a proper meal, and his sister asked if her hijab was likely 
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to lead to an Islamophobic attack. When I assured her 
that she’d be fine, she responded with one of the best 
things I’ve ever heard. 
 ‘Oh good. I didn’t really feel like wearing it, but I 
was having such a bad hair day, I just couldn’t be 
bothered. So I thought fuck it, and threw it on.’ 
 If you don’t eat with people, you don’t find out 
what they’re like, and misinformation spreads like a 
disease. 
 
Okay, good. So what’s a hereditary occupation? 
 That’s when you do the job your father did. 
Which was the job his father did. Which was the job his 
father did, on and on and on and on and on. 
 Which kind of sounds lovely; people do seem to 
have a love for tradition, which is cool and all. Of course, 
what happens when you don’t want to do what your 
father did? What happens when you – like every Disney 
Princess – want more? 
 

The Tragedy Of People Made Into Stories. 

 
 Caste systems are predicated upon these three 
core ideas, all of which come from an number of 
underlying assumptions. And you can see how, in small, 
tribal communities, they kind of make sense. 
 After all, endogamy ensures that your particular 
culture stays strong; if everyone marries inside the 
community, their children are guaranteed to be raised in 
that culture, believing the same things as everyone 
already in it. And non-commensality is simply a fear 
response – as ‘The Walking Dead’ has taught us, when 
you don’t have good information about other people, 
distrust is the logical response. Well, unless the writers’ 
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dart landed into an odd-numbered section of the board, 
in which case trust is the logical response. 
 Anyway, let’s just ignore ‘The Walking Dead’; it’s a 
horribly written, bad, bad show. 
 Moving on, it’s not like we in the West don’t still 
believe in the sense of continuity that hereditary 
occupations provide. The Rock is a third generation 
wrestling world champ. Donald Trump inherited his 
father’s real estate company. Even in my own country, 
Prince Charles is going to inherit his mother’s job despite 
his beliefs in horrible garbage like homeopathy making 
him sound intellectually on par with the average sea 
cucumber. 
 So you can see why people believe in these three 
concepts. In a vast and seemingly meaningless universe, 
they provide emotional stability and comfort: a sense of 
security, a sense of identity, that you’re part of something 
bigger than just yourself, a sense that things don’t just 
come to a complete end. 
 In short, they help assuage the entirely natural 
terror that the possibility of death in a meaningless 
universe provokes in most people, by providing meaning 
and a kind of way around that death. 
 The price for this sense of safety is, of course, 
paid by those who don’t conform to the comforting 
stories the culture demands. 
 There’s a great line in the superlative film ‘Gods 
and Monsters’ where James Whale neatly summarises 
this problem. Whale was a real person, a gay man born to 
an impoverished working-class family in the North of 
England, back in the days where homosexuality was 
spectacularly illegal. Now, the British class system is a 
‘lite’ flavour of caste system, but it bears a shocking 
number of similarities. 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/mar/12/no-scientific-case-homeopathy-remedies-pharmacists-placebos
http://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/prince-charles-badgered-ministers-homeopathy-5824819
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nn2G6YrvibM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nn2G6YrvibM
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 In the film, Whale summarises his situation like 
this: 
 
 “We weren’t rich, but we weren’t poor either. You 
say you lived on the wrong side of the tracks? Well, in 
Dudley, in the north of England, there were more sides to 
the tracks than any American could imagine. Every 
Englishman knows his place, and if you forget, there’s 
always someone to remind you. Our family had no doubt 
about who they were, but I was an aberration in that 
household, a freak of nature. I had imagination, 
cleverness, joy. Now, where did I get that? Certainly not 
from them. They took me out of school when I was ten 
and put me in a factory. They meant no harm. They were 
like a family of farmers who’ve been given a giraffe… and 
don’t know what to do with the creature except to 
harness him to the plough.” 
 
 Whale was not the only English artist to suffer 
because of his class. George Orwell, probably one of the 
greatest writers to have lived, ran into troubles because 
of it as a boy. While his family were ‘lower upper middle 
class’ (a polite way to describe a once well-to-do family 
fallen on hard times) he eventually made it to Eton on a 
scholarship because of his quickly-identified intellect. He 
loved cricket, and desperately wanted to play, so his 
family invested in a cricket bat for him, as well as paying 
the fees needed for him to be allowed to join the cricket 
club. He would never be allowed to play, though. Why? 
Well, the heads of the school simply told him no. The 
reason was because he was, in their eyes, lower classes, 
and they simply couldn’t allow the lower classes to 
compete. It would have been unbecoming for Orwell’s 
upper-class schoolmates to have to face him on the field. 
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The Eton lot didn’t want to allow even one poor working 
class boy into their club, no matter how much they might 
have needed his brilliance to lend their institution a shine. 
 Every Englishman knows his place, and if you 
forget, there’s always someone to remind you. 
 This kind of class privilege is pernicious, but it 
simply represents the same pattern we see again and 
again the world over. The Japanese have a proverb: ‘the 
nail that stands out needs hammering down’, and I think 
we can all agree that that’s a common enough sentiment 
to apply to half the world over. If fear of death drives fear 
of difference, then in the mind of someone who’s not 
thinking but simply feeling, people who are different 
become the threat of death. So whatever it is makes you 
different, makes you stand out? There will be someone 
there with a metaphorical hammer; if you don’t pay 
attention to the metaphorical hammer, there’s every 
chance they’ll come at you with a literal one. 
 These emotional responses end up becoming 
entrenched cultural narratives, largely driven by fear that 
begins and remains because of the problem of caste-
based behaviour. As I’ve said, while the West doesn’t 
have a caste system per se, sticking instead to the milder 
(but equally vile) class system, there are certainly parallels 
between some Western cultural narratives and the typical 
narratives of a caste system. By looking at these, we can 
get an idea of the kind of social pressures to conform that 
those who violate caste boundaries are subject to, as well 
as the very real risks they run. 
 It’s why there’s a cultural narrative about how 
black men are more dangerous (maybe even more 
criminal) than white ones. No matter how much the facts 
show that this belief is nonsense, it still persists. 
 Why? 

http://liminalities.net/11-4/blasphemously.pdf
http://liminalities.net/11-4/blasphemously.pdf
http://liminalities.net/11-4/blasphemously.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/dec/31/the-counted-police-killings-2015-young-black-men
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/06/education/black-students-face-more-harsh-discipline-data-shows.html?_r=2&ref=education
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/sp.2011.58.2.257?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
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 Because of those caste behaviours, especially 
ones where you have an overlap – an intersection – 
between race and class. People who hold these absurd 
beliefs don’t let their children marry with ‘that kind of 
person’; they certainly don’t eat with them, and when 
everyone lives in neighbourhoods only made up of their 
ethnic group (or class)… Well. There’s no way they’ll 
actually get to find out what ‘those people’ are like. Not 
really. They content themselves with crappy information 
from second-hand sources, and thus a horrible, 
dehumanising narrative is perpetuated. That narrative is 
calcified because, as always, when the people with lower 
status speak out, they’re hammered down by caste 
members with higher social status who have no interest 
in hearing what ‘that kind of person’ has to say… which, 
based on the second-hand, crappy information they’ve 
got, is the logical response. It’s a perfectly self-sustaining 
system. 
 In the meantime, children are killed and no-one is 
held accountable. Meanwhile, those with power believe 
the system works just fine… Because they’ve never 
married, eaten with, or worked with someone for whom 
the system doesn’t work. 
 Linked to this, there’s a cultural narrative about 
how there are only two genders. Why do people believe 
this when other cultures have long held different 
opinions? When learned academics argue – very 
eloquently – that the very concept of gender is an entirely 
artificial one? One we made up largely to sell stuff, keep 
people in their place, and also sell stuff? 
 Well, again, there’s numerous reasons, but what 
they really boil down to is that critical lack of first-hand 
information: the lack of married-with, eating-with, or 
working-with. The numbers of people who don’t fit into a 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intersectionality
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/video/2014/nov/26/cleveland-video-tamir-rice-shooting-police
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/video/2014/nov/26/cleveland-video-tamir-rice-shooting-police
http://theslot.jezebel.com/jeb-bush-on-tamir-rice-non-indictment-the-process-work-1750452747
http://theslot.jezebel.com/jeb-bush-on-tamir-rice-non-indictment-the-process-work-1750452747
http://time.com/3999348/transgender-murders-2015/
http://time.com/3999348/transgender-murders-2015/
http://disinfo.com/2013/03/third-fourth-and-fifth-genders-in-cultures-around-the-world/
http://disinfo.com/2013/03/third-fourth-and-fifth-genders-in-cultures-around-the-world/
https://www.boundless.com/sociology/textbooks/boundless-sociology-textbook/gender-stratification-and-inequality-11/gender-and-socialization-86/the-social-construction-of-gender-496-8675/
https://www.boundless.com/sociology/textbooks/boundless-sociology-textbook/gender-stratification-and-inequality-11/gender-and-socialization-86/the-social-construction-of-gender-496-8675/
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gender binary are so small compared to those who do 
(currently a terribly vulnerable 0.3% of the population). 
With so few transgendered people relative to the 
cisgendered mainstream, they can’t help but have 
significantly less cultural cachet or power. In a world like 
ours, where gender is such an incredibly powerful tool of 
social control, people who violate that – who step outside 
the ‘caste’ of their gender immediately put themselves in 
severe, life-threatening danger by doing so. 
 (As an aside, yes, there have been recent 
significant improvements, which may make it seem like 
things are changing, but complacency is the death of 
progress. There is still horror happening with depressing 
regularity.) 
 These are only the most obviously horrible 
examples of Western caste behaviours. But caste-style 
ideas aren’t just confined to the violently unpleasant. 
There are times they’re just bloody ridiculous. For 
example, if you’re a woman who’s tall, you don’t fit into 
the story that girls should be short, and so people will 
treat you in really weird ways, possibly profoundly 
affecting the way you view and interact with the world. 
 Even if you’re in the highest castes, this nonsense 
can severely impact your life. For example: look at the 
myth of ‘True Love’ that I mentioned earlier; a bigger pile 
of bollocks simply does not exist, but people still swear to 
spend the whole of their who-knows-how-long lives 
together, knowing that the chance of those life-long vows 
only work out some of the time. We all know that divorce 
rates are high and only increasing, but yet we haven’t 
reworded the marriage vows. They could have been 
changed to something far more honest and real like: ‘I 
promise to have and to hold you until such time as you 
get sick of me’… But people would argue that takes the 

http://www.bustle.com/articles/87452-5-shocking-facts-about-transgender-suicide-and-violence-that-you-need-to-know
http://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/collegeofjournalism/entries/a324dfd7-e4fd-4352-b696-46f59d80267a
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/checkpoint/wp/2015/12/01/u-s-marine-convicted-of-killing-filipino-transgender-woman/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/checkpoint/wp/2015/12/01/u-s-marine-convicted-of-killing-filipino-transgender-woman/
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2015/dec/26/why-being-6ft-2in-tall-makes-it-hard-to-be-a-woman
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2015/dec/26/why-being-6ft-2in-tall-makes-it-hard-to-be-a-woman
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2015/dec/26/why-being-6ft-2in-tall-makes-it-hard-to-be-a-woman
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2015/dec/26/why-being-6ft-2in-tall-makes-it-hard-to-be-a-woman
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/vsob1/divorces-in-england-and-wales/2011/sty-what-percentage-of-marriages-end-in-divorce.html
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romance out of it, and heaven forfend we let reality get in 
the way of making our lives conform to a fairy tale we’ve 
been raised on since we were children. So, we swear 
‘until death do us part’, and happily ever after lasts right 
up until the moment it doesn’t. 
 Now, you could accuse me of cynicism. But how 
many people are miserable right now, trapped in loveless 
marriages, because they meant what they said when they 
made their well-intentioned, but utterly unrealistic vow? 
How many children are being fucked up by their parents – 
parents who hate each other with every fibre of their 
black fucking hearts, but who still stay together, making 
one another’s hatred and cruelty worse because they’ve 
bought into the myth that ‘a child needs two parents who 
live together in the same house’ rather than the truth, 
which is that a child actually needs two parents who 
simply care enough to praise them when they’re good 
and kick their backsides when they’re not? 
 There are so many of these narratives, every one 
of them deforming and distorting people’s views of the 
world… Sure, they work for some people. My 
grandparents met at the age of eight and have been 
together ever since; they turned eighty five together this 
year. But my parents’ marriage only lasted nineteen 
years. Did they love each other when they got together? 
Absolutely. Were they happier apart? In the end, 
absolutely. The narrative of True Love didn’t work for 
them. 
 That’s because life is not a story. We are not 
characters. There’s no narrative structure to life. It’s just a 
bunch of random stuff happening. Some people live with 
the person they love all their lives in blissful happiness. 
Others are born feeling their body is wrong and when 
they try to make things right, they’re murdered for it. It’s 
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not right or fair or just; it just is, and everyone’s coping 
the very best they can with what they’ve got. At the end 
of the day, everyone’s just fucking winging it, which is 
why these narratives are, for many, so integral to their 
lives: they’re the best – perhaps the only – guide they’ve 
got. 
 But they’re not for everyone, and it’s undeniable 
any time people are forced to make their lives conform to 
a narrative, some of them will suffer. 
 The caste system attempts to convince us 
otherwise by imposing rigid attempt to impose order on a 
chaotic, meaningless universe that’s, frankly, terrifying. A 
caste system is the most toxic kind of class system, the 
most vile kind of racial segregation, because it’s so much 
more condensed and calcified, formed from numerous 
overlapping, intersecting narratives defining who is 
worthy and who is worthless… And the horror of it is that 
you can never change. You’re either born worthy, or 
unless you’re an entirely exceptional individual, your life 
is doomed to be predominantly miserable. In a true caste 
system, if you don’t want to fit into the role the system 
has for you, there are realistically only three options: 
accept your place, run away, or die. 
 

The Unique Horrors of The Tau 
 
 40K hasn’t really done a great job of looking at 
the Tau so far. As they stand at the moment, are only 
implicitly evil; there are hints that the Ethereal Caste use 
mind control powarz to keep the other castes in sway. 
There are murmurs of sterilisation camps for Gue’vesa 
recruits and the like. ‘The Greater Good’ necessarily 
suggests usage of ‘lesser evils’… with all the horror that 
statement implies. 
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 But the bottom line, for me at least, is that you 
look at how actual caste systems behave in the real world, 
there’s more than enough horror inflicted without any 
kind of sci-fi additions already, and so when it comes to 
the Tau, I think there’s been a missed opportunity here. 
Everyone’s so focused on the ‘Argh! Space Commies!’ 
thing, they actually ignore the fact that a rigid caste 
system is, by nature, an utterly vile society. It’s a horrible 
place to live, one which forces its citizens to live stunted, 
amputated lives, all in the name of, ultimately, providing 
an emotional crutch for people who cannot face the sheer 
terror at the thought of their own inevitable demise. 
 Imagine where you could take this as a Tau 
player. If you like your armies to be noblebright, you 
could build one around the theme of rejecting the caste 
system, giving you the excuse to have Earth Warriors. 
Imagine the conversion potential for an Earth Caste 
riptide (something already mentioned and provided with 
rules in the Farsight Enclaves supplement). 
 Or, if you prefer your armies villainous, you could 
have an army where the castes are enforced with real-
world tightness; indentured Tau Earth Caste burakumin 
slaves given scraps of armour and forced to fight on the 
front lines, acting as bullet sponges (or, more likely, 
chainsword fodder), buying the Fire Caste more time to 
kill the enemy. 
 This could be especially interesting if explored in a 
more mature game using Fantasy Flight’s RPG rules. The 
Air Caste who just wants a simple life; the Water Caste 
who hates to travel, and who wants to pursue a career in 
the fine arts – a career only the Ethereals are normally 
permitted to explore. The Ethereal who sees the privilege 
of her peers and is disgusted by it, going on the run and 
selling her services as a gunslinger to the Rogue Trader. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caste-related_violence_in_India
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caste-related_violence_in_India
http://www.puppetswar.com/product.php?id_product=525
http://www.puppetswar.com/product.php?id_product=525
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Burakumin
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 The Earth Caste building magnate who forces 
indentured Kroot to work long hours on minimum wage, 
playing the secret oligarch in a society that looks the 
other way as long as he keeps everyone in their place… 
The possibilities are limitless. 
 As I said earlier, not every piece of speculative 
fiction uses allegory, or engages in ideas with 
applicability. But the very best do, and the Tau present a 
huge number of options that haven’t really been 
explored, largely because they’re a Xenos race (so get less 
love from GW), and because they still have that lingering 
perception amongst gamers who got their first impression 
from all the newspeak about a ‘Greater Good’ and then 
proceeded to take that doublethink at face value. 
 The Tau can be as evil as any of the other species, 
and they don’t need the quasi-Satanism of Chaos or the 
theocratic fascism of the Imperium to do so. They’ve got 
their own unique malevolence, their own sterile horror, 
and it’s one that is absolutely worthy of further 
exploration by the wargaming community. 

___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 So I wrote this after my creative well had basically 
run dry. I’d said all I needed to about Chaos and the 
Imperium, and as a man who missed 3rd edition 40K in its 
entirety, and half of 4th, the T’au had kind of passed me 
by. 
 A few people had suggested that I write 
something about the T’au, though. I think they wanted a 
point-by-point destruction of Communism. Something in 
the the same vein as my article on the ways in which the 
Imperium is a fascist’s paradise. 
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 But that just seemed boring to me. Not to 
mention, in the West, Communism is, to all intents, a dead 
ideology. This contrasts with Fascism, which is always on 
the rise. 
 Especially whenever the Tory party’s in power. 
 All this meant I had little interest in coming at the 
T’au from the point of view that ‘Space Commies are 
BAD’. That’s always just seemed an exercise in tired, self-
congratulatory back-patting to me. 
 However, caste systems? 
 Now there’s a bullshit ideology that doesn’t get 
anywhere near enough of a kicking. 
 Caste systems remain one of those ideas that sci-fi 
writers LOVE to use for their alien cultures, as a way to 
present them as being different without being ‘baddies’. 
The worst writers will absolutely come up with some 
horseshit about there being a ‘natural order’ to things, 
with different castes being almost different species. To me 
at least, that’s utterly, hatefully, pernicious thinking. 
 My first experience with caste systems came from 
watching ‘Phoolan Devi: Bandit Queen’ as a deeply 
unprepared teenager, so I obviously regard them as 
fucking despicable. 
 I don’t think this article’s one of my best. Actually, 
I think it’s an unfocused mess. Nonetheless, I quite like it, 
because I still don’t see enough people calling out the T’au 
caste system as the relentless nightmare it is. 
 Being born to a single role, regardless of your 
aptitudes, inclinations, personality…? That’s utterly 
horrifying, and every writer who argues ‘Ah, but they’re 
genetically divergent so it makes sense’ never seems to 
understand that arguing that way? Well, that just makes 
it so, so much worse. 
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Zombies, Klendathu and The 
Absurdly Violent Intergalactic 
Space Fungus. 
 
Originally published February 2016 
 
 I remember the first time I tried to properly read 
the Bible. I lay down in bed, cracked open Genesis, and 
just ploughed in there. The stories seemed fun enough, 
and a lot of the ideas are certainly interesting. (Genesis 
3:22 has always been a favourite little curiosity of mine…) 
 But the genealogies… 
 I can never manage the genealogies. Where 
Abraham was the father of Isaac, Isaac the father of 
Jacob, Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers, Judah 
the father of Perez and Zerah, whose mother was Tamar, 
Perez the father of Hezron, Hezron the father of Ram… 
 Pages and pages of them! When I was young, I 
could never work out why they’d stop the stories and 
parables in favour of a really long list of names. And not 
names of interesting characters. Names of people we’re 
never really interested in, whose stories we never hear, 
and who aren’t ever really mentioned again. It’s like those 
double page spreads in special issues of the ‘Avengers’ 
comics where you’ve got two pages filled with all the 
heroes, and you know Iron Man, Thor and Black Widow, 
but you’ve got no idea who the other nine hundred tits in 
tights are in the background, and you never get to find 
out, because they never show up again. 
 ‘Who are these people?’ I wondered. ‘What is the 
point of mentioned them if they don’t do anything else?’ 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/02/07/zombies-klendathu-and-the-absurdly-violent-intergalactic-space-fungus/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/02/07/zombies-klendathu-and-the-absurdly-violent-intergalactic-space-fungus/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/02/07/zombies-klendathu-and-the-absurdly-violent-intergalactic-space-fungus/
http://biblehub.com/genesis/3-22.htm
http://biblehub.com/genesis/3-22.htm
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 I didn’t realise that there were only three names 
on the list that mattered: Abraham, David, and, of course, 
Yeshua. 
 Years of Nativity plays have taught us that Jesus 
was the son of a carpenter. We’ve all been there, sat in a 
hall as scared children in fibre-glass beards stand next to 
cardboard cows with rubber gloves for udders, praying 
that the sick-looking girl vomits on the smug-looking boy 
playing the third King from the left. As a result, we all 
know that Jesus was born so absurdly humble, his family 
couldn’t find any room at an inn, and had to stay in a barn 
with the animals. It’s a charming story; a narrative 
designed to show us that God doesn’t really like the rich. 
 The problem, of course, is that people have 
always hated the poor. And an impoverished son of God… 
Well, it’s a solid moral lesson, but it doesn’t bring 
legitimacy. 
Hence the geneaologies. See, Jesus has to have credibility. 
He has to be royalty. The same way Aragorn can’t just be 
some guy who’s strong and brave and fundamentally 
decent, Jesus can’t just be himself, oh no. He has to be a 
king, too, even if he never mentions it. So the Bible 
interrupts a set of entertaining tales with a series of 
people’s names in order to prove that Yeshua, son of 
Joseph, who would later be named Jesus, The Anointed 
One, was in fact, descended from a line of kings. 
 Which means, despite the Nativity, he wasn’t just 
some working class dole-scum, out to steal the jobs from 
hard-working locals. No, he was a king, descended from 
kings. 
 We’ve always hated the poor. 
 

Poverty as Immorality. 

 There’s an interesting bit of etymology I like. 

http://www.herinst.org/BusinessManagedDemocracy/culture/wealth/fear.html
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villain (n.) c. 1300 (late 12c. as a surname), “base or low-
born rustic,” from Anglo-French and Old French vilain 
“peasant, farmer, commoner, churl, yokel” (12c.), from 
Medieval Latin villanus “farmhand,” from Latin villa 
“country house, farm” (see villa). 
The most important phases of the sense development of 
this word may be summed up as follows: ‘inhabitant of a 
farm; peasant; churl, boor; clown; miser; knave, 
scoundrel.’ Today both Fr. vilain and Eng. villain are used 
only in a pejorative sense. [Klein] 
Meaning “character in a novel, play, etc. whose evil 
motives or actions help drive the plot” is from 1822. 
 
 Our modern, generic word for ‘a bad person’ 
comes from the old word for a farm worker; a peasant. 
 The word ‘villain’ descends from a word that 
initially described a generically poor labourer. But how did 
this happen? Who controls the language? Did everyone 
just wake up one day, and decide that the word ‘farmer’ 
suddenly meant ‘evil’? 
 Of course not. 
 It’s all in the stories we tell, or, more specifically, 
the stories the wealthy want told. 
People are weird about money. Money shapes our 
perceptions of the world. Consider the humble suntan. In 
Victorian England, sun tans were considered unattractive; 
in the 1980s, a suntan was almost obligatory if a person 
were to be taken seriously as a beauty. 
 Why the change? 
 Because in Victorian England, the people who had 
suntans were common. They were people who were out 
in the fields, ploughing fields, doing manual labour. In the 
1980s, when everyone common worked in offices, a 

http://reverbpress.com/news/billionaire-logically-fears-poor-will-revolt-against-the-rich/
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suntan was a sign of wealth; that you could afford a lovely 
holiday somewhere the weather isn’t a steady stream of 
cold sky-piss. 
It’s been this way for years, and across all cultures. Rich 
person does thing; poor people copy it. Why? Because if 
we keep sticking feathers up our jacksies, we’ll turn 
suddenly into chickens? 
 Well, a little. It’s not quite that simple. My theory 
has always been that it’s a bit like sympathetic magic. If I 
make a little doll that looks like you, and jab you with a 
pin, you’ll feel it, because the doll is like you. Likewise, if I 
see a rich person do something, and copy it, I’ll be like 
them. We copy success, in the hopes that success will 
seek us out too. 
 Not to mention that if you don’t look poor, 
people won’t treat you like you are. 
 An extension of all this is that people also tend to 
avoid things that the poor do.  After all, if copying 
success leads to success, then copying failure… 
 This avoidance of the signs of poverty eventually 
becomes stigmatisation. Anything associated with poverty 
and its dread consequences becomes demonised by 
association. A recent example of this was seen in the early 
2000s in England. Certain sections of the lowest-income 
bracket of the working class – so called ‘chavs’ – begin to 
wear Burberry-brand clothes as a sort of uniform; the 
same way metal clubs hand out leather jackets and band 
T-shirts on the door, the chav culture begins to wear 
Burberry’s strange beige plaid. Why? Because Burberry is 
perceived as a sign of wealth. It’s a name that denotes 
power, prestige, money… 
 And what happens when the rest of society 
notices this? 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sympathetic_magic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chav
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 Well, as newspaper articles from the time will tell 
you, the brand becomes ‘tarnished’. Literally, just because 
poor people started to wear them, the clothes became 
less valuable. Burberry have since come back, but as 
commentators have stated, ‘Had Burberry’s chav 
association been known abroad, the damage would have 
been greater, and the brand might have been harder to 
turn around’ 
 We’ve always hated the poor. Always. 
 It’s why Batman beats up street level thugs who 
are, at the end of the day, merely a symptom of poverty. 
Bruce Wayne’s campaign of noctural terrorism is the 
equivalent of clipping weeds and leaving the root. Comic 
‘Heroes’ always seem to go after the poorest criminals, 
rather than those who benefit from the entirely legal 
high-level financial immoralities that keep the very least 
of us in penury from cradle to grave the cause. 
 Still, at least one billionare gets to builds his self-
esteem, and that’s what’s really important. 

 

Zombie Apocalypse At Outpost Nine. 

 
 Human beings love killing. We love everything 
about it. We pretend we don’t, dressing our murderous 
desires up as sports, games or service to country, but the 
bottom line is that we’re obsessed with the death of 
others. 
 The trouble is, that we’re also acutely aware that 
killing other people? Is kind, probably, maybe, possibly, 
perhaps a bad thing. We’re generally agreed that we 
don’t want to be killed, and seeing as most humans have 
vaguely functional empathy for people who aren’t them, 
we generally see that other people might not want to be 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/2900572/Burberry-brand-tarnished-by-chavs.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/2900572/Burberry-brand-tarnished-by-chavs.html
http://www.economist.com/node/17963363
http://www.economist.com/node/17963363
http://www.economist.com/node/17963363
http://www.economist.com/node/17963363
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killed either, no matter how much fun it would be for us 
to end their lives. 
 Now, back in the days of yore, this wasn’t so 
much of a problem. The morality of it became very 
simple. Murder might be bad, but if they guy has it 
coming, well, you better give it to him. When the baddies 
are unambiguously bad, killing them becomes a moral 
duty. 
 But as society has progressed, we’ve become 
aware of moral complexities of these situations that were 
invisible before. And by ‘invisible before’, I mean ‘we 
chose not to pay them any attention before’. 
 So, where once we tell stories about English chaps 
with hearts of oak bringing culture and enlightenment to 
savage lands, in later times we get stories, revealing that 
actually ‘savage’ cultures, were in fact, doing fairly well 
before the arrival of our cosy little genocide and that 
actually, though the tea is nice, they’d rather we never 
came at all. Or we tell stories about war that acknowledge 
that maybe our enemies aren’t the lunatics we’re told 
they are. 
 As a result, we tend to recoil from the idea that 
anyone who cheerfully takes the life of another in cold 
blood… even though we all secretly (or not so secretly) 
have paid to watch a film where that exact thing happens. 
 Cue the development of the guilt-free 
extermination war trope. In this trope – for the purposes 
of this article – humans face off against an enemy they 
don’t have to feel guilty about killing. The Broadcasting 
Standards and Practises departments of children’s 
television bloody love this trope. They love to show kids 
how it’s fun to play in a non-violent way. After all, 
showing children footage of people shooting at one 
another with guns as those bullets tear flesh to pieces, 

http://www.tcm.com/mediaroom/video/433475/Three-Kings-Movie-Clip-She-s-Traumatized.html
http://www.tcm.com/mediaroom/video/433475/Three-Kings-Movie-Clip-She-s-Traumatized.html
http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/GuiltFreeExterminationWar
http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/GuiltFreeExterminationWar
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leaving human bodies smoking with gore-spattered ruin is 
irresponsible… But showing those exact same acts 
happening to a robot is just fine, because everyone 
knows, robots can’t feel feelings. 
 Seriously, fuck you, R2-D2. No-one cares about 
how brave you are. 
Because people want to kill, and people love to tell stories 
about how awesome killing is, so we invent loathsome 
enemies, entirely to murder them with a cheerful song in 
our hearts, safe in the knowledge that we’re Good People 
for doing so. 
The guilt-free extermination war has brought us every 
kind of blank-souled villain, from robots, terminators, all 
the way through to bugs and zombies. These threats exist 
literally so we can vicariously enjoy the thrills of violence, 
without ever having to question whether the acts of 
murder we see are wrong. 
 Now, there are unwritten rules to the way these 
enemies work. A good enemy for a guilt-free 
extermination war has to have a number of qualities. 
They must be physically disgusting – people don’t like the 
idea of killing cute things, hence why zombies rot, evil 
robots never look like Wall-E, and why the Klendathunian 
brain bugs look like sentient foreskins. These enemies 
also need to be abjectly physically dangerous… Hence 
why a zombie bite is fatal; why killer robots are nigh 
invincible; why the Klendathunian warrior bugs are 
capable of walking, even though their simple existence is 
a giant middle finger held up to the Square/Cube law. 
 Finally, they need to be unrelatable. Hateful in 
the extreme. They need to be despicable, vile, incapable 
of drawing anything from us except fear and disgust. 
 And this is where we get to the orcs. 
 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/BeautyEqualsGoodness
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uncanny_valley
http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/SquareCubeLaw
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The Standard Fantasy Template 
 Now, before we begin, yes, orcs have been 
around since before JRR Tolkein, but let’s be real here: 
he’s the man who defined them in the modern 
consciousness. No Tolkein, no orcs. Simple as that. 
 In The Standard Fantasy Template, orcs generally 
come from/live in the most horrible parts of the setting. 
It’s just accepted. You’re an orc? You’re going to live 
where the monsters live, where fungus and nightmares 
grows, it’s going to be horrible, and you’re probably going 
to like it that way, because you are, in the end, an orc. 
 Tolkein’s orcs came from Mordor, and while I 
hate to judge a place on its name, anywhere that’s a 
single phoneme away from ‘murder’? yeah, probably not 
going to be the best place to live. 
 It is a barren wasteland, riddled with fire, ash, and 
dust. The very air you breathe is a poisonous fume. 
  Famously, writers like to write what they know, 
and it’s generally accepted that Tolkein, who was from 
the South of England, based his ideas and descriptions of 
Mordor on the industrialised areas of the UK, most of 
which are decidedly not in the South of England1. 

                                                           
1
 A brief explanation for the sake of our American cousins. The UK comprises 

four countries: England, Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales. England has ever 
been divided, much as your United States is, along a North/South line. This is 
because traditionally, the North of England was where the heavy manufacturing 
and mining industries were, while the South was where the business and 
financial industries were based. As a consequence, national stereotypes sprang 
up, embedded, and now run deep, forming a significant part of the English 
character. These stereotypes traditionally suggest that Northerners view the 
Southerners as weak, soft, effete, and pompous, full of too much thinking and 
not enough working. For their part, Southerners apparently view the North as a 
land of knuckle-dragging monkeys; sub-literate humans barely capable of 
thinking unaided, let alone speaking the Queen’s English correctly. The truth is 
obviously that neither side really cares overmuch, being too busy as they are, 
living their lives. That said, these stereotypes do influence English thinking… And 
perhaps a little more than they really should. 

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/sep/19/how-the-west-midlands-black-country-inspired-tolkien-lord-of-the-rings
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/sep/19/how-the-west-midlands-black-country-inspired-tolkien-lord-of-the-rings
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 So, Mordor represents a kind of ‘worst-case 
scenario’ version of the England’s industrial heart, seen 
through the mildly disconcerted lens of a man who’d 
been there and papped himself at the place’s appearance. 
 Tolkein weaves other parts of English culture and 
society into his stories. I, as others have done before, 
would argue every species in Tolkein represents an 
English class2. 
So the aristocratic classes, who in Tolkein’s era were seen 
less as the inheritors of a wealth they do not deserve and 
more as a patrician ‘caretaker’ class with a responsibility 
to lead, become Elves. Powerful, skilled, and in all ways 
Better Than You. 
 The Southern working-class were generally 
agrarian. They lived and worked out in the fields, poor but 
happy, enjoying the beauty of the countryside, fine ale 
and good smokes. Their lives were hard but contented, 
sheltered as they were in places like Befordshire, 
Hertfordshire and the like. In Tolkein’s work, they became 
Hobbits. 
Members of the Northern working class, by contrast, 
were rugged. They worked hard, making their money 
from relentless physical labour. The descendents of 
Vikings, these gruff, dour people traditionally made 
money from mining. In Tolkein’s work, they became 
Dwarves. 
 And then we get to the orcs. Who are a violent, 
vicious ‘race’. A group dedicated only to fomenting chaos, 
who delight in destroying things, who live in the worst 
places imaginable, with clothing made of scraps, barely 
able to scrape an existence out for themselves, but yet all 
the more dangerous because of the feral needs their 

                                                           
2
 Obviously this is all about applicability, not allegory. For more details on the 

difference, feel free to read last month’s article. 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/
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lifestyle and environment inflict upon them. Growing up 
angry, cut off from beauty, filled with hate for the world… 
 Orcs are chavs and Mordor… 
 

COME AND HAVE A GO IF YOU THINK 
YOU’RE ‘ARD ENOUGH!!! 

 
 Orcs share many characteristics with the worst 
stereotypes of the working class: violence, drunkeness, an 
inherently evil nature, etc… they’re villainous to the core. 
And there’s that word again. 
 Villain. 
 Culture is always in a process of evolution. 
Everyone takes what they like and keeps the best bits, 
adding new parts they’ve come up with until the idea, 
while functionally similar, is essentially completely new. 
 Tolkein comes up with the idea of ‘weaponising’ 
the most disliked subculture of England – maybe not 
deliberately, but the parallels are undeniable – and turns 
an entire class of people into a monstrous species for his 
heroes to murder, guilt-free. 
 Later writers build on this idea. Some only make 
simple, cosmetic changes. Maybe they make the orks 
bigger, or a different colour. Maybe they change the 
name of the species. Some make bigger changes; they tell 
stories from the orcs’ point of view, pointing out that a 
dystopic society like the orcs’ would simply fall apart. 
 Then a small gang of lads from the North of 
England – a gang of lads who’ve grown up in Mordo… 
sorry, in Nottingham– they see this species, this idea, and 
where every other writer is being deadly serious, they can 
only see the funny side. 
 “‘This?” they say. “He thinks we’re like this?” 

http://abbysgamerbasement.blogspot.co.uk/2012/02/tolkien-and-class-politics.html
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 And they piss themselves laughing. Oh, they love 
his works, but God bless ‘im, old JRR didn’t have a clue, 
did he, the soft, Southern, shandy-drinking shite. 
 Many, many alcoholic drinks and a few years 
later, they’ve taken the idea and run with it, taking this 
distorted parody of the kind of people they’ve spent their 
lives growing up around, and returning it as the farce they 
see it as. 
 Because, sure, orcs are violent and crude, and 
vulgar and stupid… But they’re also bloody good fun, and 
that’s something Tolkein’s missed. 
 Much like fantasy species can be seen through 
the lens of current cultures, almost every ‘alien’ species in 
a TV show tends to based on some existing human 
culture. Klingons are dirty commies in original Trek, 
Glasnost Russians in TNG. Ferengi are every cliché about 
thieving Middle Eastern merchants (the Arabic word for 
foreigner being ‘faranji’).  Cardassians are Space 
Fascists, just like Daleks. 
 So what are Warhammer 40,000’s orks? 
 They’re football hooligans IN SPACE! 
 The proof is in the title of the very first Ork book 
was called ‘WAAAAAAARGH! The Orks!’: a pun, based on 
the (very familiar if you’re in England) football chant of 
‘WE ARE THE <insert name of your particular football firm 
here>’. The second Ork book was called ‘ERE WE GO!’: 
this time, not even a pun, just an actual football chant. 
 A WAAARGH? It’s basically a football firm out 
looking for fun. 
 The thing is, this really does makes perfect sense, 
because original designers of 40K all grew up proper 
Northern working class, and so you can see why they’d 
refuse to cast orks as being simply Always Chaotic Evil, the 
way Tolkein did. They really hammer this point home by 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Here_We_Go_%28football_chant%29
http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/AlwaysChaoticEvil
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making the Eldar canonically admit that the Orks are 
literally above things like morality: 
 The Orks are the pinnacle of creation. For them, 
the great struggle is won. They have evolved a society 
which knows no stress or angst. Who are we to judge 
them? We Eldar who have failed, or the Humans, on the 
road to ruin in their turn? And why? Because we sought 
answers to questions that an Ork wouldn’t even bother to 
ask! We see a culture that is strong and despise it as 
crude. 
 Games Workshop go out of their way to make the 
aristocrats of their setting state outright that the working 
class scumbags are better than them! The final nail that 
hammers this home is the now-canonical idea that Orks 
are, to all intents and purposes, immune to Chaos… Even 
though it would make perfect sense for them to worship 
Khorne as much as either of their other gods. 
 In Warhammer 40,000, the writers have always 
gone out of their way to state it: Orks are explicitly NOT 
evil. They’re just… Well, Orks, and as such a law unto 
themselves. For all their horrible atrocities, they sit 
entirely outside good and evil, because they don’t do 
anything to other species that they wouldn’t expect in 
turn. They don’t start wars for money or greed or any 
other reason that LET’S ‘AVE A FACKIN’ WAAARGH LADS 
and they literally can’t conceive or a reason why any 
other species wouldn’t think that that’s a great idea. In 
the same way that Tyranids don’t understand mechanical 
devices, Orks don’t understand not-fighting. It’s why ‘best 
enemy’ is the highest praise an Ork can give – Ghazghkull 
lets Yarrick live for reasons that only make sense to an 
Ork. I’d argue that it’s what makes them one of the most 
truly alien of all the species of 40K; their mindset is set up 
just completely differently to everyone else’s. Survival 
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doesn’t matter to them; just fighting for the sake of 
fighting, and having a laugh while they do. 
 Orcs began because Tolkein needed an enemy for 
his heroes to fight, but that they didn’t need to feel bad 
about killing, and in the Standard Fantasy Template, they 
fill that need perfectly. But he probably never anticipated 
people seeing a little of themselves in that, or worse, 
seeing the inherent comedy just waiting to be mined. 
All this is why, in a world of GRIMDARK, the orks? Are 
probably the closest thing 40K has to actual, outright, 
good guys3. 

___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 I’ve never really liked Orks. Or orcs. They’re just 
green people with big teeth to me. Visually uninteresting, 
with a stupid, poorly thought-out culture that made no 
sense, except as an excuse for the heroes to kill without 
conscience. When I realised the obvious Classism of 
Tolkein’s work, it only got worse. 
 But I did always enjoy the fact that 40K’s Orks 
were relentlessly played for laughs. That kind of redeemed 
them for me. 
 Basically, it’s yet another reason why I love 40K.  

                                                           
3 Oh, and as a side note, I’ve been trying to work a reference to the superb 
‘Looking For Eric’ all the way through this. But I haven’t been able to. So I’m just 
going to say it: watch ‘Looking For Eric’. it’s really, really bloody good. And I say 
that as someone who hates football. 
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The Definitive Warhammer 40,000 
Recommended Film List 
 
Originally published March 2016 

 
Christ alive but I miss ’Vampire: The 
Masquerade’ 

 
 My background is in cultural and arts criticism, 
and not just because it was what I was good at during my 
time at school. As long-time readers of my blog may have 
noticed, I love looking at works of art, and analysing, 
dissecting, critiquing the various ideas and themes within 
a work. Firstly, I love to do this because it’s excellent fun, 
but secondly, it’s because ideas define reality. Our ideas 
of the world determine our opinions of how it functions… 
And most of us don’t get our ideas about things from 
personal experience. We get our ideas from the people 
we know, and from the art, culture and science available 
around us. 
 As a result, I also feel that looking at the ways a 
piece of art functions is a critical life skill – it’s one of the 
key ways to identify how other people think, as well as 
identifying when and how we are being manipulated. 
 As I mentioned last month, I am a massive fan of 
White Wolf’s roleplaying games. Aside from the very high 
quality of their sourcebooks, one of the things I used to 
love that they did was to give you a nice selection of film, 
comic and music recommendations for players looking to 
better understand where the writers had gotten their 
own inspiration from. It was great: if you wanted to run a 
game about Vampires searching for a way to become 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/03/06/march-2016-the-definitive-warhammer-40000-recommended-film-list/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/03/06/march-2016-the-definitive-warhammer-40000-recommended-film-list/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/02/07/zombies-klendathu-and-the-absurdly-violent-intergalactic-space-fungus/
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more human, they’d give you a list of films that best 
evoked those themes, and you could watch, get yourself a 
little inspiration, and really improve your roleplaying 
sessions as a result. 
 Now, 40K obviously isn’t a roleplaying game in the 
same way – the nature of a wargame means, fairly 
obviously, you can only ‘Forge A Narrative’ about war. As 
a result, it seem to some that it’s kind of redundant to 
recommend films for a fan of 40K looking for inspiration 
for their games. 
 Well, I’d disagree with that. I think there are a 
great many brilliant films that inventive players could use 
for inspiring their armies and their ideas, and so I’ve 
created a list of them. 
 The way this is going to work is simple: I’m going 
to go through the armies available for 40K in alphabetical 
order. However, it’s not the usual kind of list. I’ve tried to 
avoid war porn or anything obviously 40K. You won’t find 
‘Starship Troopers’ or ‘Aliens’ or ‘Event Horizon’ or any of 
the usual suspects here. 
 There’s two reasons for this. Firstly: what’s the 
point of an article that tells you something you already 
know? If you’ve been a fan of 40K for longer than a few 
years and you haven’t seen ‘Starship Troopers’, you’re 
kind of doing it wrong. Whether you love or hate the film 
(and I’m firmly in the former category), the fact is, it’s 
pretty much one of the key 40K films. Where else are you 
going to see Imperial Guard fighting Tyranids? So, I’m 
trying to avoid the obvious stuff in favour of hopefully 
more obscure cinema you might not be aware of. 
 The second reason is because all too often, when 
talking about films that might inspire our hobby ideas, I 
think we tend to overlook films if there’s not an 
immediately obvious visual or aesthetic connection; films 
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that are obviously exceptionally similar to the army 
faction as written. Where possible, I’m not going to 
recommend films that have simple surface connections to 
any one army. I’m trying for something a little deeper 
than that; something that will hopefully inspire slightly 
more thoughtful approaches to hobby ideas. 
For example, I recently watched ‘Alien Outpost’, which 
might as well have been a film about the Astra Militarum. 
It’s not here though, because while enjoyable enough, it’s 
not really a film that made me think, or that presented 
anything other than a typical, clichéd war story I could’ve 
seen anywhere else. 
 When I say the films below share a link to the 
army in question, it’s that they share (in my 
interpretation) a thematic link. If you watch the film, you 
should hopefully be able to see the connection as I’ve 
explained it, and how the film pertains to the 40K faction 
in question. 
 

Defining What We Mean By ‘Theme’. 

 
 Because I appreciate that readers may not have a 
grounding in what I mean by a theme, I’m just going to 
take a very brief diversion to define terms. 
Wikipedia’s definition is pretty much perfect; if you want 
more information than this, I suggest that there makes an 
excellent starting point. To quickly quote the key idea: 
 In the arts, a theme is a broad idea or a message 
conveyed by a work… This message is usually about life, 
society or human nature. Themes are the fundamental 
and often universal ideas explored in a work. Themes are 
usually implied rather than explicitly stated. 
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The Film List 

 
 Here we go then… 
 

Adepta Sororitas – ‘God On Trial’. 
 The Sororitas are a hyperkinetic parody of the 
Catholic Church, but the core thing that makes them 
different to other armies is their faith; in their hands it 
becomes a literal source of power. 
 I was originally thinking of going with ’The Devils’, 
but it seemed too obvious a choice. Instead, I’ve chosen 
this film; it’s an exceptionally difficult look at the nature 
of faith. Based on an alleged incident that occurred in the 
death camps of World War 2, it tells the story of how a 
group of Jewish inmates decided that the fact they were 
being gassed to death in their millions was proof that God 
had broken His covenant with the Jewish people. So they 
put him, literally, on trial. Written by a devout Christian, it 
ruthlessly interrogates the very concept of faith: its power 
and limitations, as well as the extremes it can drive 
people to, both to good and ill… 
 It should hopefully give a good insight into the 
kind of thought that drives the basic Sister as she slogs 
towards the enemy. 

 
Astra Militarum – ‘Centurion’. 
 There are so very many war films about blood and 
sacrifice and brotherhood and blah blah blah… With so 
many clichés, none of that really gets to the core of the 
Guard, which is this: to be a Guard is to be outclassed. 
Literally every army does it better than you… But that 
doesn’t mean you can be counted out. When you’re up 
against the horrors of a hateful universe, cut off, and 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0W9uRPuo7hc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tPConeKY3WA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KOZs2_i_cDE
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surrounded by a world that wants you dead, and all 
you’ve got to fight with is a torch and your wits. The 
Guard’s key trait isn’t their skill at arms or their high levels 
of technology. It’s their determination and grit. 
 This film’s about a rag-tag band of Romans, cut 
off from their Empire, and hunted through the depths of 
Scotland by a terrifying band of Celts (who might as well 
be a stand-in for any 40K specied you like). The reason I 
love this film isn’t for the action (which is awesome) but 
for the characters; everyone matters, and you feel every 
death like a tragedy. Not to mention, the band is 
completely cosmopolitan, with people from every place in 
the Empire; much as I imagine the Guard to be, with 
various regiments from widely differing worlds. 

 
Blood Angels – ’Gods and Monsters’. 
 With so many flavour of Astartes, it might seem 
weird that I’m giving the ‘named’ Chapters their own film, 
but the thing is, despite all the 3+, all those named 
Chapters are completely unique. So what makes the 
Blood Angels unique? Well, their blitzkrieg tactics, yes. 
But truly, it’s the Death Company. And how terrifying 
must that be? To see yourself, not as the regular Astartes 
do, as a warrior, but as a man following in the legacy of an 
actual [i[angel[/i]? To know that your role is to be a 
defender of humanity, a true force for good in the 
universe, but that at any minute, any minute, your mind 
might snap because of an incurable problem with your 
genetics. You’d lose yourself and everything that 
mattered. 
 This wonderful little character drama contains all 
of that. A fictional story based on a real man, it tells about 
James Whale, the famed director of the first 
‘Frankenstein’ film, and his struggle with a ruthless 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nn2G6YrvibM
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dementia. The film starts gently enough, but very quickly 
descends into a very dark look at the terror of what it 
means to lose your dignity to insanity, and a horrid truth: 
that, for some at least, death might be the only possible 
release. 

 

Cult Mechanicus (also Mechanicum) – 
‘Temple Grandin’. 
 What does it mean to be a machine? Well, 
that very much depends on the writer. In 40K, it 
means to see the world analytically, with perfect 
knowledge. To look at things from a completely 
dispassionate perspective, and the power that comes 
from being able to perceive the world in such a way. 
 I had no idea who Temple Grandin was 
before I watched this tour de force of acting from 
Claire Danes. This film is a biography of her: a 
remarkable woman, born with severe autism at a 
time when that normally meant a lifetime 
incarcerated in an asylum. However, that wasn’t 
where Ms. Grandin ended up. The film is all about 
the way her mind perceived the world with almost 
perfect logic, and the deductive leaps and intuitive 
designs she was able to make as a result. You will not 
get a clearer insight into what it means to be a 
Magos who has sloughed off the weakness of the 
flesh than this. 
 

Chaos Space Marines – ‘Behind The Mask: 
The Rise of Leslie Vernon’. 
 There’s a lot of options for this faction, but I’ve 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cpkN0JdXRpM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WYDWSNMTauQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WYDWSNMTauQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1tNrvDA_eE8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1tNrvDA_eE8
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chosen this film because I think it’s the one that best gets 
the idea of what it means to be truly Chaotic. In the film, 
the character of Leslie Vernon is being filmed by a 
documentary crew who are trying to record his efforts to 
become a serial killer along the lines of Jason or Freddy. 
They think, because he’s being so friendly, that they are 
capable of understanding him. Also that they are safe 
from his violence. 
 They aren’t, and they’re not. 
 This is an excellent look at what it means to be a 
normal person who comes into contact with someone 
who truly believes in utter madness, as well as presenting 
the amount of dedication that goes into being terrifying. 
It neatly demonstrates that Chaos is not a plaything, and 
it’s not something you can hope to come near without 
great risk, as well as the sheer lethality of someone who 
has given themselves over to a truly dark philosophy. 

 
Craftworld Eldar – ‘Sansho Dayu’. 
 The Craftworld Eldar are a culture capable of 
great beauty, as well as horrifying unpleasantness, and 
that’s all this film is about. 
 Set in the dying days of Edo Japan, Mizoguchi’s 
film is as far from the clashing swords of typical samurai 
chambara films as you can get. While the film is 
spectacularly beautiful to look at, it doesn’t romanticise 
the ancient Japanese ways in the slightest, presenting 
them in all their ugly brutality. The juxtaposition of these 
two things – beautiful cinematography and horrifying 
viciousness – is what gives the film its power, and it neatly 
shows the ugliness in a culture that is all too often 
forgotten or swept aside by outside observers who only 
see exotic difference. Despite its age, it’s a film that pulls 
no punches at all, and offers any Eldar player an insight 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=076MrMynyak
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into what it must be to be part of such a beautiful, but 
ultimately cruel culture. 
 

Dark Angels – ‘Behind The Candelabra’. 
 Lionel Johnson’s poem ‘The Dark Angel’ was all 
about his horror at his own homosexuality. How fitting it 
is that this should basically be the core theme of the Dark 
Angels’ two leaders, Lion’el Jonson and Luther. The story 
of the Dark Angels is a story of how love between two 
men turned first sour, then destructive. 
 In essence, that’s the entire plot of ‘Behind the 
Candelabra’. Telling the story of Liberace and his lover, 
Scott Thorson, it looks at how – despite a genuine love for 
one another – relationships between singular men can fall 
apart. Liberace’s eccentricities may be the start of it, but 
with Thorson’s own significant personal weaknesses 
escalating things, the slow decline of love into self-
destruction is awful to watch. The parallels between 
Jonson and Luther, both so dedicated to one another until 
Jonson’s indifference and Luther’s jealousy slowly tear the 
two of them quite apart are instructive. A superb look at 
how sometimes, love just isn’t enough to keep people 
from wrecking everything around them. 
 
A brief digression: 
In the original article, one of the commenters felt that in my discussion of 
‘Behind the Candelabra’, I was perhaps a little regressive – possibly even 
verging on homophobia. As a result, I wrote the following clarification of my 
reading of the film:  
 “I don't think their relationship failed because it was a gay one. I 
think it failed - as many do - because of the power differential. Liberace was a 
much older, much richer person, able to win the affections of a much younger, 
more inexperienced paramour who - at the time of their first meeting - wasn't 
entirely sure of who he was/wanted to be. As a result, things were kind of 
doomed before they started. And that's before you get into the fact that both of 
them were monumentally messed-up individuals, a situation made worse by the 
fact they had to stay closeted. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TQ9OgbLCsUM
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 “I think in any relationship where one person has a significant 
amount of power relative to the other, you're going to get problems. Gay, 
straight, whatever, it's utterly irrelevant. Where there isn't equality, there can't 
be real respect, and where there's no respect, there's no real love. The problem 
for Liberace and Thorson (at least as presented within the narrative world of the 
film) wasn't that they were gay. It was that Liberace had all sorts of eccentric 
ideas and was used to getting his own way, and Thorson became a simmering 
hotbed of resentment and jealousy - a condition exacerbated by drug usage. 
 “The commonalities between The Lion and Luther just seem really 
plain to me; the story of the Dark Angels is, ultimately, an utterly tragic 
romance. The Lion is Liberace - utterly powerful, and believing he can 
simultaneously be an equal to his lover while ordering him around. Luther is 
Thorson - utterly smitten, and then shocked and appalled by the casual 
disregard with which his great love casts him off. Where Thorson turned to 
drugs, Luther turned to Chaos (and isn't that just a lovely parallel/metaphor?) 
 “When you really get down to it, there's not a whole lot of difference 
between gay relationships and straight ones, because ultimately, people are 
people. Yes, there's going to be unique pressures and differences that will affect 
the way you view the world as compared to people with different sexualities, 
but love is love, and people are capable of being kind, caring, considerate, venal, 
petty, thoughtless, and wonderful with their lovers regardless of anything else. 
 “As with so many things, the issues at the heart of both pairs of 
lovers' relationship problems were to do with power, not gender.” 
 

Dark Eldar – ‘Martyrs’. 
 I love this faction, but it can’t be denied that from 
the outside, the Dark Eldar look a lot like dull clichés. Even 
GW admit as much; in the infamous Chapterhouse legal 
case, their own people described the faction as ‘evil’, 
which is about as generic as things get. Bad guys who are 
bad for the sake of it are a very easy archetype to get 
wrong (Hey there ‘Thor: The Dark World’.) The thing is, 
the archetype doesn’t have to be unengaging. It’s all 
down to why they’re bad for the sake of it, and with the 
best – and most inhuman – villains, evil committed for its 
own sake becomes that much worse when it’s not for its 
own sake – when it might actually have a purpose. 
 ‘Martyrs’ is a film about two young girls, and their 
efforts to escape the clutches of a sinister faction of 
sadists who want to hurt them, because they believe 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lNpDiQimK6U
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hurting young girls to be of great use. It’s a deeply 
disturbing look at what a truly alien mindset might 
believe, and the horror of being trapped by people who 
genuinely don’t care about your pain as anything but a 
means to an end in itself. 
Oh, and a warning – this is probably the most disturbing 
film I’ve ever seen, and I do not say that lightly. 

Daemons – ‘Palindromes’. 
 As the background always takes pains to point 
out, Daemons in 40K aren’t anything to do with Hell, 
punishment, or even anything especially religious. They’re 
essentially the manifestation of human emotion, taken to 
its most extreme place. While I think the daemon designs 
have always been goofy, I’ve always thought that’s a 
really interesting spin on the idea, and it’s also got real 
relevance to the real world. There’s a thick cultural 
narrative that says we should listen to our emotions, but 
there’s rarely the necessary admonishment not to let 
them rule you. What happens when you let your 
emotions act as the deciding arbiter of your choices and 
behaviours? 
 Well, that’s what this film is all about. A comedy 
so black as to be near-lightless, it tells the story of a 
teenage girl who wants nothing more than to have a baby 
of her own to love. ‘Palindromes’ is an astonishingly dark 
film, and one that takes great pains to show that while 
humanity might be basically good, that’s ultimately 
irrelevant. Every person, no matter their beliefs, 
convictions, religion or lack of it, is capable of pure 
monstrosity when they choose to let their emotions alone 
lead them. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5uL6PON1kFk
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Death Korps of Krieg – ’All Quiet on the 
Western Front’. 
 Okay, so this is one I really struggled with, largely 
because the DKoK are so very singular; apart from the 
World War 1 theme, they’re still, essentially, Guard. 
 However, the one real difference would be that, 
to the DKoK, war is never anything but Hell, and ‘All Quiet 
On the Western Front’ is one of the greatest cinematic 
representations of this fact. Loathed by Adolf and his 
people, the book this film was based on took a long, hard 
look at the realities of trench warfare, and condemned 
them utterly. Many German veterans of the Great War 
were vocal fans of the story, holding it up as an example 
of a narrative that truly captured the wretchedness and 
pointless horror of what they had been subjected to. 
 

Deathwatch – ’Monsters’. 
 To be Deathwatch means to be alone and 
isolated; a stranger in the strangest lands. Where other 
Astartes have their brothers around them at all time, and 
go to war as a Chapter, the Deathwatch work in small kill-
teams, out in the furthest reaches of the Imperium, 
walking through places where the very idea of support is 
ludicrous. 
 Which is exactly what this film is about. It’s simple 
enough: two Americans try to make their way through a 
jungle in an alterna-Earth where alien wildlife now lives. 
While there’s action, it’s not about that, so much as the 
sense of isolation that must be day-to-day life for a 
Deathwatch, cut off as they are from the rest of humanity 
and surrounded by weirdness. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aiObc2XmVqw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aiObc2XmVqw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nUuUT9ncCQw
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Eldar Corsairs – ’Interstellar’. 
 This was another difficult one. However, where 
the Craftworlders are a society gone stagnant, and the 
Dark Eldar are simply insane, the Corsairs are all about 
the adventure. They take Eldar super-tech and use it to 
traverse the vast expanses of void that make up the 
universe, and that entirely more intimate relationship 
with space itself is, to me at least, the core of what makes 
the Corsairs unique. 
 Probably the most mainstream film on this list, 
space is entirely what ‘Interstellar’ is about. It takes a 
long, hard look at the sheer majesty of space, as well as 
the natural drama that comes from attempting travel in 
such an aggressively hostile environment… Especially 
when you’re without access to lightspeed. While the film 
is flawed – it’s overlong, and in my opinion, would’ve 
made a better 10 hour HBO series you could take a break 
from than a bum-numbing 3 hour film – it still manages to 
get across a huge wealth of ideas. As a film that reinforces 
the notion that traversing the stars is dangerous as all get 
out, I doubt it will be bettered for a while. 

 

Elysian Drop Troops – ’Point Break’. 
 The Elysians are basically what the Guard would 
be if they were truly intense. Everything the Elysians do is 
with maximum speed applied. 
 And that, in a nutshell, is what ‘Point Break’ looks 
at; the kind of mindset required to apply daredevil alacrity 
to combat situations. The hyperkinetic antivillains are an 
interesting juxtaposition: almost preternaturally calm 90% 
of the time, but during that 10% where they’re doing 
something crazy, they’re really balls-to-the-wall crazy. 
Not to mention, if the parachute-jumping scene doesn’t 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lm8p5rlrSkY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UuVDrpl1tIY
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make you want to jump out of a perfectly good Valkyrie, 
nothing will. 

 

Farsight Conclave – ’Phoolan Devi : Bandit 
Queen’. 
 I’ve talked about the issues of the Tau caste 
system before. I first watched this film when I was about 
fourteen or so, and it left a lasting impression. This is a 
film that really rams home just how vile and unfair a caste 
system is, and the atrocities that are required – on a daily 
and personal basis – in order to maintain so grotesque a 
social structure. 
 Phoolan Devi was an Indian woman who was 
gang-raped by her village over a period of two days. 
Afterwards, she turned to the gun, killed those who had 
attacked her, and became the scourge of her nation. 
Unlike fictional rape-revenge fantasies, this film actually 
looks at the fact that while Devi’s plight makes her utterly 
sympathetic, she was categorically not a simple, avenging 
hero. It’s all too easy to forget that real life is messy, and 
this film does a good job of exploring those complexity. 
Difficult watching, but it does a good job of showing the 
difficulties inherent in rising up to fight the ruling caste of 
a proper caste system when you have no status of your 
own. 
 

Genestealer Cult – ’Splice’. 
 Genestealers take you, and turn you into them. 
Not physically, but mentally. Your children become theirs, 
and from there, a vile, incestuous cult begins to develop. 
 ‘Splice’ is a character-driven horror film which 
explores those same ideas to do with cross-species sexual 
attraction to the inhuman and the alien, as well as the 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=66uIVFb6ATA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=66uIVFb6ATA
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/01/03/a-barely-commented-upon-evil/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/01/03/a-barely-commented-upon-evil/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t6o_Vl2f07Q
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kind of family relationships that might develop between 
an infected human and their partially-alien offspring. It’s 
deeply disquieting in almost every way, and the way it 
presents the partially human Dren is exactly as disturbing 
as a Genestealer hybrid should be. 
 

Grey Knights – ‘Beloved’ 
 Space Marines have ‘strength’ as one of their 
most ubiquitous traits. Strength of arms, strength of will, 
physical strength, on and on and on. But the Grey Knights 
are a chapter whose strength is far more singular that 
that; theirs is a mental strength. A strength of will and 
fortitude in the face of an implacable enemy composed of 
raw emotion. 
 So what might that look like? What does it mean to stand 
up to a being composed of pure, raw feeling? 
 ‘Beloved’ is an unsung gem of a film, with an 
incredible 
central performance from Oprah Winfrey, who spent 
literally decades trying to get this made. It tells the story 
of an escaped slave, Sethe, and her efforts to build a life 
for herself in the aftermath of quite astonishing 
mistreatment. She’s doing so very successfully… Until the 
day that a childlike young woman called Beloved shows 
up. 
 This is not an easy film – the masterpiece of a novel it’s 
based on means it could be no other way. It’s not sci-fi or 
horror, and its narrative is deliberately inscrutable. 
However, for fans of Grey Knights, it gives an excellent 
look at exactly what it means to face down a Daemon, as 
well as what a brotherhood of psykers looks 
like. 
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Harlequins – ‘The Fall’. 
 Unlike almost every other faction on this list, the 
Harlequins are not truly an army; at their core, they are a 
troupe of artists. They tell the story of the fall of the Eldar 
and use those stories to both allow the Eldar to 
remember the past, as well as to hopefully feel free from 
the horrors of it. 
This film is all about the power of stories, both to conceal 
truths and to liberate. A small girl who’s broken her arm 
befriends a seriously injured stuntman who tells her an 
exciting story about an indian, a explosives expert and 
Charles Darwin. It’s only once the story has captivated her 
that the storyteller starts asking his young audience to 
help him acquire this medicine he needs to help himself 
feel better, called ‘opium’… 
 Like ‘Sansho Dayu’, this is an almost astonishingly 
beautiful film, notable for the almost total lack of CGI for 
its locations – it took four years to make, because every 
place in the film is completely real – and if you want some 
inspiration for Harlequin colour schemes, you could do a 
lot worse than pinch some ideas from this. 
 

Imperial Knights – ’Ghost Dog: Way of The 
Samurai’. 
 The Knight Households are something of an 
anomaly amongst the Imperium, largely consisting of men 
and women who have elected to live their lives by 
archaic, almost ancient codes of conduct that seem to 
have no placed amongst the rest of the Imperium. 
 This film considers what it means to live by an 
actual warrior code, living a life of personally defined 
honour. It also looks at how such limitations bring 
strength, as well as how strange such a mindset might 
look to more average citizens. If you really want to 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IwsYyRc9j4g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fRMu7RytXyE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fRMu7RytXyE
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understand the kind of dedication it takes to act as a 
literal retainer to a great lord in a modern society, you 
can’t go wrong with this film. 
 Plus the soundtrack is great. 
 

Khorne Daemonkin – ‘Straw Dogs’. 
 Khorne’s philosophy is, ultimately, an ugly one. 
Might makes right. It’s horrible, but an appealing idea to a 
certain kind of person, as well as being inherently quite 
intoxicating. By nature, violent dominance is empowering, 
no matter that another must suffer for the dominant 
party to feel good. 
 ‘Straw Dogs’ is a genuinely disturbing look at the 
deranged appeal of toxic male violence, and the film is 
notorious for the fact it doesn’t shy from showing that 
such violence is both scarring, and desperately unheroic… 
Just like every single one of Khorne’s followers. After all, 
no matter how one might try to argue that success on the 
battlefield equates with greatness, when one cares not 
where the blood flows, how can one be anything but a 
monster…? 
 

The Imperium as a whole – ‘The House I Live 
In’. 
 Okay, I know it’s technically not an army, but The 
Imperium is so essential to everything 40K that I couldn’t 
leave it off the list. The Imperium of Man is, by and large, 
defined by two things: hubris and bureaucracy. Everything 
about the Imperium as an organisation comes down to 
the fact it has set itself the impossibly lofty target of 
unifying the human species, and chosen exactly the worst 
methods of doing so. 
 That’s why I’ve chosen this documentary; the best 
way to extrapolate fictional societies is to better 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yXkqGVfm1mo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a0atL1HSwi8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a0atL1HSwi8
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understand how real ones operate. This film looks at the 
abject failure that is the West’s War on Drugs, an almost 
insanely hubristic endeavour that has yielded little 
beyond bureaucratic madness and broken lives, and in 
many ways, achieved the exact opposite of what it was 
publicly set out to do. Essential viewing if you want to 
understand how those in charge of a society like the 
Imperium can delude themselves into thinking that what 
they have created is anything beyond the worst of all 
possible human civilisations. 

 

The Inquisition – ‘Lake Mungo’. 
 The Inquisition are the agency that investigates 
the weirdness of the galaxy, and the one thing they can 
absolutely count on is that whatever they think it is 
they’re after? It won’t be. It’s going to be something 
altogether stranger. 
 ‘Lake Mungo’ is, on the surface, a ghost film shot 
in a documentary style (not in the shakycam style that’s 
currently fading from popularity, but in a more formal 
style, created as a ‘true’ artefact). Beginning as a simple 
look at what seems to be a spirit haunting a house, as the 
narrative unfolds, it becomes clear that what’s going on is 
altogether weirder than anything so simple, and that 
what’s actually happening is something quite possibly 
beyond human understanding or classification. An unsung 
little masterpiece of the uncanny, this. 
 

Militarum Tempestus (also Solar Auxilia) – 
‘Eastern Promises’. 
 The scholae progenium produce women and men 
of duty and courage, raised from birth in a culture of 
absolute discipline to show no fear or doubt in the face of 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d2ISuVvP-XI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dWC-ECjNqxo
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a far superior enemy. 
 This film examines what sort of person such a 
man might be. Viggo Mortensen’s Mafiya gangster is a 
stoic mask of taciturn resolve, working amongst lunatics 
and killers with absolute professionalism and calm 
detatchment. 
Where a Guard might panic, or try something a little bit 
risky, the Tempestus take their time and act with 
precision and skill. This film shows exactly what that looks 
like. 
 

Necrons – ‘The Machine’. 
 I was tempted to go with ‘Battlestar Galactica’ for 
obvious reasons here, but that’s a TV series, so instead, 
I’ve gone for this film. The interesting thing about the 
Necrons, at least to me, is how the act of biotransference 
means that whilst you might be one person while you still 
had flesh, that doesn’t mean you’re the same when your 
body’s been replaced with Living Metal. 
 This film is about one of those secret military 
research labs where they’re developing a robot 
supersoldier. So far, so clichéd. However, the way it looks 
at what a human personality might look like, post-death, 
in a synthetic body, is quite fascinating from a 40K point 
of view, especially considering that the nature of your 
new body itself might be what causes you to change into 
something quite unintended. 
 

Orks – ‘Looking For Eric’. 
 As I covered last month, Orks are all about 
solidarity and brotherhood. They may not make a big 
show of it like the Marines do, but that kinship drives 
almost everything about Ork kultur. For all the Astartes 
showy use of the word ‘brother’, the bottom line is that 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e9oa93BrNuw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GgmTRuWMyeI
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/02/07/zombies-klendathu-and-the-absurdly-violent-intergalactic-space-fungus/
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Marines don’t become Fearless when their mates are with 
them, and Orks do. 
 This film beautifully shows exactly what that looks 
like when it happens in the real world (especially in its 
final few scenes which are both hilarious, and punch-the-
air awesome). Set in amongst a working-class community 
who are ignored and despised by those with power, this 
looks at what happens when the only power you have is 
the power of your mates. And their mates. And their 
mate’s mates. 
 Waaargh, indeed. 

 

Skitarri – ’9’. 
 Perhaps even moreso than Marines, the Skitarri 
are truly transhuman soldiers, and if they’re on Mars, 
they’re living amongst hostile, sentient machines that 
don’t think like humans and which only wish to kill. That 
kind of existence, living on a literal lifeless rock trying to 
avoid insane robots is a genuinely terrifying one, and this 
film shows just how much. 
 ‘9’ is set in just such a world, where a rogue AI has 
exterminated all human life, and the only thing capable of 
setting things right are nine small homunculi with a small 
fragment of human soul animating them. This is a film 
that takes absolutely no prisoners, and shows exactly how 
terrifying it must be to live on a Forge World where the 
Iron Men once walked. 
Not to mention, the enemy robot designs are incredible. 

 

Space Marines – ‘Dancer In The Dark’. 
 The Astartes sacrifice their lives on the altar of 
humanity’s future. Yes, they’re strong, and dangerous and 
violent, but what truly makes them Astartes is that they 
know no fear. When their time comes, the ultimate 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_qApXdc1WPY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=53vr9EiOH7g
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sacrifice is one they gladly pay. 
 This is a film which looks at exactly what that 
means in human terms. Telling the story of an immigrant 
caught up in a series of catastrophic events beyond her 
control, it looks at what kind of willpower it takes to 
sacrifice yourself – to coldly, rationally, truly sacrifice 
yourself – for another, who will never, ever know about it. 

 

Space Wolves – ’Super’. 
 Those who wield violence in the name of justice 
are inherently monstrous, and the Space Wolves are no 
exception. The Emperor’s attack dogs, sent out to ravage 
those who would raise their hands against him or his good 
works, there’s a reason they’re the villains of what 
happened on Prospero. 
 Super’ is a film which looks at what kind of person 
looks for justice at the end of a weapon. It’s not a perfect 
film, but it asks a variety of difficult questions about the 
nature of vigilantism and the prosecution of a single-
minded campaign against an unquestioned enemy. 
 It’s also bloody funny. 

 

Tau – ’Black Death’. 
 Now I’ve tried to avoid overt spoilers throughout 
this list, but this is a film starring Sean Bean. So you know 
at least one person’s going to die. Sorry about that. 
The Tau always talk about The Greater Good, and that’s 
one of the most sinister phrases it’s possible to use. As 
The Riddle of ‘Vampire: The Masquerade’ runs ‘a beast I 
am lest a beast I become’. 
 This film is looks at what can be justified in the 
name of ‘The Greater Good’. A team of inquisitors search 
through England, following rumours of a necromancer. 
Unlike most films, where the supernatural elements 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eL57ncw2jr8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sj3Jw1DLGpA
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would be brought to the fore, this film takes the 
altogether scarier path, taking as its central theme the 
idea that there are no supernatural elements in the 
universe at all, including God. There’s just the world as is, 
and that’s it. 
All of which means it’s a film about one group of fanatics 
looking to kill another, in the name of a belief in a Greater 
Good that simply can’t be justified. Dark, disturbing 
viewing. 
 

Tyranids – ‘Antichrist’. 
 This was another difficult one. Ultimately, the 
thing about the Tyranids is that they represent a kind of 
implacable, cosmic horror; specifically, one that is natural. 
‘Antichrist’ is a film about a couple whose son dies. 
Stricken with both grief and guilt, the mother goes to 
pieces, and in desperation, her husband takes them out 
into the forest together, where they can try and put her 
back together. This, it turns out, is The Worst Possible 
Idea. 
 This is a film where nature isn’t remotely a good 
thing; the woods are oppressive, a hideous, crushing force 
that doesn’t care a thing for the two tiny humans who 
have stepped into it so foolishly. All the scenes of the 
outdoors brim with a genuinely stifling kind of demonic 
malevolence, making ‘nature’ almost into a character by 
itself, and reinforcing the idea that this is not something 
humans should consider themselves capable of 
understanding. 
 
And finally, 
 

Ultramarines – ‘Black Dynamite’. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eBdDcQONmkM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=96Y24a0cyCE
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 Because, like Black Dynamite, the Ultras are just 
better than everyone else. 
 None of us like it, but there it is. 

___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 The thing that really fucked me off about this 
column? 
 “Where’s Starship Troopers?” 
 “You need Event Horizon on this list. Best 40K film 
ever.” 
 “Sorry, but Starship Troopers needs to be on this 
list.” 
 “Why no Starship Troopers? Also, you forgot to 
include Event Horizon.” 
 “Hey, you know what’s a great 40K film? Starship 
Troopers. Why isn’t that on the list?” 
 Like, it’s in the introduction, guys. Maybe read the 
introduction and see what I’m doing, and then see why 
I’ve left those films off the list? Like, the whole entire point 
was to suggest films you hadn’t seen.  
 THE WHOLE ENTIRE POINT. 
 Other films that got deliberately left off were 
‘Mad Max: Fury Road’ and ‘Dredd’ for being too damned 
obvious, as well as ‘Pacific Rim’ and ‘Chronicles of Riddick’ 
for being irredeemable pieces of shit. 
 And before anyone argues ‘but…’, stop it. I love 
‘Hellraiser II’, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t an 
irredeemable piece of shit. 
 There were a few other complaints, but basically, 
this list is perfect and anyone who disagrees is completely, 
subjectively wrong. 
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John McClane’s Feet Are More 
Dramatic Than An Eldar 
Wraithknight. 
 
Originally published April 2016 
 

“Karl: Schieß dem Fenster…” 

 
 When ‘Die Hard’ was released in 1988, it brought 
about an almost total paradigm shift in how action films 
were presented. Until John McClane, the action heroes 
hidden inside the sacred, filth-encrusted VHS boxes my 
brother and I rented from the Tudor Wine Merchants 
were indestructible he-men whose steroid streams 
probably didn’t have any room left in them for blood. 
After ‘Die Hard’? The bodydonnas disappeared forever. 
 McClane became the template for every action 
hero that followed, and there’s a simple reason why: 
 He goes through the whole film barefoot as a 
hillbilly. 
 Okay, now, hear me out. 
 So there’s a reason they’re called ‘movies’; it’s 
because they move. Comparing film to writing is like 
comparing football to snooker: they’re an entirely 
different experience, invoking entirely different emotional 
responses. Writing allows you to get into a character’s 
head in a way that no other art form permits… But only 
films let you see. There’s a reason Quidditch is boring to 
read about but amazing to watch. 
 This fundamental difference means that while in 
literature there’s a primacy given over to thoughts, 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/04/03/john-mcclanes-feet-are-more-dramatic-than-an-eldar-wraithknight/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/04/03/john-mcclanes-feet-are-more-dramatic-than-an-eldar-wraithknight/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/04/03/john-mcclanes-feet-are-more-dramatic-than-an-eldar-wraithknight/
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feelings and internal monologues, in movies, there’s a 
primacy given over to visuals, aesthetics, movements. 
 Action defines character. 
 John McClane starts ‘Die Hard’ completely alone. 
So far, he’s no different to Arnie in ‘Commando’, that 
other perfect 80’s action film, and ‘Die Hard’s diametric 
opposite. 
Where ‘Die Hard’ differs is that McClane is NOT 
indestructible. McClane’s power doesn’t come from a 
gym-chiselled physique, hewn by hours of lifting that 
heavy, heavy iron. If Arnie is Herakles, McClane is 
Odysseus – a guile hero, forced by circumstance to rely on 
wit and intellect to defeat an otherwise superior foe. 
 His bare feet are the ultimate symbol of this. We 
walk everywhere in shoes, and as a result, bare feet are a 
symbol of safety. Shoes provide protection, socks provide 
warmth, but bare feet? Bare feet are utterly vulnerable: 
McClane is never in control of the situation. The terrorists 
are so dominant, he’s not even got time to pull his socks 
on before he’s out the door. Frankly, I’m amazed they 
allowed him the dignity of trousers. 
 Later, when a Karl the German doesn’t recognise 
his own language and has to be told to shoot the windows 
in English, that’s when we really get to see McClane’s 
vulnerability, as well as the kind of man he is. has to run 
barefoot across broken glass. With bleeding feet he 
exterminates his enemies with the efficiency of a Dalek on 
a sugar rush. It’s only after the adrenaline has worn away 
that we see the price he’s been forced to pay, pulling 
jagged fangs of splintered crystal from his heels and 
dropping them in the bloody, bloody sink… 
 At no stage is McClane safe, but he never, ever 
quits. Ever. And it’s not because he’s got superpowers. It’s 
not because he’s got a ridiculous physique. It’s because 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/GuileHero


250 
 

someone he loves is in peril, and he’s doing what he’s got 
to do. Every injury leaves him hurting, but he just doesn’t 
give up, and it’s through that suffering that his heroism is 
hewn. 
 Through his vulnerability, we see his brilliance. 
Through his weakness, we see his strength. Darkness 
allows for light. 
 If ‘Commando’ is awesome because sometimes 
we just want to watch Herakles bash in the Nemean 
Lion’s head with a tree trunk, ‘Die Hard’ is awesome 
because sometimes we want to see a hero get through 
just because he’s too fucking ornery to quit. McClane’s 
oh-so-human fragility makes his exceptional skills stand 
out all the more; the fact he’s vulnerable is what makes 
‘Die Hard’ one of the greatest Christmas films of all time, 
if not the greatest. 
 It’s just like wrestling. 

 

Doing The Job. 

 
 Wrestling, as I’m sure you all know, is fake. It 
certainly was back when I used to do it. Of course, given 
the fact that if you do it for any length of time, you’re 
going to end up living with pain as a constant companion 
for the rest of your life, it’s not really ‘fake’ so much as 
[fixed. Our bodies write a cheque in youth that we cash in 
old age, and I’ve always found it ironic that you’re safer as 
an real MMA fighter than you ever will be as a fake 
wrestler (or, in wrestling’s wonderful sociolect, a 
‘worker’). 
 Whenever I tell people I used to wrestle, the 
second thing they always ask is ‘did you win?’ 
 I always answer that the same way: why does that 
matter? 
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 See, they know it’s fake, but they can’t get their 
heads around the fact that this means it’s not a sport… So 
winning might not necessarily be the measure of how 
successful I was. Wrestling is theatre, and theatre tells a 
story. 
 The goal is to make the crowds react, to get them 
as passionate as they can, just like an action film, or a 
Greek myth. This means that when you’re a wrestler, 
winning might not be a good thing. What’s important is 
getting the right reaction from the crowds. 
 Did I win? 
 Well, I was always a heel (essentially, a villain), so 
my job was to make the crowd despise me. I needed to 
get those boos, so I went after them, hard. I first 
expressed surprise that so many people could afford to be 
here; I didn’t think the dole paid that well. Then I 
explained to the grandmother in the front row that her 
children looked not so much like they had been hit by the 
ugly stick as massaged with it, and asked would she mind 
putting a paper bag over their heads? When she got 
angry, I explained that it was okay: I understood she 
couldn’t afford them, not now her looks were gone. So I 
handed her a pair of paper bags with a friendly smile. 
When the face (the hero) ran down to the ring, I ran and 
hid behind the ref. When the match began, I used every 
dirty trick: low blows, eye gouges, slaps to the face… 
 Needless to say, the boos came… But why did I 
need those boos? Why would anyone want people to 
despise them? 
 Because that’s the job. The thrill of the match lies 
not just in good’s triumph but evil’s defeat. If two faces 
fight, it’s not terribly satisfying, because that means 
someone you like is going to lose. Likewise, if two heels 
go at it, why should I care? All that means is someone I 
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hate is going to win. The face/heel dynamic works 
because it means that someone I like is going to come out 
on top, and someone I loathe is going to be humbled. 
 So, did I win? 
 Well, lying on my back, looking at the lights as the 
ref counted the 1,2,3, I got the perfect view of my mate 
Mark while the crowd cheered him for finally laying me 
spark the fuck out. He went to the old lady I’d insulted, 
shook her hand, and gave her grandchildren high fives. It 
was beautiful, and without me, none of that would have 
been possible. 
 Did I win? Wrestling’s not a sport. It’s art, and 
walking out past those people who, for a short while had 
cared so absolutely… As an artist, the only thing that 
matters is that your art gets a reaction. It doesn’t matter 
if it’s a film, or a book, or a game. The reaction is all there 
really is. 

 

Salesmanship 

 
 The key component to any wrestling match is 
what’s called ‘selling’. Selling is the fine art of convincing 
an audience that you are in pain when you’re really not. 
Or, as is more often the case, that only the parts of your 
body that are narratively consequential are in pain. For 
example, you’ll hide the real, crippling pain in your back 
you’ve had all week – the one so bad you were crying for 
an hour the night before. Meanwhile, you’ll be selling the 
fictional pain in your knee – the one the face has been 
working over all match long, so that when he finally hits 
you with the ankle lock, his victory looks credible. 
 Selling moves is really the cornerstone of the art, 
because it allows a crowd to suspend their disbelief. 
Wrestling fans know what’s what, and have done since 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/TheatricsOfPain
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1993 and the Zahorian drug scandal. We know it’s fake. 
We just don’t care, for the same reasons we don’t care 
that Robert Downey Jr. can’t fly in his little tin suit, or we 
don’t care that Night Lord helmets can’t fit through doors. 
When the story is fun, when you care about the 
characters, when you’re invested in the narrative, 
everything else just falls away. 

 

The Fine Art of The No-Sell. 

 
 Now, the flip side of selling is ‘no-selling’; this is 
(obviously) when a worker doesn’t sell a move: they give 
the impression that the move had no effect. Now, this 
isn’t necessarily a bad thing. If you want to see no-selling 
done well, have a watch of the last few minutes of this 
classic match. It’s Bret Hart vs. Stone Cold Steve Austin, 
and is a masterclass in how to use selling and no-selling to 
tell a story. 
 The goal of the match was simple: Austin was a 
heel, but needed to turn face. So, after a match so violent 
it ended up with Austin’s face pissing blood, he ends up in 
Hart’s deadly submission move. 
 Now, you watch Austin’s body language at the 
end of the match, and it’s clear: he’s got nothing left. His 
face is etched with pain. He’s battered, and his eyes are 
so thick with blood he can’t even see any more. 
 But if he taps out, then he’s surrendered. And he 
hates Bret Hart so much, the idea is anathema to him. 
He’d rather let Bret Hart break his legs than give him the 
satisfaction. But Hart hates him too much to do that; Hart 
would rather have Austin in pain forever than give him 
release. These are two men who fucking despise one 
another – an immovable object caught in an unstoppable 
force. 

https://sports.vice.com/ca/article/the-forgotten-steroid-trial-that-almost-brought-down-vince-mcmahon
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=20w__8CpZhk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=20w__8CpZhk
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 In the end, Austin passes out. He simply refuses 
to tap, and passes out. Hart might have won… But it’s 
tainted. He wanted Austin to submit to his superior skill, 
and he’s been denied. 
 Austin does a very clever sell-job in this match. He 
sells the excruciating pain of Hart’s attacks. This gets 
across two important pieces of character information: 
Bret Hart is a dangerous, deadly combatant, and Austin is 
vulnerable to him. Then, by not tapping out, he 
strategically no-sells Hart’s finishing move. This conveys 
more character information: Stone Cold Steve Austin 
doesn’t quit. Ever. Oh, he may pass out, he may lose the 
match, but he never quits. 
 And people love that. We love a good 
Determinator. By the end of the match, Austin had the 
crowd were firmly behind him: he was now a face. All 
through careful ‘ring psychology’: the deliberate 
application of selling and no-selling. 
So no-selling isn’t automatically bad. It can create 
incredibly powerful narratives. 
 Of course, most of the time, rampant no-selling 
just makes the whole thing look fuckin’ stupid. 

 

The Problem of The Lensman Arms Race. 
 
 When selling is the norm, no-selling looks 
impressive as hell, because you’re impervious to injury. 
Every wrestler wants to seem like a scary, credible threat 
in the ring, and no-selling is an easy way to do that. In the 
Eighties, only a few wrestlers were allowed to no-sell: The 
Legion of Doom, Ultimate Warrior, and (perhaps most 
famously) The Undertaker. 
 Since those days, there’s been an increase in no-
selling, with more and more wrestlers shrugging off what 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/Determinator
http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/WrestlingPsychology
http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/LensmanArmsRace
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should be life-ending moves in an effort to seem like 
bigger and more deadly badasses than anyone else. 
 And that’s a problem. The whole point of selling is 
to establish that in-ring moves are dangerous. Speaking as 
someone who’s been on the receiving end of more than a 
few, let me assure you: they are. A simple standing suplex 
hurts more than you would readily believe. If it looks like 
it hurts, believe me, it hurts. 
 But when everyone’s no-selling, well. The crowd 
becomes conditioned to believe it doesn’t hurt. Moves 
lose credibility, and everyone gets caught up in an ‘arms 
race’ as to who can pull off the craziest moves. There’s 
even some wrestlers out there now no-selling 
unprotected chair shots to the head, which is insane, 
because those are actually as dangerous as they look and 
cause real, permanent neurological damage. 
 As everything gets bigger, more and more absurd, 
more over the top, people are now literally risking their 
lives to pull off manoeuvres, instead of doing what they 
need to do: just tell me a story. Make me care about 
what’s happening in the ring. 
 And this is why selling is so important. Spectacle is 
important, but the greatest fireworks display can only 
ever be beautiful. It can’t be more than that. A match 
made up of nothing but crazy moves isn’t a match, 
because there’s no greater meaning to what’s happening 
there. 
 When protagonists are unable to show 
vulnerability – weakness – the story loses an important 
quality. It loses drama. Like McClane, our heroes need to 
be able to suffer. We don’t care about the hero because 
they’re unbeatable. 
 We care about them because they aren’t. 
 



256 
 

THE COMPLETE DESTRUCTION OF REALITY 
ITSELF!!! 
 
 Speculative fiction is more guilty of no-selling 
than any other genre. Superman can lift an island made of 
Kryptonite into space. Batman can fight off a thousand 
impoverished and starving muggers using only four 
million dollars of high-tech ninja gear. Tony Stark can 
throw nuclear missiles with his bare hands. 
 Sci-fi and fantasy are, for most people, escapism. 
They allow us to run away into a world where we have 
the power to execute their apprehended wishes. 
Ever noticed how often there’s an apocalypse in these 
stories, though? I mean, it feels like the world is always 
ending. 
 That’s the consequence of no-selling. The Doctor 
beats some jabronis who want to kill a person, and he 
stops them. Great, day won. But now the stakes have to 
go up, because otherwise there’s no risk. So now he has 
to save a planet. Then comes a solar system, then a 
galaxy, then the universe, then all of space-time, until the 
Doctor has to save all of reality itself from Davros’ Reality 
Bomb. 
 A constant stream of victories, an endless parade 
of successes, and you very quickly write yourself out of 
space to manoeuvre. After all, once the Doctor’s stopped 
reality ending, where’s there left to go? They’ve been 
forced into started telling stories about how the Doctor’s 
greatest threat is himself, because honestly, who’s left 
that could remotely be a threat to him? 
 This problem isn’t unique to ‘Doctor Who’. After 
Buffy defeated a god, she ended up having to fight her 
best friend, turned evil by an entirely-too-convenient 
series of plot devices. When Dean and Sam defeated 
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Satan himself, they fought a succession of invented 
threats who were somehow supposed to be MORE EVIL 
than that, the rampant no-selling culminating in the 
brothers Winchester killing Death himself. 
 It just becomes silly, and it’s all because of no-
selling. The hero has to be vulnerable. There has to be a 
real risk of loss, a real chance of failure, or else nothing 
matters. 
 The best example of this I can think of comes 
from ‘Game of Thrones’. For all its (manifold) failings, the 
one thing this show gets absolutely right is that you never 
know who’s going to make it out of a fight alive, and as a 
result, when a fight does come – especially when there’s 
someone you really care about – like, in my case, the 185 
pounds of glorious fuck you that is Brienne of Tarth – 
you’re on tenterhooks through the whole thing.  
 Weakness and the potential of failure leads to 
drama. And that’s something that’s as critical to good 
game design as it is to stories. 

 

Harmartia 
 
 The term hamartia derives from the Greek 
ἁμαρτία, from ἁμαρτάνειν: hamartánein, which means 
“to miss the mark” or “to err”. It is most often associated 
with Greek tragedy, although it is also used in Christian 
theology. Hamartia as it pertains to dramatic literature 
was first used by Aristotle in his Poetics. In tragedy, 
hamartia is commonly understood to refer to the 
protagonist’s error or flaw that leads to a chain of plot 
actions culminating in a reversal from their good fortune 
to bad. What qualifies as the error or flaw can include an 
error resulting from ignorance, an error of judgement, a 
flaw in character, or sin. 
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 The ancient Greeks understood this concrete link 
between personal weakness and drama. Their theatrical 
genre of tragedy was actually a little more complex than 
the more modern idea. Essentially, a tragedy wasn’t just a 
sad story; it was a story where the protagonist’s own 
weaknesses led them to their demise. No matter what 
they might do, their own inflexible, flawed natures meant 
that there was nothing to be done to solve their 
problems, because the problem wasn’t the world: it was 
them. 
 Now, how does this relate to game design? 
 You remember that first conversion you did? The 
one where you got that Marine/Ork/Necron, dipped them 
in poly cement, and then threw them in your bits box? 
When they came out, they looked like someone made a 
porcupine out of guns. 
We’ve all done that conversion. Putting a silly number 
massive, absurdly oversized weapons onto models 
without any consideration of where the bullets are going 
to come from. Why? 
 The same reason John Cena never sells a bloody 
thing. The same reason the only person who can threaten 
The Doctor is The Doctor. The same reason people buy 
Titans. The same reason people come onto forums and 
brag about that Titans aren’t a threat to them because 
they play Eldar and can field an ungodly number of 
Destroyer shots.  
 Because I wanna be the guy. 
 I wanna be indestructible. I wanna be unbeatable. 
Weakness is pathetic. Weakness angers me. I’m weak in 
real life in ways I don’t like to think about; I don’t wanna 
be weak in my hobby! 
 Are you sure, though? Be honest: if the game 
doesn’t have a chance we’ll lose, is it actually fun to play? 
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If we can’t be tested, how do we know we’re as good as 
we think? 
Think about those games? You know the ones. Not the 
fun ones, or the good ones. The great ones. The ones you 
talk about down the pub. The ones where you haven’t 
made a mistake and neither has she. Where the dice 
haven’t betrayed you, but she’s been rolling just as well as 
you. The game where you both did everything right, and 
it’s neck and neck, and it’s the last round of the last turn, 
and the last dice roll and everything, everything hangs on 
this one roll. And if you make it, all your plans will have 
paid off, all that hard work just to get to this single 
chance. 
 Those games aren’t possible if you’re carrying an 
Uzi and your opponent’s got a pot lid. 
 Vulnerability is a key component of good game 
balance. Every army needs a flaw. A gaping vulnerability. 
A harmartia that a canny opponent can take advantage of 
and use. For the most part, this has always been a 
fundamental core to the game’s design. Armies have 
chopped and changed over time, but every one of them 
has some kind of fundamental failing that’s critical to the 
drama of playing them. 
 

The List of 40K Army Harmartia 
 So what are the failings of each army? Well, I’ve 
listed what I think they currently are below, as well as 
what I personally feel they should be if the current one 
doesn’t fit the fluff. Of course, YMMV on all of this. 

 Adepta Sororitas – Their dedication to bolter, 
flame and melta means that they’re generally 
poor at range and only middling at melee. This 
double whammy means their weapons force you 
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to get close, where your low Toughness means 
you’re vulnerable to assault. 

 Astra Militarum – Puny humans just can’t succeed 
as individuals, so you need to spam massive 
amounts of everything to succeed. All the Guard’s 
best units are deeply susceptible to assault, and 
they don’t have a strong counter-assault to that 
beyond tarpits. 

 Cult Mechanicus – They don’t have any real anti-
air, and their units, while powerful, are all weird. 
None of them are ‘fire and forget’, meaning they 
need real skill to be implemented, which makes 
sense given the Cult’s power lies in arcane 
technologies that are poorly understood. 

 Chaos Space Marines – For various reasons I’ve 
explained before, they don’t – and shouldn’t – 
have access to all the shiny Imperial equipment, 
meaning they are forced to rely on expendable 
cultists, melee weapons and kewl magik powarz 
more than their Imperial counterparts. In 40K, 
your army can either run on sorcery or a science, 
but not both. 

 Craftworld Eldar – They’re cripplingly 
overspecialised; without careful deployment of 
their specialists in exactly the right way, they fold 
like a house of cards. At least, that’s what it’s 
supposed to be. At the moment, they’ve got 
things that allow them to sidestep this entirely, 
and it’s my opinion that this is what allows them 
to run roughshod over everyone. 

 Dark Eldar – Like their Craftworld equivalents, 
they’re made of paper, but they don’t have the 
specialists, forcing their players to use desperate 
speed to stay alive. There should be concomitant 

http://www.belloflostsouls.net/2015/01/40k-deep-thought-chaos-will-never-win.html
http://www.belloflostsouls.net/2015/01/40k-deep-thought-chaos-will-never-win.html
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‘but they hit like a brick to the face’, but that 
hasn’t been true for years, sadly. 

 Daemons – They’re chaotic, and therefore 
defenceless against their own nature and the 
whims of the Ruinous Powers’ fickle natures. 

 Grey Knights – With great power comes smaller 
numbers. Also, you outrange exactly nothing and 
no-one; if you want to shoot at people, you’re 
almost always going to be close enough that they 
can shoot back. 

 Harlequins – Their harmartia is the same as the 
Dark Eldar: horrifyingly squishy infantry, reliant 
on speed and illusion to survive. 

 Imperial Knights – When power is this 
concentrated, well. Quantity is a quality all of its 
own, and one you struggle to deal with. When 
there’s only three of you, and that’s just not 
enough to swat all the flies and hold objectives. 

 Khorne Daemonkin – overreliance on melee 
leaves them at risk of getting shot in the face. 

 The Inquisition – A wide variety of troops… But 
they’re all primarily human, and therefore sub-
par compared to everyone else’s specialists. 

 Militarum Tempestus – Better armour and guns 
doesn’t mean you can go toe to toe with a 
daemon prince. 

 Necrons – The ability to teleport doesn’t mean 
you’re fast, and being dead brings limitations, 
chief of which is that you’re very, very slow. 

 Orks – Your boyz may be numerous, but they’re 
basically crap. 

 Skitarri – same as Militarum Tempestus; you’re 
good at a lot of stuff, but you’re not really tough 
enough to take on other army’s specialists. 
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 Space Marines – You’re good at literally 
everything… And great at very little. And the 
things you do have that are great? Yeah, you’re 
not going to have many of those. 

 Space Wolves – You’re rugged individuals… Which 
means you like being alive more than other 
Astartes. Enjoy your joei de vive by running away! 

 Tau – Do I even need to say this one? 

 Tyranids – In 1st edition it was the crippling 
dependence on assault (because you had exactly 
two units that could shoot). Now, it’s a crippling 
dependence on both synapse and unit synergy; 
every Tyranid unit needs a purpose and to be 
working with other units, or the legs are going to 
fall off your army in double-quick time. 

 

Embrace Your Weaknesses 
 No-one likes the idea of being weak. But the thing 
is, without those weaknesses, our hobby is significantly 
less interesting. The idea of harmartia is as critical to good 
game design as it is to good storytelling, because the 
possibility of failure creates drama, and really, isn’t that 
why we game?  

___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 Interestingly, I think one of the main reason 
people complained about Allies in 7th edition 40K is 
because they’re an easy way to cover over a Faction’s 
specific weakness. For example, a T’au army could 
overcome its worthless melee by Allying with a  melee-
focused Marine force. 
 When you factor in the rampant cross-pollination 
that enabled horrible ‘Deathstar’  combos, I have to 
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admit: that’s something I didn’t really look here, and 
probably should’ve done. 
 From the little I’ve seen of 8th edition 40K, it’s 
looking like this problem has been noticed and the idea of 
inherent army harmartia is now coming across more 
strongly. I can only hope this is the case, for the simple 
reason it’ll make the game more strategic, tactical, and 
fun to play.  
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Captain America Needs To Die 
Or: The Problem Of Merchandise 
 
Originally published May 2016 
 
 So Captain America is my favourite character in 
the MCU. Has been ever since I saw ‘The First Avenger’, 
and honestly? He may achieved the unthinkable and 
overtaken Punisher as my favourite Marvel character. It’s 
weird; normally I’m all about the GRIMDARK, but Cap… In 
a cultural landscape where every other character is 
cynical, consumed by manpain, or frankly insane, there’s 
something really refreshing about a protagonist who isn’t. 
I love the idea that he’s not driven by a past tragedy, or 
some wonky Freudian excuse. He’s just this good man. He 
doesn’t get his powers from wealth or being born to it, or 
just getting lucky. He earned everything he’s got. He’s a 
working-class boy done good, and what’s he done with his 
power? Used it to help people. And he’s also refreshingly 
free from the moral incompetence of a character like 
Batman; Cap doesn’t jump through hoops to justify the 
violence he commits. He’s more than prepared to kill 
when necessary. But unlike Crazy Steve, he doesn’t glory 
in violence. You always get the feeling Cap would rather 
be sat at home drawing, or maybe just listening to some 
music. He only breaks out the can of whoop-donkey when 
people need to stay safe. I love that his symbol is an 
unbreakable shield: what a perfect metaphor that is. 
 So, yeah, it’s weird: I should despise him, but I 
pretty much love everything about him. He’s the absolute 
heart of the MCU, the unshakable core of the Avengers, a 
man whose power is making things simpler for others: 
there’s right, and there’s wrong, and you always choose 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/05/01/may-2016-captain-america-needs-to-die/
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the right thing no matter how hard it is, because it’s the 
right thing. 
 Captain America needs to die. 

 

An Unprecedented Cinematic Experiment. 

 
 As huge a Cap fan as I am, that statement might 
sound strange. But it’s true. He may be my very favourite 
character in the whole MCU, but he needs to go. And with 
the nascent ‘Captain America: Civil War’ film around the 
corner (I’m literally going to see it after I’ve posted this), 
they’re in the perfect position to make this happen, 
because in the ‘Civil War’ comic, SPOILER Cap dies. The 
film is the perfect opportunity to make this happen. 
 I don’t want Captain America to die, but he needs 
to. 
 As some people may have inferred from one of 
my previous blog posts, I did my degree in film, and it’s 
because of my roots in cinema that I’m kind of in love 
with the Marvel Cinematic Universe as an artistic concept, 
quite separately from the characters. 
I find the films fun, and frequently excellent, but it’s not 
for the their pure entertainment value that I love them. 
No, I love them because they’re the most incredible 
experiment in long-form cinema that’s ever been 
conducted. Seriously, ‘Civil War’ is the thirteenth film in 
an ongoing story arc that been running since 2008. 
Marvel is – unbelievably – managing to tell a single, rolling 
story spread over multiple, diverse films. This is a 
completely unprecedented achievement, and it doesn’t 
get enough recognition as the so-impossible-it-borders-
on-miraculous achievement it is. 
 And it only gets more incredible when you look at 
the insane characters it’s sticking together. They’re all so 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/03/06/march-2016-the-definitive-warhammer-40000-recommended-film-list/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/03/06/march-2016-the-definitive-warhammer-40000-recommended-film-list/
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completely tonally unconnected! Thor is a completely 
ridiculous high-fantasy character who just shouldn’t be 
able to mix with the hard-edge techno-thriller stylings of 
Iron Man, whose too-cool-for-school snark shouldn’t mix 
with the abject tragedy of Hulk, or the goofy comedy 
caperings of Ant-Man. It should be like mixing oil and 
water and glue and sticky toffee pudding, leaving behind 
nothing but a putrid, benighted mess. 
 But somehow, it all works. Even when you get a 
lacklustre offering like ‘Iron Man 2’, or ‘Thor: The Dark 
World’ or even ‘Age of Ultron’, a film where things don’t 
quite come together, it’s still kind of enjoyable because 
you’ve seen the characters before and they’re always 
going to have something awesome to do. Not to mention, 
there’s still this feeling that there’ll probably be a later 
film that makes up for it. The Vision’s cape’s too goofy for 
you? Don’t sweat it; in the next film, his sweater solves all 
those problems. 
 It’s reached the point that the inevitable backlash 
has begin – that train’s never late. So we get the 
fashionable hate for Marvel, lamenting their success, 
decrying them for running so long, complaining how 
Marvel’s ruining cinema by filling our multiplexes with 
superheroes, as though there’s nothing else to fucking 
watch… On and on and on… And, you know, it’s true, I 
honestly couldn’t care less about any of the other bunch 
‘Fantastic Four’, ‘X-Men’ or (Glob save us) the DC 
Cinematic Murderverse. I didn’t even think ‘Deadpool’ 
was that good; not in a world where James Gunn’s ‘Super’ 
exists. 
 For me, the thing is that Marvel’s efforts are 
unprecedented in Western cinema, and I’m fascinated to 
see where they end up. It’s like if HBO had the budget of 
the US military. Yeah, there might be episodes you don’t 
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like, but Tom Hiddleston’s there, it all feels like it has 
weight, and the metanarrative is going somewhere. 
 However, as time has gone on, more than a few 
problems have begun to rear their heads, and aside from 
things like continuity issues which all long-running 
narratives suffer from, it’s this: 
 There’s no tension. 
 Now, while we know the heroes are going to win 
in most Hollywood films, the comics the MCU are based 
on take this a stage further, to the point where not only 
do we know the characters are in no jeopardy, but we can 
be categorically sure they won’t ever die. Why? Well, 
that’s entirely down to their nature. 

 

The Reason Why John Cena Won’t Turn 
Heel. 
 
 John Cena has been WWE’s top wrestler for nigh-
on a decade. He’s a face, a good guy. He should be getting 
cheers. 
 But he doesn’t. He gets cheers and boos. A lot of 
boos. Why? Because he’s a terrible wrestler. Everything 
he does looks faker than Iain Duncan Smith’s concern for 
the poor, and if you’re an adult fan like me, that makes it 
nearly impossible to suspend your disbelief. It spoils the 
matches and betrays the artistry of the craft. 
 IT’S CALLED ‘WILLING SUSPENSION OF DISBELIEF’ 
JOHN! READ A FUCKING BOOK, LEARN WHY IT’S 
IMPORTANT, THEN LEARN TO DO THE FUCKING JOB THEY 
PAY YOU TO DO! 

 Ahem. 
 Now, normally when a wrestler gets boos, it’s a 
simple enough matter to sort things; just have them turn 
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heel. Once they’re a bad guy, well, all those boos are 
great, because the heel is supposed to get boos. 
 The trouble is, John Cena gets cheers too. But 
from who? Well, the answer is kids. Kids love John Cena 
because his in-ring persona is basically them. He’s a big, 
simple, easy to understand good guy who looks great, 
wears bright colours and always beats the bad guy. The 
kids don’t understand the artistry of bumping, the skill of 
selling, the need for careful ring psychology to craft a 
match. They’re not watching for the same reasons adult 
fans are.  Their love for wrestling is so much purer. 
 And their love sells a lot of T-shirts. And pyjamas. 
And hats, wristbands, action figures, computer games… 
 John Cena has sold more merchandise than any 
other wrestler, ever. His merchandise outsells every other 
wrestler’s combined. If he turns heel, those sales crash: 
kids don’t like the bad guy. So, even though he’s been 
booed for a decade, Cena remains the company’s top 
face. 
 Now, Cena’s merchandise sales have fallen 
somewhat over the last year, but the fact he still hasn’t 
turned shows how wary WWE is about killing that 
particular golden goose. 
 A lot of fans of geek culture accept the things 
they’re interested in at face value, but there’s a whole lot 
of real-world stuff going on behind the scenes driving the 
stories and characters we consume. And do you notice 
that word? 
 ‘Consume’. 
 We don’t watch Marvel films, or read DC comics: 
we consume them. We exchange our money for them, 
and when you’re looking at something like John Cena, or 
Undertaker, or Captain America, something that’s tied 
into more than just the stories written about them, 

http://www.cagesideseats.com/wwe/2014/8/29/6082507/merchandise-sales-no-alternatives-keeps-John-Cena-top-WWE-babyface
http://www.cagesideseats.com/wwe/2014/8/29/6082507/merchandise-sales-no-alternatives-keeps-John-Cena-top-WWE-babyface
http://www.cagesideseats.com/wwe/2014/8/29/6082507/merchandise-sales-no-alternatives-keeps-John-Cena-top-WWE-babyface
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something tied into multimedia merchandising 
opportunities, well… We’re not looking at anything so 
simple as a character any more. Once they’ve got 
merchandise, they’re Intellectual Properties. 
 And becoming an intellectual property is the 
death of drama. 

 

The Problem of Joker Immunity 
 
 In comics, there are certainties: Batman will never 
make a difference. Gotham will always be a craphole. The 
Joker will never, ever be defeated. Never. Nothing 
meaningful can ever change, because outside the fiction 
of Gotham, here, in the real world, T-shirts need to get 
sold. Every year brings a new crop of five-year old boys 
who want Spiderman pyjamas. Every year brings a new 
crop of girls who want a Black Widow figure (so bizarrely 
rare, even the Hulk’s daughter didn’t get to have one). 
 Companies like money. Merchandise makes 
money. Kids buy more merchandise than adults. So 
Marvel – as with every other geek intellectual property – 
follows the money, meaning their comics are – ultimately 
– for kids. Sure, they can tell some stories of astonishing 
complexity (the latest run on The Vision is absolutely 
worth your time, BTW), but let’s be fair here: they’re 
aimed at children and young adults as much as they are at 
older audiences. You can disagree all you want, but 
there’s a reason Marvel created their Epic, Knights and 
MAX imprints. 
 And those of you going ‘Well, the problem is the 
kids then; sell to the adults. The real collectors, with real 
jobs and big money’, well. It’s been tried. Turns out adults 
might love their Transformers, but they’d rather spend 
their money on things like house insurance, electricity 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/JokerImmunity
https://twitter.com/MarkRuffalo/status/593222325325209601
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bills, and food. Not to mention, every adult collector was 
a childhood fan once. The geek industry thrives on 
nostalgia; I doubt I’d be a 40K fan if I hadn’t gotten into it 
as a nervous eleven-year old. Today’s childhood fan is 
tomorrow’s big-spending collector; except in very rare 
cases, you don’t get one without the other. 
 Not to mention selling your comics to a younger 
audience isn’t remotely a bad thing, and nor does it 
denigrate adult fans. But it does put a limiter on what 
writers can do narratively. 
 See, children have no conception of the 
character’s backstories, because they haven’t read the 
literal decades of issues that existed before they were 
born. And it’s not like comics are massively durable; 
they’re printed on cheap, disposable paper, not meant to 
last. As a result, even with back issues now being printed 
in huge collected editions, it’s really hard for a child to get 
into superhero comics if those comics have a slavish 
dedication to continuity. 
 This is the reason for the ‘broad strokes’ timeline 
of comics. Peter Parker’s age is indeterminate, falling 
somewhere between 15 and 29. However old he is, 
though, he’s always the youngest though, because 
Spiderman’s whole gimmick is that he’s the ‘young 
superhero’, like Cap’s is ‘Big Good’, Stark’s is ‘the clever 
one’ and Punisher’s is ‘the sociopath’. 
 This keeps things easy for any child to 
understand; assuming they start at issue 1 of any story 
arc, they can pick up a comic and enjoy without needing 
too much backstory. However, those T-shirts have to get 
sold, which locks characters into certain, fixed 
personalities. Whenever a writer comes along and tries to 
make a permanent change, in a handful of years, it’ll be 
undone, because they’ve got merchandise to sell to kids. 
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 Seriously, don’t believe me, Google ‘Spiderman: 
One More Day’, and see how much of a shitshow the 
need for merchanising can lead to. 
 So, comics have a problem with ephemerality, 
and cope with it via cast-iron status quo. But the MCU has 
a different set of problems. Where the comics can have a 
sliding timeline, the MCU can’t. Its actors are aging. 
Robert Downey Jr. was in his forties when he kicked the 
whole thing off. He’s 51 now. That gives us maybe ten 
years more where he can play Iron Man, before the whole 
thing starts to feel a little… Well, weird. Not wrong, but 
not quite right. And this applies across all the actors. 
Spiderman’s in ‘Civil War’ and there’s a reason he’s 
fifteen: it means he can be in their films for decades if 
they need him to be. 
 The MCU is therefore, uniquely different to the 
comics, and therefore in the unique position of being able 
to do things the comics don’t. 
 Like inject some real high stakes drama. 

 

I Want Captain America To Live… 
 
 As far as I can like anyone I’ve never met, I like 
Chris Evans.  I mean, Hayley Atwell seems cooler, and 
much more fun to go drinking with, but Evans seems 
okay. 
 Even despite the occasional unpleasant slip-up, 
he comes off as a likable guy, and that’s great, because 
Cap needs to be likable. Where Downey Jr. is all snark and 
charisma, Evans is quiet and introspective. I like that. I 
don’t want Chris Evans to disappear from the Marvel 
Cinematic Universe. Not to mention, I love Cap’s 
backstory. ‘The First Avenger’ is a wonderful piece of 

http://indy100.independent.co.uk/article/just-jeremy-renner-and-chris-evans-slutshaming-the-black-widow--xyLGNGuylW
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p4NNDnB_AxA
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dieselpunk, and by rooting him in WW2, Cap’s character 
somehow has a gravity that the others do not. 
 I would be very, very sad if Cap were to die. 
 

… But Captain America Must Die 
 
 There have been a number of articles about how 
there are no ‘stakes’ in the MCU, and those claims are not 
without merit, especially given the source material. In 
comics, death is so cheap it’s a joke. It used to be that the 
only people who stayed dead were Uncle Ben, Gwen 
Stacy, Jason Todd, and Bucky. Now it’s just Uncle Ben, and 
they’d bring him back if they could. Seriously, at one of 
Jean Grey’s (many) funerals, Emma Frost actually says to 
Cyclops ‘Really Scott, these re-runs of your grief must be 
getting tiresome’. 
 Death is literally a joke in the comics. 
 We know the good guys are going to win. We 
know that the bomb’s timer will stop at one. We know 
that the Bad Guy will fall to his doom like always. 
 We come to watch the fireworks and yawn as the 
heroes pat each other on the back, contented that All Is 
Right With The World. 
 ‘Game of Thrones’ isn’t a perfect series – I have 
some serious reservations about the way it treats women. 
However, the one thing it has done, is shown that with a 
large enough cast, you can kill whoever you want. 
 Literally, whoever you want. 
 Now, I’m not saying that Marvel needs to ‘Red 
Wedding’ everyone. But say Cap dies, and – more 
importantly – doesn’t come back. Say Marvel holds its 
nerve and keeps him gone. No final words, no magically 
TAHITI resurrection. That sends the audience a message: 
there are stakes, and they are For Real. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=azr99OfKLxk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=azr99OfKLxk
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 The MCU has an opportunity to do something 
real; to become the ‘Game of Thrones’ of cinema. To 
make death real. Yeah, they fumbled the ball with Agent 
Coulson… But they didn’t with Quicksilver. The difference, 
of course, is that no-one really cared about Quicksilver. 
Wouldn’t it be amazing if they Ned Starked Cap? 
Suddenly, everything would be up for grabs. 
 I love Cap, but if he goes, the status quo goes with 
him. Just like the end of ‘Empire Strikes Back’, where 
everything was left unresolved and broken, there’d be 
real consequences. Not to mention, it allows Falcon to 
take over as the new Captain America. That instantly gives 
the MCU a shot in the arm, promotes diversity, and shows 
that anyone could go. The thing is, legacy characters like 
this work. Want proof? Look at Doctor Who: the longevity 
of the series is entirely down to regeneration. Also in the 
UK, we had two superb series, ‘Being Human’ and 
‘Misfits’. Both series killed literally every single one of 
their main characters but before this, they developed 
replacements ahead of time. Whenever a main character 
went, there was a different, but equally awesome 
character ready to take over including the single greatest 
werewolf there has ever been. 
 Even though beloved characters were gone, the 
series carried on. They weren’t the same, and we missed 
the characters that were gone, but that’s the thing about 
death in real life: it’s final. The fantasy that we can have 
beloved people back in our life is seductive, but to see 
that fantasy played out undermines any drama, as well as 
being dishonest. 
 If they kill Cap, they move the MCU into seriously 
dramatic territory. It moves the metaplot forwards in a 
big way, and makes the stories that follow that much 
more powerful, because our heroes are no longer safe. 
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 So, how does all this basic narrative theory link to 
our little hobby? 

 

Wargaming Isn’t A Story. 
 
 Well, one of the things you constantly hears is 
how 40K should ‘move the plot forwards’. 
‘I’m tired of things as they are. I wish GW would just move 
the plot forwards.’ 
On the surface, this seems like a really solid idea. I mean, 
40K’s been going for nigh-on thirty years, and over all that 
time, nothing’s really changed has it? We’re always 
reading about how Chaos is going to consume everything, 
how the Tyranids are going to consume everything, how 
the Necrons are going to consume everything. Or how 
they were, before, you know, they became just much 
more interesting. When is this all going to lead to 
something, asks the 40K fan? When are GW actually going 
to fulfil those threats? When do the signs and portents 
actually coalesce into something more than just empty 
words? 
 In short, when are they going to stop tightening 
their power-fist clad grip on our gaming blue balls? 
 Surely after all these years, it’s about time. The 
Emperor’s been a corpse for ten thousand years. Let’s 
finally let him die, have Abaddon finally succeed in his 
Black Crusade, and plunge the Imperium into madness. 
Wouldn’t that be awesome? 
 See, I don’t think so. Actually, I think moving the 
40K plot forwards is the worst possible decision Games 
Workshop could make. See, I get the desire for the ‘plot’ 
to advance – I love the idea of Cap dying, of seeing the 
drama that unfurls – but really, what actually is the ‘plot’ 
of 40K? Because I don’t think there is one. Who’s the 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/05/01/from-the-vaults-an-imaginary-story/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/05/01/from-the-vaults-an-imaginary-story/
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main character of the Warhammer 40,000 universe? The 
Emperor? Abaddon? Eldrad? Khârn? 
 (The answer’s Makari, obviously.) 
 Better yet, who’s the supporting character? I 
mean, we know who the bad guy is: literally everyone. 
But the other roles…? 
 See, the people who want to advance the plot 
have, in my opinion at least, fundamentally 
misunderstood the nature of Warhammer 40,000. It isn’t 
a story, and whilst it might superficially look like one, to 
think it is a terrible error. 
 40K is a sandbox. It’s a space to play in, to create 
stories within. And you don’t tell a story about the 
sandbox; you tell a story with a sandbox. It’s a subtle 
distinction, but one some people don’t seem to like. 
 Because there is a narrative, but the reason the 
storyline can never advance is because it’s not GW’s 
story: it’s OURS. Yours and mine, on a very personal level. 
It’s the reason the game is skewed so heavily towards 
narrative play, away from competitive. It’s why there’s so 
many sidebars about ‘Forging The Narrative’. Your army is 
the one the story is about; yours and your friends. Your 
local gaming group, you girls and guys are the heroines 
and heroes of story, not the Emperor. 
 Consider what advancing the storyline would 
actually mean. On the surface, it looks like it means 
everything would change. But would it? I suspect that 
ultimately that change wouldn’t be so huge as you might 
think. 
 The proof of this lies with the Horus Heresy. 
There’s Forge World’s Heresy-era game we can play, and 
frankly it looks a lot like 40K. There are differences in 
armies and the like, some lovely models, but what it really 
is is just 40K with a different set of army lists. A 50K game 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/01/03/a-barely-commented-upon-evil/
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would probably look very similar, and for it to be 
worthwhile, it would have to bring something different 
and better than the 40K universe. 
 So what could that be? 30K has Horus, the 
Primarchs, the Emperor, the full might of the Imperium at 
the greatest stage in its history. What would 50K have 
instead? Perhaps Mk IX armour as the norm, and a bolter 
with rotary drums as standard? Whatever else it has, 
Marines will be Marines. They’re not going anywhere, 
because they’ve got the same immunity to plot as the 
Joker does: gotta shift that merchandise. 
 And if you’re the kind of person who hates 
Ultramarines, let me ask you this: who do you think is 
going to be the hero of the 50K setting? Assuming the 
death of the Emperor and the collapse of Terra, without 
the fascist evil of the Imperium to hold them back, there’s 
nothing to stop the Ultras from becoming the Mary Sue 
noblebright heroes they’ve always secretly wanted to be. 
Consider how much worse this will be if Gulliman really is 
in suspended animation and does come back. Imagine 
him as the new Emperor. 
 Then there’s the problem of the Xenos species. 
They don’t get as much love as the human factions to 
begin with, and you know that in 50K, they won’t 
fundamentally change. Tyranids might get new models to 
represent their accelerated evolution, but it’s not like 
those are going to be anything radically different from 
what’s available now. Orks are orks, and thus utterly 
impervious to change. The Eldar, it’s reasonable to 
assume, will disappoint us all by looking the same 
(assuming they aren’t just Squatted). The Necrons 
likewise will probably not change overmuch. As we know, 
in all sci-fi, the older an alien species becomes, the more 
it always looks the same. Will Smith pilots the equivalent 
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of a Spitfire into the alien ship in ‘Independence Day’ and 
not one of the aliens bats and eyelid, because, as we all 
know, when it comes to writing, humans are the only 
species that’s immune to cultural stasis. 
 All of which basically leaves Chaos, who, again, 
aren’t going to be too different. Maybe the Primarchs will 
be out of the Eye of Terror and playable, but honestly, 
you can already do that in Apocalypse, and I can’t imagine 
it’s going to be too many years before GW releases 
Nagash/Bloodthirster-sized kits of them anyway, because 
money is delicious. I hate Chaos, and I’d buy a massive kit 
of full Daemon Prince Angron because of course I would. 
 

Sometimes, Stasis Is A Good Thing 
 
 Ultimately, the only people affected by an 
advancing plotline would be the Imperium, which can 
ultimately only change two ways: it could get better or 
worse. If if gets better, 40K loses a huge amount of its 
uniqueness. The fact that humans are the villains is one of 
the major things that makes 40K awesome. 
 Wargaming is narrative, but it isn’t a narrative, 
and that’s an important distinction. We can tell stories 
through it, but it’s not a story itself. 
 And a final thought to consider: people who want 
to advance the plot generally use that to imply they want 
the Imperium to fall. They think there’s a lot of fun to be 
had in the idea of a ‘post-apocalyptic’ 40K universe. But I 
think they’ve missed the fact that they’re already playing 
the game they want to be. You can’t really have a ‘Post-
Apocalypse’ version of the 40K universe, because that’s 
what 40K is: there was an apocalypse, and it did destroy 
the Imperium. 
 It was called The Horus Heresy. 

http://www.belloflostsouls.net/2015/06/40k-editorial-faintly-aggressive-society-claims-its-supremely-moral.html
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 If you think about it in those terms, 40K is – 
technically – already an advancement of the plot. 

___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 So Captain America didn’t die in ‘Civil War’, but 
the Avengers did, at least as an in-universe faction, which 
is… kind of the same thing? 
 Maybe? 
 And then Games Workshop released a giant-ass 
daemon prince version of Magnus The Red to use in 40K 
as the Warp basically exploded and took Cadia with it. 
 And then 8th edition came and moved the story 
forwards. Literally yesterday, they announced Primaris 
Marines. 
 So… I think I may have got almost everything 
wrong in this one. 
 Although it’s not so much that the Imperium’s 
fallen, as that there have been new developments. 
Everything’s different, but it’s not the End Times that the 
most extreme players have been clamouring for. 
 Have to say, I’ve liked all the changes I’ve seen, 
and it’s still too soon to say whether this is a real change, 
or simply a new status quo. Either way, it’s a very 
interesting time for Warhammer 40,000 players. 
 As for Captain America, I’m going to be interested 
to see where he ends up when ‘Infinity War’ finally hits. 
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On Maturity. 
 
Originally published July 2016 
 

’Hey, look at this. It’s called ‘Akira’… And it’s 
a cartoon. How can it be 15 certificate?’ 
 
 I was in my teens when anime ‘first’ made its way 
to the UK. I say first, but honestly, we’d all grown up with 
‘Dogtanian and the Three Muskehounds’ so any child of 
the 80’s who’d grown up with Philip Schofield and the 
Broom Cupboard already had a fairly solid idea about 
what it was. No, what I mean was that the very first 
‘adult’ anime had made it to UK shores. 
 There were only two of them at first: weird-
looking cartoons with names like ‘Akira’, and 
‘Urotsukidoji’ that – for reasons my brother and I couldn’t 
wrap our heads around – had a 15 and an 18 certificate 
respectively. To say this blew our minds would be an 
understatement: [i]how]/i] could a cartoon possibly 
qualify for anything higher than a PG? 
Needless to say, rampant curiosity left me desperate to 
see them, but without the money or advancement in 
years and with the internet a distant future-dream, all I 
could do was look at the tiny pictures on the back of the 
VHS boxes… and wonder. 
Now, these were the days when the UK had exactly four 
channels, and the idea that any of them would show 
these apparently hyper-violent sex cartoons from Japan? 
It was almost laughable. 
 Imagine my delight then, when Channel 4 began 
including anime on its Friday ‘Late License’ slot. Given 
that this was the same channel which used to show ‘The 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/06/05/on-maturity/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U8z4a86aggU
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Word’, their willingness to show weird Japanese cartoons 
wasn’t a massive surprise. 
Thus it was that the first anime I ever saw was called 
‘Cyber City Oedo 808’. Sat there as the credits rolled on 
the very first 15-certificate cartoon I would ever see, I 
didn’t know what to expect… 
 Turned out to be the two-thousands as predicted 
by the nineteen eighty one, all big hair and neon lights, 
that’s what. It was so unbelievably dated; I was deeply 
underwhelmed. I mean, it was… kinda fun? But sweet 
mercy, it was just so dumb. Like, there are dumb shows, 
dumber shows, ‘The Big Bang Theory’, and then, this 
show. Honestly, it wasn’t all that different from any of the 
cartoons I’d grown up with as a child. The style of 
animation was long familiar from hallowed BBC childrens’ 
staples like ‘Dogtanian’, or maybe ‘Ulysses 31’ or ‘Lost 
Cities of Gold’, so it certainly wasn’t as new as I’d been 
promised. And sure, there’s a couple of supremely violent 
deaths, but mostly? It just sort of felt like the same sort of 
stuff I’d seen before. It was just… A kid’s cartoon. Nothing 
more. There was certainly nothing to really justify the 
‘adult’ certificate. 
 Well, that’s not really true. There was one thing, 
and it was the only thing I’d noticed: the script. 
 Sweet merciful Athena, the script. 

 

The Trappings of Adulthood 
 
 I don’t think I can name a script that uses curse 
words as much as ‘Cyber City Oedo 808’s. 
Tarantino doesn’t swear as much. 
 At first, I was a little confused. Why all the foul 
language. But as the episode played out like a typical 
episode of ‘He-Man’, it wasn’t difficult to see what was 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U8z4a86aggU
https://youtu.be/-NRb_7W0Ffc?t=2008
https://youtu.be/-NRb_7W0Ffc?t=2008
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going on. The cartoons were basically generic action 
stories with little to recommend them, which leaves the 
marketers a problem: how do you make that sort of thing 
stand out on the shelves? You could sell it to the kids, but 
it’s a bit too complex for them. You need to sell this to 
adults, but in the UK? Where cartoons are for kids? No 
chance. If there’s a ‘U’ certificate on the thing, no adult’s 
going to look at it twice. There’s no way to add more gore 
or nudity to get the rating up, so that leaves only one 
thing to do: 
 You’ve got to swear like a dogshit huffing, cum-
guzzling, cock-gobbling, dick-smoking, bastard-loving, 
cunt-licking, ass-gaping, piss-drinking, bitch-ass, 
cocksucking, motherfucking fuck fuck fuckity fuck, that’s 
what you’ve got to do. Because as every cunt-pounding 
fuck-nugget knows, the key to bitch-pissing fuck-ass 
maturity is to cuntting well swear like you’re the manly 
motherfucker there is. 
 Watching a whole episode was the intellectual 
equivalent of drinking lead paint. 
 Thing is, adults don’t really swear all that much. I 
mean, some of us do, but badass motherfuckers like me 
are in the minority. That’s because the vast majority of 
people tend to find it at best, crude, and at worst, 
immature. 
 Which is exactly how ‘Cybercity Oedo 808’ came 
off. The first episode features a generically hot-blooded 
protagonist; your typical poor man’s Snake Plissken. He 
swears in literally every sentence. 
 The effect of all this? 
 He sounds like he has brain damage. Like he’s 
been hit in the head one time too many, doesn’t know his 
wife’s name any more, and barely remembers how to 
string an actual sentence together. Normally, the Han 
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Solo/ Clint Eastwood ‘rebel hero’ archetype is an 
aspirational figure.  
 But this guy? The sort of man who’d ask his 
mother is she could fucking well pass him the 
motherfucking salt, and do it cunting well now, please? 
 Jesus wept. It was cringeworthy. 
 I’m sure the writers thought it made things much 
more serious – more adult, but it really, really didn’t. It 
made a generic action story into comedy gold. My mates 
and I couldn’t watch it with a straight face, which was 
probably not the intended effect. 
The thing about maturity, is that it’s, well, mature. That’s 
a nebulous kind of concept to pin down, but to quote 
Wikipedia, it’s ‘the ability to respond to the environment 
in an appropriate manner. This response is generally 
learned rather than instinctive.’ 
Now, the key word there is ‘learned’. No matter how 
much a child might appear mature, they’re not, because 
they just don’t have the XP yet. They haven’t made those 
errors than enable them to modify their behaviours into 
more successful patterns. Instinct tells the immature 
person to run left; hard experience has taught the mature 
person that if they go right they’ll do better. Maturity is 
worldliness. It’s a series of behaviours, ones based on 
experiential learning and evolved responses. 
 Of course, children and the immature don’t see 
that, because they’re not mature themselves. They make a 
critical false assumption by equating ‘maturity’ with 
‘adulthood’. From there, it’s a simple logical leap to 
associate maturity not with the ability to make better, 
more successful choices, but instead with the trappings of 
adulthood. 
 They miss the substance by grasping at the 
shadow. 
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 In a textbook case of ‘monkey see, monkey do’, 
the immature assume that maturity is composed of all the 
things adults do that they can’t. Too young to drink 
alcohol? Drink alcohol: that means you’re a grown-up. 
Too young to have sex? Have sex: that means you’re an 
adult. Not allowed to swear? Swear all the motherfucking 
time, just like a big man. 
 This is the same line of logic that argues sticking 
feathers up your ass makes you a chicken. (And yes, I’m 
aware the original quote from ‘Fight Club’ uses the word 
‘butt’ instead of ‘ass’, but I’m Doing Maturity here.) 
 Driving home after a day’s teaching, I frequently 
see teenagers smoking, in a desperate effort to look older 
than their years. They don’t look older than their years. 
They look young, and needy, and insecure, and 
desperately sad. Sticking feathers in your ass doesn’t 
make you a chicken, and copying the signifiers of maturity 
doesn’t make you mature. 
 Buying a house doesn’t make you mature; 
creating a home does. Having children doesn’t make you 
mature; raising them with unconditional love and equally 
unconditional boundaries does. Swearing doesn’t make 
you mature; knowing when and how to deploy your 
language for maximum impact does. 

 

Mature Artworks 
 
 In the early 90’s, Marvel set up an imprint called 
Epic comics. They were the Marvel’s first real attempt at 
comics for adults, and they were, by and large, terrible. 
There were some good titles: Pat Mill’s first volume of his 
character ‘Marshall Law’ is a genuinely superb 
deconstruction of the 90’s antihero, somehow written 
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before the trope even existed, and some of the 
‘Hellraiser’ comics were pretty great. 
 The other 98% were just like ‘Cybercity Oedo 
808’: excessive carnography, topless women and, of 
course, more rude words than you could shake a fuck-
shaped stick at. 
When Epic tanked, drowned in a sea of its own bad 
writing, DC stepped into the breach. Led by an astonishing 
woman named Karen Berger, DC’s Vertigo imprint 
succeeded far beyond where Epic did, because it did 
something genuinely revolutionary: it published comics 
that were actually mature. The most important of these 
was Neil Gaiman’s ‘Sandman’. Running the gamut of 
stories, from high fantasy to horror to science fiction and 
back, it’s an absolute masterpiece of a work, and if you 
haven’t read it, you should. 
 The first arc was a piece of faintly silly fantasy 
that didn’t quite work, but it did lead directly to issue 8, 
‘The Sound of Her Wings’. The titular Sandman, having 
gone on a seven issue heroic quest to retrieve his lost 
artefacts of power, finds himself at a bit of a loss, and so 
spends the day hanging out with his big sister, Death. 
 Nothing ‘happens’. 
 Oh, people die, but there’s no real narrative to 
speak of. It’s not that kind of story; it’s about ennui, and 
the sense that a life without purpose might be no life at 
all. Over thirty pages, we see that sometimes Death is fair, 
and sometimes she’s not, but that fairness is, ultimately, 
an irrelevancy. She’s there for everyone, and the 
Sandman just watches her go about her day. In doing so, 
he finds himself revitalised at the thought of resuming his 
own duties. 
 This in one issue. Maybe even moreso than 
‘Watchmen’ or ‘The Dark Knight Returns’, ‘Sandman’ was 
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the first really, truly mainstream comic that was ‘mature’, 
because it left superheroics behind completely, and 
instead looked at ideas that younger people wouldn’t 
necessarily be able to grasp. Why not? Because immature 
people – like children – have very, very small emotional 
reference pools. Which is as it should be: how can you 
understand the world when you haven’t lived in it yet? 
 Maturity isn’t about the appearance of age and 
experience – it’s about an accretion of experiences that 
give a person a broader view of life. Truly mature artwork 
is mature because it’s emotionally real, not because it’s 
got tits and violence. 
 So how does this all relate to 40K? 
 Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it? 
 Slaanesh. 
 Slaanesh is how. 

 

It Was Acceptable In The Eighties 
 
 One of the most difficult problems facing any long 
running narrative is how values change over time. Reed 
Richards is a kindly patrician in the 1960’s; those same 
comics read today make him come off like a borderline 
abusive spouse. Batman is a darkly gothic hero in the 90’s; 
in our modern era of sickening inequality, the idea of a 
billionaire beating up poor people becomes a little more 
difficult to cheer for. An Imperium made up of exclusively 
white men is pretty much par for the course in the 80’s, 
but as we progress through the second decade of the 21st 
century, it looks more and more backwards. 
 And then we come to Slaanesh. 
 Dear sweet merciful Zeus, what a can of worms 
Slaanesh is. 
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 I mean, it’s easy to see where Slaanesh comes 
from, especially as Age of Sigmar has completed 
Warhammer’s journey to ‘Generic Eighties Heavy Metal 
Album Art: The Game’. 
As every model gets so much more muscular, so much 
buffer, so much more tanned, so much more steeped in 
the GLORY OF CARNAGE all you need to do is look at the 
album art for bands like Manowar to see what’s going on. 
Seriously, just Google ‘Manowar Album Art’; you will not 
be disappointed. 
 The naysayers will probably rant about how AoS is 
the root of this, but that’s bollocks. ‘Warhammer’ has 
always been rooted in that very specific heavy metal 
counterculture of torn denim waistcoats, greasy mullets, 
bum fluff moustaches and band patches that infested the 
UK in the eighties. Cheesy album art was always a huge 
part of that culture, and so many of the aesthetic choices 
have pollinated the look of both Warhammer and 40K. 
 And what do heavy metal bands like more than 
muscled wrestlers wielding swords? 
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 As you can see, the answer is ‘subtle metaphor’. 
 So obviously, when the nascent Ruinous Powers 
are being invented, they each tap into a different heavy 
metal idea. Khorne is every album cover of a generic red 
demon; Nurgle taps into people like ‘Cannibal Corpse’, 
what with their addiction to zombie imagery and rotting 
stuff; Tzeentch is the remnants of 60’s and 70’s 
psychedelia, where bands experimented with magickal 
imagery and Slaanesh… Slaneesh is the god of nekkid 
chicks. Because 90% of getting into a band is the nekkid 
chicks. 
 The other 10% is cocaine. 
 Thing is, a ‘god of pleasure’ sounds fine and all, 
but it’s actually a very difficult thing to pull off (no pun 
intended). In-universe, the Chaos gods are inherently 
corrupting, and when you mix that with ‘pleasure’ what 
happens is you get all kinds of Unfortunate Implications. If 
the god of pleasure is a corrupting power, then any 
pleasure is potentially corrupting. Sex becomes, by its 
nature, morally dangerous… which is only a short hop, 
skip and jump to things like slut-shaming, homophobia, 
transphobia… And that’s before we even get to ideas like 
drugs, which, again, is a very dangerous area to look at. 
Issues relating to addiction require huge nuance, because 
these are real-world issues that have real-world 
consequences. 
 Now, I’m not going to get caught up in a 
discussion of drugs or sex here; the only point I’m making 
is that these are by nature, sensitive issues: they’re ones 
that require maturity to discuss, confront, or represent 
successfully… Which is why I think that maybe they’re 
ones that are perhaps not best explored through the 
medium of tabletop wargaming. 

https://finallyfeminism101.wordpress.com/2010/04/04/what-is-slut-shaming/
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 For me, wargaming is a fun little game of plastic 
soldiers. I roll dice, I make pew pew noises, I smile with 
my friends as we salute the Emperor. 
 Ideas regarding the pursuits of dangerous 
pleasures are absolutely worth discussing, well worth 
telling stories about… But those stories require incredible 
maturity to avoid selling people’s humanity short, and 
Warhammer 40,000 isn’t really the place for that. 
Not to mention, it’s a tabletop wargame that by financial 
necessity, needs to be aimed at children as well as adults. 
A faction where you can legitimately joke about how they 
main pure heroin into the bulbous veins of a noise 
marine’s leathebound nine-inches really isn’t appropriate 
in a game that has always marketed itself at the young. 
Certainly not enough to justify their inclusion, which is 
why I think it makes sense to slowly pull the limelight 
from Slaanesh. 
 Not to mention the deeply regressive imagery of 
‘seductive Daemonettes’. And that’s before we even 
mention the clear homophobic/horribly transphobic stuff 
that’s going on there as well. Ultimately, a lot of 
Slaanesh’s stuff, while potentially cool, is clearly going to 
alienate a lot of potential customers, and I’m not just 
talking about women here. Plenty of guys I know scoff at 
GW because of the Daemonette nonsense. 
 So I can see why GW is scaling back Slaanesh 
where possibly. Exactly like the excessive swearing in 
‘Cybercity Oedo 808’, it fails because it fundamentally 
misunderstands what maturity is. Even taken on its own 
‘trying to be disturbing’ terms, Slaanesh isn’t sexy, or 
seductive, or – most importantly – ‘mature’ at all. What 
Slaanesh is? Is a collection of embarrassing ideas about 
sex and sexuality written by a person who’s never 
experienced anything beyond Heterosexual Sex In The 

http://www.belloflostsouls.net/2015/08/editorial-games-workshop-make-games-for-kids.html
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Missionary Position, who hasn’t read around the subject, 
who doesn’t know what they’re talking about and – worst 
of all –  who isn’t really interested in understanding the 
ideas they’re discussing. They’re just describing some 
weird personal fantasy. 
 Slaanesh is basically ‘Fifty Shades of Grey’ for 
wargames. 
 

Actual Maturity 
 
 Maturity is the ability to respond to the 
environment in an appropriate manner. This response is 
generally learned rather than instinctive. The outdated 
ideas about sex and sexuality – and they are outdated – 
that Slaanesh represents are simply not appropriate for 
the game any more. They’re not appropriate for younger 
gamers; they’re insulting to women, to trans and intersex 
people, as well as to any man whose sexuality extends 
beyond five quick pumps whilst thinking of England. The 
mature response would be to acknowledge this, and 
avoid the instinct to avoid change. Change terrifies 
people, especially members of the geek community, who 
loathe retcons with a passion that could eclipse suns. 
 But, in my opinion, Slaanesh shouldn’t be part of 
things as they are. So how could we deal with this? 
 Well, contrary to what you might think, I don’t 
actually believe we should go the way of the Squats and 
just get rid of Her/Him. For better or worse, Slaanesh is a 
longstanding part of things, and it’s would be simply 
unfair to those gamers who’ve got Slaanesh armies. As 
well as this, 40K isn’t just a wargame any more; Fantasy 
Flight Games’ excellent lines of tabletop RPGs enable the 
discussion of some very mature themes, especially in 
more investigation-based games like ‘Dark Heresy’. A 
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Slaanesh cult could be an intriguing way for an 
appropriately mature group of gamers to look at all kinds 
of ideas to do with the aforementioned sex, sexuality and 
other adult issues. 
 So what to do? Well, in my opinion, the best 
solution would be to ‘retire’ Slaanesh as a GW-produced 
faction and make the army Forge World’s property. If 
you’ve not read any of FW’s books, I can attest that they 
have demonstrated time and again that they can do 
nuance. Not to mention, FW’s models are NOT targeted 
at children, but explicitly as adult collectors, meaning it’s 
possible to completely ignore that issue of 
inappropriateness. GW as a company can completely take 
advantage of this, having its cake and eating it, and they 
should. Obviously, this does nothing to overcome the 
inherent problems of sexist models, or the deeply 
embedded homophobic and transphobic imagery, but 
that’s something which can be looked at over time in 
Black Library books, Forge World supplements, and FFG 
RPG supplements. 
 Slaanesh has already been replaced by the 
Horned Rat in AoS, which clearly shows it can be done in 
40K too. To be honest, this is the ideal opportunity to do 
something exciting and new for Chaos players, giving 
them a whole new Chaos power to deal with. They could 
bring back Malal, or they could choose something else to 
fill the gap more naturally. Either way, it would be a step 
towards turning 40K into an actual, truly mature 
environment, and that can only be a good thing. 

___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 This column got me a lot of hate. Like, A LOT. 
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 Not surprising really. Not when ‘Bell of Lost Souls’ 
posted it to their front page with a fuckhuge, dumbass 
picture of a Keeper of Secrets with the word ‘CENSORED’ 
right across those bare-ass daemon titties. 
 *sigh* 
 Thanks for making me look like a pro-censorship 
douchebag guys. 
 *slow clap* 
 Anyway, it was kind of funny, the way this 
massively clickbaity choice of main art managed to get me 
attacked as some kind of puritanical, sex-hating WASP, 
which, given my personal life? 
 Christ, the irony. 
  My then-wife was confused when I told her what 
had happened; my ex-boyfriend just laughed. 
 Anyway, l still stand by this article, which I feel is 
nuanced, and an accurate portrayal of my thoughts. 
 As I say, I don’t think Slaanesh should be 
consigned to the bin of history. Just move Her to Forge 
World, where She can be handled in a more appropriately 
mature fashion.  
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Humanity Wears Many Hats 
 
Originally published July 2016 

 
 There’s a brilliant moment seminal 90’s sci-fi 
series ‘Babylon 5’. It’s only short; one of those little things 
to close out the show. But, assuming you can look past 
the fact it was filmed on a budget that consisted of 
whatever change was in J. Michael Straczynski’s pockets 
that day, it’s one of the thousand moments that 
demonstrates why B5 is still a watershed of quality sci-fi 
television. 
 For those of you who’ve never enjoyed ‘Babylon 
5’s overarching ‘Star Trek vs. The Imperium vs Cthulhu’ 
metaplot… well, this scene has nothing to do with the 
awesomeness of The Great Shadow War. You want that, 
watch the whole show. It’s great. 
 However, in the episode where our key moment 
occurs, the titular space station is holding an ecumenical 
festival. Every one of the various species aboard the 
station is giving the others a demonstration of their 
varying religious beliefs, and of course, it’s degenerated 
into cultural points-scoring, as each species tries to show 
how its faith is ‘the best’. 
 Over the episode we’ve been treated to Dionysiac 
cult drinking, wibbly crystal towers and togas 
mindfulness, and every kind of generically ‘alien’ faith 
imaginable. The key dilemma facing the station’s 
commander has been wondering what humanity’s 
religious offering should be, because unlike the various 
alien species – uniquely in the universe, it seems – 
humans don’t have one faith. 
 So it is that, at the end of the episode, we’re 
taken to the commander’s solution. In lieu of some kind 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/07/03/july-2016-humanity-wears-many-hats/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/07/03/july-2016-humanity-wears-many-hats/
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of demonstration, service or ceremony, the alien 
ambassadors are taken to shake hands with 
representatives of every human faith on the station, from 
Christian to Muslim to Jew to animist to probably even a 
goddamned Pastafarian. The commander even dares to 
begin this meeting with – By The Maker! – an atheist! 
 Thus it is that, through alien eyes, the audience 
learns something unique and awesome about humanity: 
our plurality as a species. Over the course of the series, 
this plurality becomes humanity’s ‘hat’. 
 What do I mean by ‘hat’? Well, it refers to the 
‘Planet of Hats’ trope: a cliché in science fiction which is 
utterly ubiquitous, and for good reason. Put simply, each 
alien culture has a ‘hat’: a thing which defines them and 
makes them unique. So, to take ‘Star Trek’ as an example, 
Klingons are a race of proud warriors; Vulcans are all cold 
and logical; every Ferengi is a ludicrously over-the-top 
ultracapitalist, and so on. 
 By giving each alien culture a specific cultural ‘hat’ 
to wear, you make things clear for the viewers, and can 
more effectively use alien species as metaphors to look at 
humans and human cultures… which, at the end of the 
day, is all sci-fi is really about. Well, that and sweet mecha 
action. 
 One of the things that’s fun about this trope is 
seeing what sci-fi writers decide to give humanity as our 
‘hat’, because while it tells you a few things about their 
work, it tells you a lot more about them. If humanity’s hat 
is ‘self-determination’, then you’re going to have a story 
tending towards positivity and optimism. If it’s ‘skill at 
war’ then you’re going to get something either jingoistic, 
hopeful or some unholy mix of the two. 
 Over Babylon 5’s storied run, humanity got so 
many hats it was a wonder Mr. Benn didn’t wander 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/PlanetOfHats
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through the station. Things that made humanity special 
included ‘youth’, ‘courage’, ‘being special’ and even 
‘fascism’. However, one of the most consistent ones was 
‘diversity’: one things humans did that aliens didn’t was 
have lots of different types of people. The above scene 
really drove that home for me: after an episode where 
every alien race has a only a single religion, that 
heterogeneous line of humans, each with their differing 
beliefs… By making humans so diverse, the alien species 
suddenly seemed limited – perhaps even small – by 
comparison. 
 That trope, so prevalent in speculative fiction, 
where a hypothetical alien or human culture is 
monomaniacally defined by a single core idea, is what I’m 
going to be looking at today. 

 

Why Monocultures Don’t Make Sense To 
Me. 
 
 So here’s just one example that always gets me. 
 In the 40K RPGs – all of them, from ‘Dark Heresy’ 
to ‘Deathwatch’ – it’s stated that pretty much everyone in 
the Imperium speaks Low Gothic. Well, except the 
educated, who can usually translate High Gothic, and the 
AdMech, who can do techna lingua and binary cant. 
 This has always struck me as one of the least 
realistic things about 40K. Everyone in the galaxy speaks a 
single language? 
 Really? 
 I mean, at first, it makes a sort of sense. After all, 
it’s believed that 90% of the circa 7,000 languages 
currently spoken in the world will have become extinct by 
2050. Why? Well, numerous reasons, but mostly we’re 
closer than ever before. The internet brings us closer. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extinct_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extinct_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extinct_language
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Travel brings us closer. Languages only truly flourish in 
geographic isolation. Only when you’re completely cut off 
from other speakers of the same language do the 
collections of words you and your mates use as little jokes 
between yourselves (properly called an ‘idiolect’ if we’re 
talking about the words you personally use that no-one 
else does, or a ‘sociolect’ for those ones that you and your 
friends do) become a completely new language. 
 We see this in the evolution of the ‘Romance’ 
languages, so named for their descent from Rome, rather 
than because they’re better at getting you laid. French, 
Spanish, Italian and many others all began as Latin. When 
the peoples of those geographic regions were cut off from 
one another by the collapse of the Roman Empire, only 
then did their speech diverge into the modern versions of 
the language. Latin fragmented to the point where a 
French native might be able to kind-of, sort-of work out 
what a Spaniard might be saying… But mostly not. In the 
final analysis, despite a shared sexy accent, the two 
languages are not the same at all. 
 Somewhat sadly, the only truly universal human 
language is a drawn sword. Well, that or a chocolate bar, 
at least according to ‘Stargate’. 
 You can see this divergence in English. People 
from a council estate in Glasgow wouldn’t necessarily be 
able to speak with certain Alabama natives, and not just 
because they showed up with a knife to the gun fight, but 
because of the thickness of accent and dialect. Given 
enough geographical distance, idiolect becomes sociolect 
becomes dialect becomes a new language. And it only 
gets worse over time, too: compare modern speech to 
Old English, or Middle English. People have a hard enough 
time understanding Shakespeare; Old English is 
functionally closer to German or Scandinavian than 
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anything spoken in the UK or US nowadays to be 
understood by a native Modern English speaker. 
 So, while at the moment we see languages 
disappearing as the Earth grows smaller and more 
compact, the opposite would happen if that closeness 
were to disappear. 
 Which is where the suspension of my disbelief 
finally gives out and fails its MOT. 
 Because somehow, on a billion, billion worlds, 
each cut off from each other by light years of interstellar 
travel, somehow everyone speaks Low Gothic? Standard 
Low Gothic? Even on feral worlds where the people 
haven’t seen space travel and which aren’t even 
recruiting worlds for some jabroni Astartes chapter no-
one’s ever heard of? Even on worlds which have been cut 
off from the Imperium since the Heresy, and which have 
undergone 10,000 years of language evolution? 
I mean, some worlds? Sure. Sure, some worlds – 
especially ones built around STC technology – would 
absolutely speak a kind of Standard Low Gothic – perhaps 
with a heavy accent or with many dialectal words thrown 
in. But all of them? In a galactic empire so big the only 
way to cross it is to do a Meatloaf and literally become a 
bat out of Hell? Nope. It just doesn’t make sense to me. 
 

The Comforting Inaccuracy of Monocultures. 
 
 When it comes to people like Black Library’s 
writers, something like this is only very rarely going to be 
a problem. Even if it does come up as a plot point, then 
they’ll come up with a logical explanation if they feel the 
need. This isn’t an issue for or with the writers, who need 
to follow the Rule of Cool as well as rules of narrative 
expediency. 
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 However, the fans? That’s an entirely different 
kettle of rapid fucking piranha. No, the fans tend to be 
loudly and violently against any kind of non-conformity to 
fluff. If it says that everyone in the galaxy speaks a variant 
of Low Gothic, then by Throne, everyone in the galaxy 
speaks a variant of Low Gothic. 
 And of course, I’m only using language as a single 
illustrative example of one aspect of many fictional 
cultures. There are many other points of divergence in 
human culture that could be applied to fictional species, 
cultures and civilisations. Consider the example of religion 
from Babylon 5. We all know the Eldar are a pantheistic 
culture. But what about the ones who don’t? Are there 
Eldar out there who only believe in one god? Are there 
some more of a more scientific bent, viewing the Avatar 
of Khaine as a purely psychic construct, made through 
empirically observable processes by their peers with 
nothing truly divine about it? Consider the alternate 
example of the Imperium: we all know that everyone 
there loves the Emperor. But do they all worship him the 
same way? Consider the wars and suffering over religious 
disagreements. The history of my country, England, is 
littered with savage wars between people who all prayed 
to Jesus, but disagreed murderously on how that should 
be done. We occasionally get this represented in 40K – 
consider the various Inquisitorial factions and their 
outlooks. For all that, though, we never see something 
like the Salamanders going to war with the Ultramarines 
over an argument over which direction they should face 
when praying to Terra. A certain type of fan, when 
presented with two factions that should be friendly (or 
unfriendly) will scream ‘NO! THAT WOULD NEVER 
HAPPEN! IT VIOLATES THE FLUFF!’ when presented with 
an alternative idea – even if that idea doesn’t radically 
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contravene the fluff, but just does something a little 
different or unique or interesting. 
 40K is a game about plastic soldiers, and one of 
the greatest joys of the hobby – to me, anyway, is 
converting and designing models that are completely 
unique. And not just visually, but thematically too. 
Models and figures that run with the fluff, but which 
present the ideas in totally different ways to the stuff 
that’s already out there. There’s a million stories about 
square-jawed heroes; a relentless dedication to 
monocultural fluff only leaves our hobby all the poorer. 
Shouting ‘they would never do that because their 
chapter/ genetics/ plot device wouldn’t allow them!’ 
diminishes the hobby, and leaves us with less. 
 And it’s not like I’m in poor company with this 
attitude. John Blanche famously makes models that he 
just likes the look of. They gave him a Blanchitsu section 
in Warhammer Visions every month where he mixed Dark 
Eldar and Imperial Guard and Vampire Counts bits, 
painted them all in brown and shouted ‘IT’S AN 
INQUISITOR WARBAND! I’M JOHN BLANCHE AND YOU 
CAN’T STOP ME BECAUSE I MADE ALL THIS SHIT UP IN THE 
FIRST PLACE! NOW GET OFF MY LAND!’ 
Does anyone complain when he does it? Of course not: 
he’s John Fucking Blanch, and no matter who you are, 
he’s more 40K than you or I will ever be, so he gets to do 
whatever he likes with his toys. 
The thing is, so do you, and so does everyone else. 40K is 
a game that runs only in the Rule of Cool, and what that 
means is that the background is the start of your army, 
not manacles that bind it. 
For example, you can see my Wraithknight above. I don’t 
collect Eldar per se. My main Eldar force is a Dark Eldar 
one, because I’ve watched the ‘Hellraiser’ films something 
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like a hundred times, can quote the scripts verbatim, and 
so of course I have Haemonculus Covens army. 
 I didn’t really want a Wraithknight when it came 
out, because… Well. All those smooth lines. It didn’t fit 
with my leatherbound collection of steroid-gimps. Then 
GW released the Ghost Warriors, and I’d always liked 
Wraithguard, so I was all ‘fuck it, let’s make this work’. I 
just needed to make them work with my own DE. The 
question was how? 
 Well, Cenobites like to torture the dead, so if I 
take the ‘Wraith’ thing more literally, it starts to fit quite 
nicely with them. With a Spiritseer as an HQ, my Eldar 
army became a literally necromantic one – the rule is: no 
Craftworld Eldar allowed. You know, unless they’re dead. 
From there, the story kind of wrote itself: the Spiritseer 
was insane – one of a handful of survivors from a wrecked 
Craftworld that was more of a space hulk than an Eldar 
vessel any more. In her isolation, with only the dead for 
company, she’d checked the plot at the door and allied 
with the Dark Eldar. Why? Well, they get the living for 
torment, she gets the dead for her personal webway. The 
few living Eldar left over quickly fell prey to her charisma, 
and follow her wholeheartedly as a full-blown Eldar death 
cult, all given over to the wholehearted worship of 
Ynnead. 
 With this in mind, I turned the Wraithknight into 
what I imagined she’d want it to be – a walking avatar of 
Ynnead himself. Dark Eldar don’t get to have 
Wraithknights, but for me, this background made sense, 
the conversion made sense, and I think the whole thing 
just works. If I’d just followed the fluff in an ultra-
orthodox way, I’d not have been able to do this; by taking 
the fluff in a slightly different direction which still honours 
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it, I think I’ve managed to come up with something pretty 
good. And there’s many ways to do this. 
 So, say you want a unit of Khorne Berzerker who 
specialise in sniping rather than axes. Well, why not? 
 ‘It’s completely against the fluff!’ 
 Is it? Khorne cares not where the blood flows 
from, so long as it flows. Facial wounds piss blood, so just 
convert up some Berzerker models to have massive 
antimateriel rifles, count them as Havocs equipped with 
Lascannon, job’s a good ‘un. 
 Maybe you want a squad of Eldar head hunters. 
 ‘Don’t you mean Dark Eldar?’ 
 Nope. Eldar can be monsters too; imagine a unit 
of Eldar cut off behind enemy lines, left without resupply 
and struggling to survive against humans… Humans they 
grow to hate. Humans they end up hunting for sport as 
they descend into savagery. Take the severed heads from 
the Dark Eldar kits, but give them to a squad of Eldar 
scouts who’re equipped with nothing but knives. Count 
them as Striking Scorpions, and have them stalk the 
enemy for scalps. 
 Why not build a unit of Ork Peace Negotiators? 
 ‘Orks would never do that!’ 
 Son, I don’t think you know the Orks. Orks would 
do anything if it was funny. 
 Take a unit of Nobs, give them suits, cheery 
smiles and the White Bosspoles of Not Krumpin’ Fings, 
have them run towards your opponent shouting ‘DON’T 
RUN! WE’ZE YA FRENDZ!’ Anyone complains, have the 
nobz beat ‘em to death with the bosspoles. 
 Give ‘em a Lotso-huggin’ Deff Dred for extra 
laughs, the irony being, with all those attacks, it really 
DOES just want to hug you. 
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 Saying ‘you can’t do that the fluff says no’ is often 
understandable, because the fluff, as is, is pretty great. 
But I believe it supports a much broader interpretation 
than many people want to allow it. Ultimately, 40K is built 
on models, and converting up cool things is just too much 
fun to not do. A cool model should write the fluff as much 
as the fluff inspires the model. 
 So, in closing, I just want to present some of the 
‘character’ models I’ve done that take this approach, and 
hopefully give you some inspiration in breaking the fluff 
yourself. Not ignoring it, but taking it down a parallel path 
you might not otherwise have done.  

 
’Colonel’ Millia Quaritch 
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 Millia Quaritch was a farmer. Life was safe, secure 
and dull. Then war broke out and her entire family was 
killed. 
 So she did the only logical thing: she sold the farm 
that had been in her family’s hands for ten generations 
and used the proceeds to buy a decomissioned Arbitrator 
Sentinel. Unable to afford ammunition, she would show 
up on battlefields unannounced and immediately charge 
to where the enemy was strongest, crashing the Sentinel 
into heavy infantry formations, and attempting to kick 
them to death. 
 As the years progressed, she earned the notice of 
the Astra Militarum, who endeavoured to recruit her. 
They failed miserably, as the woman refused their call up, 
and actively flouted any orders she might be given. She 
didn’t want anyone telling her who and what she could 
murder. So, for a time, it looked like she was destined to 
die either on the receiving end of an enemy anti-tank 
round, or at the end of a commissar’s bolt pistol. 
 Strangely enough, neither of these things 
happened; not after an infamous run-in with a deeply 
hated Commissar named Feroc, who attempted to shoot 
her for insubordination. She headbutted him, explained 
that as a civilian, he had no authority over her, and 
proceeded to beat him to death bareknuckled. All this 
right in front of his command squad. Feroc’s death did 
more for the Guard’s morale than the Commissar’s life 
had ever accomplished, and after that, Quaritch was 
untouchable – all future attempts to in any way impede 
or order the woman met with a steely wall of Guards who 
would rather die than let ‘Colonel’ Quaritch (who holds 
no actual rank, but is simply referred to as such by every 
infantryman who knows her, to the point that the 
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commissars have simply been forced to accept it) be held 
back in any way. 
 Over the years, Quaritch has slowly worked on 
her faithful Sentinel, ‘Mortem Irrumator’, adapting it 
precisely for her personal needs. Still driven by a need to 
face the enemy immediately and as closely as possible, 
she’s stripped off all the armour save a basic roll-cage, all 
while turbo-charging the engine using modified melta-
cells as an accelerant. In combination with a set of 
entirely unique melee weapons adapted from old logging 
equipment, ‘Colonel’ Quaritch remains a devastating 
terror on the battlefield, following no orders save her 
own, racing headlong into as many of the enemy as she 
can, surviving each and every battle through little more 
than pure, unadulterated rage, her personal motto 
declaring ‘Pedicabo ego donec mortuus es’. 

 
Bifrosti 131st Imperial Guard Riptide 
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 Prior to the campaign to liberate Kepler-22, The 
121st Bifrost Regiment of the Imperial Guard had been 
embedded on the world of Albitern, engaged in some of 
the most horrific street-to-street urban warfare of a Black 
Crusade. The Bifrosti (as they called themselves) had not 
come from a planet used to such horror – Bifrost itself is a 
largely peaceful agrarian world, dedicated to the 
production of foodstuffs for their sector of space. A 
devout people lead mainly by the fervour of their 
Eccesiarchal preachers, the men and women of the 121st 
fought harder and longer than anyone could – or maybe 
should – have expected, especially given their humble 
origins. 
 After this, the Inquisition had dispatched them to 
deal with a particularly vile xenos insurgency on the 
ancient planet of Kepler-22, all on the assumption that as 
veterans of a long and brutal war, they would prove more 
than a match for anything there. Under normal 
circumstances, this would perhaps have been true… but a 
heresy had begun on Albitern. One which had slowly and 
ineluctably corrupted huge numbers within the legion. 
The Order of the White Feather, as it is called, is founded 
on one of the more subtle, yet most horrifying heresies to 
have ever been codified. Holding beliefs counter to all the 
most heartfelt culture of humanity in the 41st millennium, 
the Order of the White Feather has the audacity to dare 
to ask its members to place their faith in an idea so 
counterintuitive even the most radical Inquisitors only 
dare speak of it in whispers: pacifism. 
 The fighting on Albitern had taken something 
from the modest people of Bifrost – their Emperor-given 
fighting spirit – and the machinations of the vile cult 
preaching of ‘universal compassion’ had only exacerbated 
the problem. Where once they had been united, the 
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violence had left them broken, unable to face their own 
reflections. And it seemed as though they have suddenly, 
as one, simply decided not to fight. Thus it was that when 
the local T’au ambassadors (members of a rogue sect 
known as the E’Krati, cast out by the T’au proper for 
having ideas about the importance of peace, love and 
understanding) approached with banners of friendship, it 
is said their high commander fell to his knees and begged 
that his people be taken in. 
 Which they were. Within a handful of years, both 
T’au and human were working together as true 
companions. Technology and culture was shared and 
there were even hideous rumours of intermarriage. 
 Upon hearing these loathsome reports from 
embedded Imperial Agents, the Inquisition was sickened, 
and redoubled the urgency of the offensive on Kepler-22. 
By the time they arrived, delayed by a freak warp storm, 
the Bifrosti’s enginseers – now cut off from Martian edicts 
against the use of Xenotech – had had more than enough 
time to assimilate T’au technologies and synergise them 
with extant Imperial ones. Inquisitorial agents were 
horrified to discover that the Bifrosti 131st had absorbed 
so much Xenos culture, they could barely even be 
considered humans any more, going to war as they did in 
mechanised battlesuits built on the darkest of 
xenotechnological designs. 
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Wise Briarios 

 
 When the T’au came, their initial contact with the 
Banebdjedet was fraught with violent conflict. The 
abhumans – a proud people cruelly despised as 
‘Beastmen’ in the Imperium of Man – did not take kindly 
to the alien invaders, and resisted them with all their 
might. Needless to say, their defeat was swift and 
absolute. 
 The T’au attempted to negotiate with the tribal 
elders of each tribe as best they could; in some cases, 
they achieved the submission they hoped for. In others, 
they failed, and the tribe would be permanently pacified 
through programs of forced sterilisation, mental 
conditioning, and in some rare cases, extermination. 
 However, the Banebdjedet were not the only 
tribe of abhumans on Kepler 22b. Deep in the forests of 
Northern Mendes lived one group that would prove to be 
of the utmost concern to the T’au – the Minossim. Their 
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tribe held out longer than any other, fought harder, and 
died more proudly, for they were not simple Beastmen. 
They were an altogether rarer species of abhumans, 
mostly believed to be myth, even by the Imperium’s Ordo 
Xenos. Known only by the ancient moniker of ‘Minotaurs’ 
the Minossim were huge abhumans, larger and more 
dangerous even than Ogryns, and their greatest warrior 
was their massive albino chieftain Briareos. 
 Briareos fought the T’au at every step; easily a 
head taller than any other Minossim, Briareos was a 
terror to behold, a furious, wild berzerker. If not for his 
prescence, the Minossim would have perhaps lasted a 
month or so longer than their Banebdjedet peers. Under 
his skilled mastery of guerrilla warfare, they held out for 
three. Their defeat, when it finally came, was absolute, 
and they were taken by the T’au. 
 Deemed too dangerous to be welcomed into the 
Greater Good, the T’au council had the tribe 
exterminated. That should have been the end for 
Briareos, but for a last minute intervention; for some 
reason, one that to this day has never been explained, 
Briareos’ cell was opened, and the albino leader fled, 
expecting his warriors to join him in a day or so. 
They never came. That was centuries ago, and Briareos, 
so old and so terrifying even death is too fearful to take 
him, wandered the dark places of the world, waiting for a 
chance for revenge against those who killed all his friends, 
his family, his beloved wives, his beautiful daughters and 
sons. Eventually, despairing and abandoned, he wandered 
into a dark cave to die, and there, on the cusp of death, a 
figure appeared to him: a man, sat upon a shining golden 
throne, a crown upon his head, and with a voice like 
lightning. Terrified as he had never been before, the 
Minossim begged for mercy, but the strange figure 
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assured him there was no need to fear; that he was 
Chosen. That one day, he would lead the Banebdjedet to 
freedom from these hateful blue-skinned oppressors. 
 Briareos emerged from the cave a changed beast, 
and has dedicated his life to spreading the word ever 
since. 
 Now, amongst the Banebdjedet, he is a rumour, a 
myth, an urban legend, showing up here and there with a 
message of defiance, a prophecy of freedom from the 
cursed T’au oppressors. No-one ever seems to have seen 
the ancient Minossim, but everyone knows a friend of a 
friend who once gave him bread and lodgings, and in 
exchange was told tales of the old times, when the 
Banebdjedet and Minossim were free from their yoke, 
and worked the land. 
 When the invasion happened, Briareos saw the 
first drop ship descending, and in their re-entry screams, 
recognised the same voice he had heard in the cave all 
those years ago. Walking to meet the invaders, he 
pledged them his good arm, if only they would allow him 
the chance to free his people from the T’au, and the 
horror they have brought. 
Inquisitor Beckett was so impressed by the sight of the 
beast kneeling, he immediately agreed, and Briareos has 
become the terror of the Kepler Covenant, laying waste to 
all he sees with the mighty Daemonhammer the Inquisitor 
has gifted him. Everywhere he goes, the Banebdjedet see 
their hero, their leader fighting to free them, and day by 
day, their fight against their hated persecutors grows, as 
more and more of them flock to fight with this great icon 
of resistance. 
 For Wise Briareos, who only once, only briefly lost 
faith his people would be freed, it is now a matter of time. 
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Grand Voivodol Szca Vikozsc  
 

 
 
 While it may sometime seem that the universe 
has decreed that some are born monstrous, in truth, most 
are born as blank slates, then shaped into virtue or 
grotesquerie through the vagaries of upbringing and 
chance. Very few get to choose what they will be. 
Szca Vikozsc was raised in the small village of 
Mykaeb’shee on the verdant planet of Iyanden many, 
many millennia before The Fall. Initially an unremarkable 
girl, this all changed during the manifestation of her 
psychic powers. While most Eldar have some powers of 
precognition – receiving brief flashes of insight of what 
may come to pass – less than one in a billion suffer the 
fabled Curse of E’lys, where some flaw in their cerebellum 
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causes this psychic potential to misfire spectacularly. This 
condition’s victims are cursed to have their entire 
perception spacetime’s flow come unstuck, finding their 
themselves entirely unable to view past, present, or 
future separately. Instead, reality appears to them like a 
worm farm in forced perspective, nascent futures 
spiralling off in every direction, each based around the 
possible choices the victim might make. Those potential 
futures in which they die become darker; impending 
moments of success glow brighter. A victim of the curse 
quite literally sees their life in front of them, from their 
brightest destiny to their darkest fate. Thus, they can 
cherry pick the outcomes of every single potential action, 
growing into precisely what they most want to be without 
effort. 
 Somehow, the initial sensory overload, did not kill 
her – one of only a handful who could make such a claim. 
Slowly adjusting to an existence defined by an absence of 
anything which could be called sanity, Vikoszc was able to 
begin determining which future seemed most preferable. 
Ultimately, two ‘corridors’ presented themselves most 
powerfully. In the brightest, the young Eldar would come 
to her people with irrefutable proof that the warnings of 
her race’s impeding doom were true; she would be a 
messiah for her people, saving them from themselves and 
preserving Eldar civilisation for all time. In the second, she 
would instead walk a darker path, using her powers for 
naught but personal gain, eventually ruling Comorragh 
with a razored fist. Two vast potentialities ahead of her, 
and all she needed to do was reach out and claim one. 
 Of course, there is a reason this is called a Curse. 
Electing to pursue neither, she instead focused on a 
dimmer, more obscure potential future where she 
dominated without ruling; where she ruled without 
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governing; where she was, indisputably, the most 
powerful member of her race that would ever be. 
 Armed with foreknowledge of the upcoming Fall, 
she hid in the Webway. Working her way from simple 
Webway Guardian to mighty Bonesinger, within a 
century, she was so trusted, so respected, so esteemed, 
that she was allowed to work alone. 
 Alone… and unimpeded. 
 Crafting portals and pocket dimension, she 
constructed her own arterial labyrinth of interdimensional 
apertures, perforating Realspace like stitches through a 
wound. By the time of the Fall, her secret kingdom lay 
ready, gravid with dread purpose. 
The millennia that followed intensified her power, as her 
dark charisma allowed her to accrete a private empire of 
acolytes. By the time of the Horus Heresy, Vikoszc would 
be the founder of a clandestine faith carved in her own 
haemorrhagic image, silently amassing followers in their 
millions. By the 41st millennium, her followers are by far 
the most numerous of any of the Kabals, as well as the 
least active. This is a deliberate choice, for Vikoszc is 
uninterested in anything so worthless as wars, or any 
conflict as petty as the rule of Comorragh. 
 Some describe her as a spider at the centre of a 
web. But they make a fatal mistake by diminishing the 
scale of her ambition. In truth, she is more akin to a black 
hole at the centre of a spiral galaxy, destined to pull in 
and consume everything that falls within her reach. 
Realspace alone could never be enough for her, nor 
simple Daemon Princehood. No, Vikoszc sees godhood 
within her reach, and desires it with a fervour that could 
eclipse suns, marshalling her forces for a grand assault on 
the realm Empyrean itself. 
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Her plan for apotheosis is simple. By allowing the Fall to 
occur, she lead to to her species’ status as psychic 
vampires; a necessary change, as it allowed her to take 
spiritual energies into herself and glut upon them. Why? 
Because it is the most efficient method of accessing and 
processing psychic energy, and for her plan, she will need 
that energy on cosmic scale. Thus, she needs the suffering 
of others. Every weeping orphan created in her realm 
feeds her abilities. Every mutilated woman, every 
brutalised man, every act of atrocity, however small, 
nourishes the equation of her grand strategem. She has 
fostered and fomented wars on a thousand worlds, 
encouraged the brutalisation and subjugation of untold 
trillions, all to give her the power she will need for her 
ultimate, mad design. 
 For, when her power is at its apex, she will march 
her numberless legion into the Empyrean itself, and have 
her minions lay siege to the Palace of Excess4. When its 
walls fall, she will fall upon She Who Thirsts, and in 

                                                           
4 In anticipation of the inevitable… 
 ‘But wait! York! You said you wanted to ban Slaanesh last month! 
Literally last month you said that, you wretched, book-burning, no-sex-having-
ever-not-even-a-little-bit, fascist puritan! And now you want to have her in your 
background?! You’re a hypocrite!’ 
 *sigh* 
 No. I made an argument in favour of marketing adult-oriented 
products to adults. GW seems to be toning down Slaanesh, so I feel she should 
go Forge World, because cutting her out of the fluff completely wouldn’t be 
fair, and would diminish the fluff. However, that nuance was lost because when 
the article was published to ‘Bell of Lost Souls’ front page, all people saw was a 
big picture with the word ‘CENSORED’ on it… and didn’t read any more than 
that. What this meant was all the nuance of my argument was immediately lost, 
which is why I was furious with the moderators of that site: it was a picture I did 
not choose, and never would have used for this exact reason. 
 It shouldn’t need stating, but: my entire life, I have been anti-
censorship, and pro-certification. This is because an informed population is one 
which can make better, more effective decisions. 
 But, you know, whatever. 
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consuming her utterly, instate herself as the newest 
Ruinous Power. 
 Her plan is as inexorable as it is horrifying, and it 
will not be stopped. 
 

High Commander Lisbeth Deletar  
 

 
 
 High Commander Lisbeth Deletar has no ears. If 
asked why, her response usually takes the form of asking 
her team of personal bodyguards to breaking the 
questioner’s bones in alphabetical order. 
 The reason for this bizarre amputation is 
something she’s always wondered about. Her father told 
her he did it when she was a baby to keep her the spirits 
from carrying her away, but she knows that for the lie it 
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is. Her father was a cool, pragmatic man, not given to the 
ridiculous superstitions of her birthplace. Growing up 
voidborn, a culture prone to superstitions both logical and 
ridiculous, her life was made all the more difficult due to 
her parents being illegal stowaways on the ship Crucible 
of Terror. She never found out what they were running 
from or why, and when asked, she occasionally laughs 
and makes a comment that it simply demonstrates just 
how good her parents were at escaping – whatever was 
they were fleeing never found them. She knew a little 
from things her mother told her. Her parents had met 
during a war on some far-off planet. Her mother had been 
some kind of military officer in charge of observation; 
what exactly, was never made clear, other than that she 
was skilled at ‘seeing long distances’. Her father had been 
some kind of super-sniper… but other than snippets, 
Deletar grew up with only rumours about her parents’ 
lives before the void, and no facts she could rely on, other 
than that her mother was missing her ears as well. 
 Ultimately, her parents’ escape from whatever 
enemies were behind them would prove to be of little 
comfort. Despite all their skills at stealth, the ship was 
well named. The ship itself, filled with every kind of scum, 
gave them newer enemies, and so Lisbeth was forced to 
grow up fast. The vast Capitol ship’s work gangers were 
amongst the most corrupt and depraved in all the 
Imperium, even before the campaign on Albitern sent 
them mad with post-traumatic stress. Her father, a 
master craftsman with his fists and more skilled with a 
gun than any man alive, was forced by circumstance to 
work as an enforcer for a small- time crime boss. He 
would “deal” with those who tried to impede the sales of 
xydrate – a vicious narcotic made from processed plasma 
core run-off, and as illegal as anything on board ship could 
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possibly be. At the age of ten, she joined her father in the 
family trade, and he taught her everything he could. 
 Her mother was quiet, sad and distant; she plied a 
trade as a fortune teller below decks, growing a dark 
reputation as a woman who knew the date of every man’s 
death and every woman’s ruin. If it wasn’t for her 
accuracy, the people would probably have handed her 
over as a witch, but when you’ve got nothing, a little 
foreknowledge is too precious to give away. Lisbeth was 
never close to her mother; the only time she ever saw her 
smile was in the arms of Lisbeth’s father. As the narcotic 
trade grew exponentially amongst the shell-shocked 
veterans being transported aboard the ship, those days 
grew less and less frequent. 
One day, Lisbeth’s father never came back. Her mother 
said she already knew that he was dead and Lisbeth 
believed her. 
 For a time, the two of them were safe, but 
eventually, the rape gangs that prowled the poorest 
slums came for them. Lisbeth got away, but her mother 
was taken, and Lisbeth never saw her again. 
 Alone, Lisbeth survived by plying her knowledge 
to the ship’s Arbitrators. At the same time, she conducted 
a secret campaign of retribution, murdering criminals 
where she could as payment for her dead parents. As 
soon as she was old enough, she signed up to join the 
Arbites. Her preternatural skills with rifle and blade were 
well known, and her contacts helped her quickly rise in 
the ranks. From there, it was a simple sideways move to 
the better paid military police, and from there, up the 
ranks of the Imperial Guard. An extended position as a 
Commander’s bodyguard helped provide the contacts 
necessary to climb the ladder all the way to the top, and 
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in her fifties and much to her surprise, Lisbeth found 
herself in charge of the Bifrosti 121st. 
 A cold, calculating woman, High Commander 
Deletar leads from the front. Her skills as a warrior are 
excelled only by her skills as a leader, and she is well-
acquainted with asymmetrical warfare. In fact, her 
particular style of generalship comes to her almost as 
naturally as it used to come to her mother. 

___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 It’s always been bizarre to me that people get so 
hung up on fantasy ‘following the rules’. Like when they 
try to claim that there’s specific, scientific classifications of 
dragons, or that there’s definite ways to kill vampires. 
 There aren’t. With the exception of those big-ass 
Komodo lizards, neither of those things are real. 
 This article was my attempt to kind of fight that 
rigid, uncreative thinking. 
 Also it was an excuse to show off some of my 
models, because I am a terrible, unrepentant praise-
whore5. 

  

                                                           
5 Speaking of which, have you started following me on Instagram yet? 
https://www.instagram.com/yorknecromancer/ 
Or read any of my excellent fiction books? 
https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&text=York+Nec
romancer&search-alias=books&field-
author=York+Necromancer&sort=relevancerank 
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Why I Only Really Buy Games 
Workshop’s Products. 
 
Originally published August 2016 
 

“You Do Know Wrestling’s Fake, Don’t You?” 
 
 As long-term readers may be aware, I am a 
massive fan of wrestling. Last month, I was told that you 
can’t be an adult fan of wrestling; to the person who had 
that particular hot take which I’ve obviously never heard 
every single time I’ve ever mentioned my love of 
wrestling, my answer would be: I can be a fan of whatever 
the fuck I like. I mean, I’d explain why, but after two 
decades of wasting my breath, I just can’t be bothered 
any more. Either you’re a fan yourself and you get why, or 
you never will and nothing I can say will change your 
mind. Basically, every move is ridiculous. Either you love it 
because of that, or you never, ever will. 
 Anyway, doubting my mental competence 
because I like ballet’s more brutal cousin is by the by. You 
don’t need to be a fan of the greatest form of modern 
performance art to enjoy this article. I’m only going to use 
wrasslin’ because, as a niche product regarded with open 
hostility by the mainstream, it forms a useful comparison 
to wargaming. 
 Those fans of wrestling who are my age grew up 
in the heyday of Austin 3:16, the smell of The Rock’s 
cooking and Mrs. Foley’s baby boy getting thrown off a 
steel cage. The WWE’s ‘Attitude Era’ was a glorious time 
to be a wrasslin’ fan. The talent roster had literally never 
been deeper, the angles had never been nuttier, the 
matches had never been as vicious. 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/08/03/tldr-why-i-only-really-buy-games-workshops-products/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/08/03/tldr-why-i-only-really-buy-games-workshops-products/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/08/03/tldr-why-i-only-really-buy-games-workshops-products/
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 Until suddenly, the good times were over. The 
Rock left to make films. Stone Cold left in a cloud of 
vicious acrimony and domestic abuse convictions. HHH 
buried every rival beneath half-hour promos of 
interminable tedium and thirty second matches of 
shameful disrespect. WCW had been run into the ground 
by egotism and stupidity. ECW had disappeared in a cloud 
of ill will and unpaid bills. 
 Of course, there other companies. A scrappy little 
group called Ring of Honor tried make a name for itself 
based on quality wrestling, but the matches were 
frequently high on action, low on ring psychology, and so 
left me wanting more. A slightly more well-off company 
called TNA tried to win over WWE fans by creating an 
inferior version of WWE television on less than one 
percent of the budget and one hundredth of a percent of 
the talent. Their matches just left me feeling sad. 
 So that was that. With nowhere to go and nothing 
to see, I gave up. Wrasslin’ was done. I’d occasionally stick 
my head round the corner, see what was happening, but 
the last ten years of WWE ‘superstars’ have been nothing 
but a bland piss-drizzle of nothing men. Steroids are no 
replacement for that star quality, no matter how much 
they might wish it so. 
So, after nearly two decades of disappointment, imagine 
my surprise when I fell back in love with wrestling this 
year. 

 

’This Gold has POWER.’ 
 
 “Have you heard of ‘Lucha Underground’?” 
 No mate, I replied. I haven’t. What is it? 
 And Raph explained how one thousand years ago, 
an ancient Aztec prophecy foretold a great and terrible 
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evil. It would take the strength of all seven Aztec tribes to 
face off the coming nightmare. Cut to our time, with the 
prophecy due to bear its dark and terrible fruit any day, 
and the seven tribes scattered into obscurity. Broken by 
the conquest of Mexico and the decimation of the 
indigenous peoples, the surviving members of the tribes 
live shattered lives, denied their legacy as humanity’s 
destined saviours. With the world’s fate on the line, 
unless they unite, everything is doomed. 
 Of course, not everyone has forgotten the Old 
Ways, though perhaps it might be better if they had. In a 
forgotten industrial warehouse, a place pregnant with 
dark power, the prophecy slowly grinds towards horrific 
realisation. Hidden from the eyes of the authorities, an 
illegal gladiatorial arena thrives. Managed by the son of a 
secret follower of the Aztec gods of slaughter, it exists to 
feed the secret gods of the arena with the violence they 
need to rise and assume power… 
 In a sick irony, this dark apostle forces the 
survivors of the seven tribes face each other, squabbling 
over the gifts of the gods so they can never unify and 
elevate themselves to greatness again. 
 And the seven tribes are not all that thrives in this 
dark Temple. There is a man possessed by the spirit of an 
ancient dragon, come from the bowels of the Earth to test 
himself in combat; a time-travelling alien, sent from the 
stars to save us; a one hundred and ninety six year old 
Lich desperate for the sweet release of death; the boy she 
rescued from an earthquake and fashioned into her 
deathless golem of war; the last prince of the Puma tribe, 
once homeless and scavenging in the barrios, is now rising 
to meet his legacy… Even the secret high priest’s own 
brother fights, and his soul was sacrificed by their father 
to the gods of slaughter… gods which now use his flesh to 
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wreak utter ruin on any who would oppose the Temple’s 
grand and terrible design. 
 I am not making any of this up. This is the most 
basic outline of the plot. 
 What is ‘Lucha Underground’? ’Lucha 
Underground’ is what happens when Robert Rodriguez 
decides he wants to produce a wrestling show, and it is 
possible the most insane television show I have ever 
watched. It is also MAGNIFICENT. The story is completely 
bonkers: magic is real, there are undercover cops, some 
wrestlers have been killed (in character, but still…) It’s 
unlike anything else anywhere, and it is completely 
addictive. 
 Unlike ‘LU’, every other wrestling fed ultimately 
tried to emulate the template established by WWE. They 
pretend at being sports. They pretend at being real. They 
have the bright lights, the colourful characters, they go 
after that sweet, sweet PG money. 
 But not ‘Lucha Underground’. It’s shot in an arena 
that sits maybe fifty people. It utterly embraces its crazy 
premise, and dares you to say something as dumb as ‘You 
do know it’s fake?’ 
‘Do I know it’s fake? Look son, after the time-travelling 
alien had his match with the nunchuck-wielding dragon, a 
skeleton ninja just broke the arm of a vampire with a split 
personality. Do I know it’s fake? Yeah son, there are subtle 
clues…’ 
 Visually, ‘LU’ looks like nothing else either. 
There’s a few muscleheads, but there are skinny guys, fat 
guys, tough girls, psychopathic moth girls, and more 
awesome luchador masks than you can shake a stick at. 
And the location of the Temple is like nothing else on 
Earth; a grimy, dark fight club, it embraces the poverty of 
its setting to create an outlaw setting that is entirely its 
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own. Everything about ‘LU’, from the lighting, to the guys 
wrestling, to the backstage scenes, to the Mexican 
aesthetic is completely unique. As for characters, well, 
there’s a champion for abuse survivors, a Mexican 
showman, an undead revenant, a rich boy serial killer, his 
psychopathic sister, a sniper with PTSD and a guy who 
turned out to be a FUCKING WEREPANTHER… and those 
are the contestants in a single match! 
  Seriously, it’s the best show on TV and everyone 
should be watching it. In a world where every other fed 
wants to be a tiny version of WWE, ‘Lucha Underground’ 
dares to be itself with a relentless purity. 
 I fucking love it so much for that. 
 

An Inconvenient Truth 
 
 Games Workshop is the premier wargaming 
company in the world. This is a fact. It has more shops 
than other wargaming companies, makes more money 
than they do, and has deeper IP penetration than any 
other company in the field. 
 It’s so ubiquitous in the wargaming world that for 
those of us who have lived lives immersed in the culture, 
it’s easy to forget why this is. After all, we all grew up with 
Space Marines. By the time most gamers have been in the 
hobby for a couple of years, they’re sick of Ultramarine 
blue. Familiarity breeds contempt, and those of us who 
choose to stay in the hobby after the age of sixteen – 
those of us who just can’t quit it – are usually so used to 
the GW aesthetic that we’re pretty sick of it. We start 
looking elsewhere for a different kind of gaming fix. 
 Maybe they discover Warmachine, or Malifaux, or 
X-Wing, or Deadzone, or AT-43, or DUST, or Gates of 
Antares, or any one of the various other products out 
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there. Maybe they begin to evangelise about their 
favourite game, lionising the little guy and pouring scorn 
on The Great Beast that is Games Workshop. 
 After all, how many times have you heard that 
40K’s rule set is garbage? How many times have you said 
so yourself? Sometimes, it feels like everyone hates 
Games Workshop. Christ knows it did back in the days 
before the internet. 
 But Games Workshop still remains the top guy. So 
why is that? 
 Well, I’m not going to pretend there’s a single, 
simple answer to that, and anyone who argues there is? Is 
a fool. Business is tricky and complicated, and even more 
so in the strange little niche markets our hobby flowers in. 
 However, one of the key components is one that 
hardcore gamers are inclined to often overlook, lost as 
they are in the crunch of dice or the fluff of background. 
 

Five Ridges On The Forehead 
 
 Have you ever noticed how every Tyranid model 
has five ridges/plates on their foreheads? I had to have 
that pointed out to me. 
 Games Workshop does a lot wrong. A lot. So 
much in fact, that it’s easy to get so lost in people’s nit-
picking that it becomes easy to miss what they do well. 
One thing they do better than almost anyone is their 
sense of aesthetic. 
 Take a step back and just consider the way 40K 
models look. 
When you see those ridiculous shoulder pads, do you 
think anything but ‘Space Marine’? When you see that 
sickle mag and the barrel with a single hole through the 
side, do you think anything but ‘Bolter’? When you see 
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sword with massive triangular teeth, do you think 
anything except ‘chainsword’? 
 How many Games Workshop models are 
immediately identifiable as what they are from a 
distance? I would argue that it’s all of them. Looking 
down on a battlefield, even if you don’t know which 
faction is which, you can always tell each army apart… 
and even if they’re unpainted. Every GW model always 
looks like a GW model, and you can almost always tell 
everything about it immediately. 
 It’s my opinion that GW crafts effective model 
silhouettes better than anyone else, and there’s a number 
of things they do which help create this immediate, 
striking appearance. 
The first thing is that each army has a distinct, utterly 
unique aesthetic. Astartes are all hard edges and 
rectangles. Astra Militarum are boxy and covered in 
rivets. Eldar are sleek lines and bumps; Dark Eldar are 
sleek lines and blades. Tyranids are hunched over with 
too-many limbs. Orks are muscles and asymmetrical lines. 
On and on, every army has a distinct style that is entirely 
its own. 
The second thing is the decision to make the models in 
‘heroic scale’. Examine a 40K model up close and you’ll 
start to notice how big everyone’s hands are. How wide 
the guns are compared to real-life weapons. How huge 
their heads are. Stare too long and it gets a little off-
putting. 
Of course, that same exaggerated scale gives every model 
a distinctive heft that truescale models lack. 28mm 
truescale weapons are all reedy little sticks, whether 
they’re spears, swords, or shotguns. 28mm heroic scale 
weapons might be hyperbolically proportioned, true, but 
that only means they’re characterful. They’re not guns; 
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they’re the idea of guns, and that distinction is a critical 
one for a hobby where so much takes place in the 
imagination. In truescale, a model’s face looks like dough 
that’s in the process of rising – only the vaguest sense of 
eyes and a nose. In heroic scale, features are exaggerated, 
true, but they’re also refined; refined, and detailed 
enough to be completely characterful. 
 Finally, and most critically, for all their war-bling, 
GW models have a surprising lack of greebling. Consider 
Astartes armour: apart from a handful of simple lines on 
the thighs, most of the plating is almost completely flat. A 
Cadian trooper’s outfit is a handful of smooth plates 
interlaced with areas of uncomplicated fabric. Eldar 
armour is almost completely featureless; at its most 
complex, there might be a couple of buckles, but mostly 
it’s just plain. Modern GW figures are hugely complex, but 
simultaneously, they lack the insane levels of detailing 
you’ll see in something like ‘Infinity’s figures, or on some 
of Mantic’s newer offerings. Those huge areas of plain, 
featureless plastic help to create strong lines, and strong 
lines create a powerful impression. In the case of such 
small figures, less is most definitely more. 
 I believe these three factors – strong individual 
army aesthetics; heroic scale; generally uncomplicated 
sculpting – are what makes GW’s models so much more 
fundamentally attractive than other companies’ 
offerings… As well as the final fourth factor I haven’t 
mentioned yet. 
 

Genre Theory of Originality 
 
 Look, let’s be honest: 40K has everything and the 
kitchen sink blended up in it. Magic rubs shoulders with 
science, demons get fought off with fully automatic 
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rocket-launchers, Tolkein sits smiling next to anime, who’s 
holding hands with Stan Winston… It’s all in there. 
 But it’s all completely 40K. Astartes aren’t just 
‘Knights In Space’, even though that was how they were 
originally conceived. Nor are they the power armour of 
Heinlein’s ‘Starship Troopers’. Sure, they might wear their 
influences openly and unashamedly, but anyone who 
argues ‘They’re just a rip-off of … <insert thing I just 
noticed here>’ is just being too simplistic. 40K’s ripped off 
so many things and combined them together so 
effortlessly, it’s got an aesthetic that’s just completely its 
own, no matter how much people might argue otherwise. 
A Tyranid isn’t a velociraptor crossed with a cockroach by 
way of H.R. Giger. It’s… well. A Tyranid. We can all see 
where every army gets its ideas, but they’re so far 
evolved from the original source they might as well be 
completely original. 
Nothing else looks like a Space Marine… and when it 
does, the very first thing everyone says is ‘Christ. They’re 
ripping off 40K quite blatantly, aren’t they?’ 
 In film critique, genre theory argues that just 
because a film comes from a specific genre, that doesn’t 
mean it’s unoriginal or unworthy. The joy of genre is 
seeing the ways in which artists reinterpret existing 
tropes to create something that’s familiar, but new-
feeling. 
 So, ‘The Incredibles’ is basically ‘Fantastic Four’… 
but it takes the characters and tropes of the superhero 
narrative and does something no-one’s ever seen before. 
 It takes out the superdickery for one thing. 
 Games Workshop does the same thing, but for 
literally everything in the entirety of science-fiction. Like 
‘Lucha Underground’, it is relentlessly and 
unapologetically itself. The 40K universe, torn from the 
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pages of a thousand pulp novels, stolen from the screens 
of a thousand sci-fi novels, remains one of the most 
strikingly unique visions in speculative fiction. 
 And this is where we get to why I don’t really buy 
from other companies. 
 

Honestly Mantic, What The Fuck Are You 
Playing At? 
 
 So I’ve spoken before about how I couldn’t get 
into ‘Infinity’. However, at least ‘Infinity’ is being itself as 
hard as it can be. ‘Infinity’ has a near-future anime-
inspired aesthetic, and while I can’t tell the different 
factions apart, at least there’s a sense that I could if I sat 
down and learned the background lore. If GW is WWE, 
then ‘Infinity’ is Ring of Honor: it’s clearly doing its own 
thing, and while I personally think that thing is a little 
uninspired and ultimately somewhat drab, at least there 
is a clear, unified vision of what the product is and how 
it’s unique. 
 However, if ‘Infinity’ is RoH, then Mantic is TNA, 
because Mantic openly and shamelessly actively aspires 
to be an alternative to Games Workshop. ‘Diet GW’, if you 
will. And in this pandering to GW’s playerbase, I think 
Mantic actually gives an almost step-by-step guide to how 
not to do models. 
 This column was inspired by Mantic’s latest 
‘Dreadball’ Kickstarter. I saw the words ‘cyborg zombies’ 
and nearly lost my mind. I was like YES. THIS. ALL THE 
THIS. GIVE ME STROGG THAT I MAY FINALLY MAKE THE 
‘QUAKE 4’ FANTASY ARMY I’VE BEEN NURTURING SINCE 
2005. I mean: cyborg zombies. With hideous prosthetics, 
ruptured skin, stitches, rubber tubing hardwired into 
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bones and pistons instead of muscles. You can’t get that 
wrong. You just can’t. 
 What I wanted were horrible atrocities with 
exposed muscle and ugly steel adaptions, like Captain 
Alexei from the terrible nineties horror film ‘Virus’. 
(Seriously, the film’s terrible, but the monster designs are 
awesome. Google them, you won’t be disappointed.) 
 But that’s not what I got. What I got was. 
 Well. 
 Meh. 
 Meh in sculpted form. 
 I have no idea how you fuck up cyber zombies, 
but somehow Mantic found a way. 
Looking at the concept pictures, all I saw was the usual 
Mantic style: people in skintight armour… and that’s it. 
Oh, they’ve got a little ball over their heart to create a 
unified look have they? How amazingly innovative. 
 Honestly, I don’t think I’ve ever been so 
underwhelmed. 
 Now, the thing is, I want to like Mantic, because 
they’re a scrappy little underdog and they say all the right 
things. ‘Deadzone’ is a great game, as is ‘Mars Attacks’. 
I’m keen and eager to get on-side and evangelise for 
them. 
 I have almost no interest in their models because 
in almost every way, they’re the diametric opposite of 
40K’s. Every faction looks mostly the same. The 
Corporation – the Astra Militarum analogue – is a bunch 
of skinny guys with sci-fi looking guns. They’re exactly as 
skinny as the Asterians – the Eldar expies – who are a 
bunch of slightly skinnier guys with sci-fi guns. You could 
hold up almost any model from any faction, and with the 
exception of a couple of the big models, you’d think they 
all came from the same faction. Maybe not the sumo 
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lizards, but even then, they’re just… well. I mean, sumo 
lizards? Has anyone ever gone ‘You know what I think sci-
fi needs more of? Sumo. Also lizards’? 
 Apart from those losers, everyone’s got the same 
body proportions. Everyone’s got the same sort of poses. 
Everyone’s got the same sort of guns. They all blur into 
one glutinous, homogenous whole. With the exception of 
things like the aforementioned sumo lizards or big-ass 
models like the Plague stage 1A, nothing really stands out. 
 And seriously, ‘Plague Stage 1A’? I mean, it’s a 
genuinely awesome model (Google it and see!), so why 
the crap name? Was the shop all out of names that day? 
 Then there’s the choice of truescale, which means 
everything’s spindly and prone to bending/breaks. The 
guns all look like needles. There’s lots of excessive 
greebling, but none of it really signifies anything beyond 
‘high-tech’. All the strong lines are broken up and lost; the 
silhouette of the model is killed. 
 Even with the move away from that horrible 
plastic resin which leaves everything with the most 
atrocious mold lines, I’m not sold on them. When you 
combine this with some of the lamest fluff imaginable, it 
all makes for a fictional universe I just don’t care about. 
The humans are from generic mega-corporations, there’s 
an alien space plague… You can see explicitly where 
they’re trying to win over Games Workshop’s existing 
base at every stage, but everything’s just so cack-handed, 
they’re never going to succeed. I won’t deny the 
excellence of Mantic’s games – they’re a superb rules 
company – but their models are just turd. They don’t look 
unique, or striking, or exciting, or anything. They’re the 
sort of designs you see in every cheap computer game, or 
in every SyFy TV series, without anything to really 
recommend them. 
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 Mantic is the TNA of wargaming: it’s copying the 
Big Boy and hoping that a lower price point will be 
enough to lure people over. 
 But it won’t. With every Mantic kickstarter that 
comes out, we see how they’re just going to give us more 
of the same, with emphasis on the word ‘same’. Every 
time I think ‘will this be the one that makes me a 
convert?’ and it never is. 
 And I want it to be. I want to cheer for them. 
They’re one of the rare companies who make styrene 
models, and styrene is the best material. I despise metal, 
and resin requires way too many precautions. 
 I want them to be the Next Big Thing. 
 But they aren’t, and they’re never going to be. 
 

Beyond The Gates of What Everyone Else Is 
Doing. 
 
 Mantic is the easiest company to attack because 
they’re so brazenly trying to steal GW customers, but 
they’re not alone in producing bland-looking models. 
‘Beyond the Gates of Antares’ has a tedious near-future 
aesthetic where nothing really stands out. I mean, maybe 
the Ghar mechs, but rock people? I mean, really? Really? 
 ‘DUST’ has some wonderful mech designs, but 
their soldiers are pretty meh. Not to mention, the cheap 
plastic they’re made from is horrible to work with. PP has 
some lovely stuff, but the models are often a little on the 
cartoony side, and the fluff is – for me at least – an 
uninspiring retread of the Tolkeinite Standard Fantasy 
Template. Adding steampunk does not a compelling 
background make. 
 What I want to know is where is the wargaming 
equivalent of ‘Lucha Underground’? Where is the 
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company doing something completely different? Where’s 
the company that takes a step back and says ‘we’re going 
to create a game that looks nothing like anything else on 
the market’? Something that plays with the established 
tropes in a way that makes us all wonder why no-one had 
thought of it before? 
 There are still aesthetics that haven’t been mined. 
I haven’t seen a single company do a decent 28mm scale 
‘machine war’ army. Where are the giant robo-spiders, 
the ‘Mass Effect’-inspired Reapers, the tentacle space 
horrors, the cyber-Cthulhus… 
 Where are my genuinely horrifying cyber-
zombies? 
 It seems to me that every company out there is 
too obsessed with the idea of ‘realistic’ future war. That 
they’ve spent so long looking at the balls-out insanity of 
40K, they’re terrified of doing anything which might be 
considered too over-the-top for fear of scaring off the 
older fanboys who are looking for the newest gaming fix. 
 I think it’s about time some of them tried 
something new. Lose this tired obsession with near-future 
bollocks. Stop making every army human-sized. Drop the 
tired aesthetic that says futuristic = skintight plating. 
 I’m champing at the bit to champion a new 
company. I am absolutely ready to evangelise for a 
company with a strong, unique sci-fi aesthetic and a solid, 
interesting background, and I am absolutely sure I am not 
alone. 
 The thing is GW are on top because no-one’s 
actually doing what they do. NOTHING looks like 40K; 
NOTHING has the fluff of 40K. Nothing is even close. Every 
other company is content to ply a samey-looking mix of 
seen-it-before tedium and pat themselves on the back 
because at least it looks different to GW, ignoring how 
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much it looks like everything else. In a sea of generic sci-fi, 
40K still stands out as the most original thing there, which 
means there’s only one real question. 
 Which company is going to finally go for it and be 
the one to develop the first really amazing, unique look 
that enables them step up and take the crown? 

__________________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 Originally, I wrote this column two weeks after my 
wife of twelve years had left me. I’ll be honest, I’m 
surprised it’s as cogent as it is. I was in tears most of the 
time, so the fact I could even see the screen to type is 
pretty impressive. 
 Looking back through it though, there’s not a lot 
there that I disagree with, so… go me? In the Bonus 
Material section of this book, you’ll see how Mantic 
actually took the time out to address this column 
personally – in a spectacularly classy way, I might add. 
 They’re a cool company. 
 But that doesn’t change the fact that they and 
everyone else in gaming just seems to focus on making 
generic-looking models for generic-sounding settings. 
Rebellions and evil empires, aliens that are basically 
humans with lizard skin, or rock skin, or… 
 Seriousluy, is this the limit of our creativity? Is this 
literally we they have? As of this writing (2017), the 
miniature wargaming industry is in the very greatest 
shape its ever been in. With things like CAD and 3D 
printing meaning more people than ever can sculpt, 
there’s just no excuse for any game to be a generic 
looking, bland piece of trash. 
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The Third Rail: Warhammer 40K’s 
Progressive Roots 
 
Originally published September 2016 
 

The Third Rail. 
 
Bartlet: …the third rail of American politics. Touch it, 
and you die. 
Toby: That’s ’cause the third rail’s where all the 
power is. 

– The West Wing S05, E12:– ‘Slow News Day’. 
 
 There was a discussion in an online forum about 
the idea of a 40K film. One forum poster said this: “The 
Grimdark needs to be embraced rather shied away from. 
Any Hollywood PC tinkering will turn it into a joke, think 
‘Dredd’ rather than ‘Judge Dredd’.” 
 And all I could think was had he watched the 
same film as me? Because ‘Dredd’ is about as politically 
correct as a film can be. 
 

Hollywood PC Tinkering 
 
 Every good film needs a compelling main 
character; someone to get behind. Someone whose story 
is engaging enough to keep us ignoring the increasing loss 
of sensation in our buttocks while the explosions (be they 
literal, emotional or metaphorical) happen around them. 
 But how do you create a compelling character? 
Well, there’s numerous ways, but one of the most 
enduring is through the use of a ‘character arc’, 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/09/01/september-2016-the-third-rail-warhammer-40ks-progressive-roots/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/09/01/september-2016-the-third-rail-warhammer-40ks-progressive-roots/
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something I’ve spoken about before. It’s a simple 
narrative tool: the character starts the film one way, 
learns something about themselves, and after struggling, 
ends the film as a different, hopefully better person. 
 For example, in ‘Iron Man’, Tony Stark starts off 
an arrogant, selfish jerk; he’s wounded by one of his own 
weapons, and learns he needs to take responsibility for 
the things he creates. By the end of the film, he’s still an 
arrogant jerk, but he’s not selfish any more. His arc has 
taken him from selfishness to responsibility. 
 However, the thing about Judge Dredd is that he 
can’t go on this journey; it’s impossible to give him a 
personal character arc. Why? Well Dredd’s kind of unique 
in that he’s not like most characters. In his own words, 
he’s the law. That’s why he’s so fucking awesome; 
nothing besides that matters to him. There’s never any 
internal questioning, never any room for discussion. The 
law is the law and that’s it. You break the law, and it 
doesn’t matter who you are – it will be applied to you 
with complete impassive precision. Others may debate 
the law; Dredd doesn’t. He just enforces it. 
What makes him so fascinating is that he literally has no 
personality beyond that, and that’s where Hollywood has 
always had a problem with him, because the laws he 
enforces are, by modern standards, quite literally insane. 
You can see the way Hollywood tried to deal with this 
conundrum it in the wretched nineties ‘Judge Dredd’ film, 
the conventional character arc has him going from being 
the fascist lawman he is, leaning that that was wrong, and 
then becoming more humane… 
…and that sucks, because to take away Dredd’s fascism 
completely misses the point of Judge Dredd.  His one-
dimensionality is what makes him so different to 
everything else out there. 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2015/12/29/december-2015-why-are-there-so-many-skulls/
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 Given that, what’s the Hollywood machine to do? 
 Cue the latest ‘Dredd’ film, and its clever use of a 
deuteragonist; in simple terms, a second main character. 
Enter Judge Anderson. She’s young; a rookie Judge on her 
first day. She’s got powerful psi-abilities, but she’s still 
naïve and more than a little timid. In short, it looks like 
she’s never going to make Judge. Hence, the Justice 
Department pairs her up with Dredd, the most dangerous 
Judge they’ve ever had, knowing that he’ll either make 
her or break her. 
 So, where Dredd’s struggles are purely physical – 
can he kill all the bad guys? – Anderson’s struggles are 
much more personal, and therefore, more relatable. She 
struggles with her conscience, but finds the strength to 
carry out the summary executions necessary in a Judge’s 
day-to-day life. She struggles with the complexities of 
needing to keep a captured criminal alive. She struggles 
with that prisoner’s attempt to mentally rape her. She 
struggles with being captured. She struggles with 
summary executions shown in glorious, spectacularly gory 
3D. 
 Have I mentioned how much I love this film? 
 But here’s the thing: at no stage in the film does 
Dredd save her. Because the narrative makes it very clear 
that she’s being tested. If Dredd saves her, she fails. There 
are no other options for Anderson: she has to save 
herself. So that’s exactly what she does. She overcomes 
her conscience and puts a bullet in the skull of a new 
father because that’s what the law demands. She uses 
psionic ju-jitsu to counter her would-be mind-rapist, 
leaving him prisoner so broken he literally pisses himself 
in terror of her. She even defeats her captors with her 
hands literally tied behind her back. 
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 The capstone in all of this? When corrupt Judges 
come, they manage to defeat Dredd… Until Anderson 
shows up and saves him. 
 By the end of the film, her journey is complete. 
No longer the callow, timid recruit we saw at the start, 
through fire and fury, she’s been reforged into a Judge… 
and Dredd, completely unmoved by the whole affair 
(dismissively referring to hours of blood-drenched 
insanity as a ‘drug bust’) nods approvingly at the changes 
he’s seen. 
 ‘Dredd’ isn’t about Judge Dredd. It’s about Judge 
Anderson, who quietly becomes the story’s main 
character… all of which means (whisper it) that ‘Dredd’ is 
a feminist film. Just as ‘Mad Max: Fury Road’ did about a 
year later, ‘Dredd’ it takes a ferocious male hero and uses 
him as a tool to tell a woman’s story. And, just to 
reiterate, the film is very enthusiastic about showing you 
that just because it’s a woman’s story doesn’t mean you 
can’t have super-gory headshots. Seriously, there’s loads 
of them. This film is fucking awesome. 
 Here’s the thing. Many of the people who froth at 
the word ‘feminist’, or phrases like ‘political correctness’, 
or ‘SJW’ is often the kind who doesn’t fully understand 
the concepts they’re referring to. Because they’ve only 
heard about them from people who hate them, and so 
they’ve got all sorts of preconceptions, which means 
learning about feminism from these guys is like learning 
about Dungeons and Dragons from a Chick Tract.. They 
think that the SJWs are coming to take things away: our 
sweary jokes, our joypads, our miniatures, our 
devastatingly violent action films… 
Speaking as an SJW whose favourite films are ‘Martyrs’, 
‘Battle Royale’ and every John Carpenter film from the 
years 1974-1994, the truth is, people who believe in 

https://www.chick.com/reading/tracts/0046/0046_01.asp
https://www.chick.com/reading/tracts/0046/0046_01.asp
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0rR9IaXH1M0
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progressive ideas and equality, we’re not coming to take 
anything away. We’re coming to add to the existing stock 
of things. 
 And here’s the kicker: none of our ideas are 
particularly new. In fact, we’ve been here making your 
entertainment all along… 
 

2000AD 
 
 Now, the reason I started out referring to ‘Dredd’ 
is because: 
 

1. It’s an excellent, excellent film that not enough 
people have seen and DAMMIT JUST MAKE THE 
FUCKING SEQUEL!!! 

2. It’s one of the most 40K films that’s ever been 
made. 

 
 As (I hope) you all know, 40K rips off a lot of 
things, and alongside ‘Dune’, Judge Dredd has always 
been one of 40K’s biggest influences. Our American 
cousins may not know this, but in the UK, Judge Dredd is 
published in a comic called ‘2000AD’, and it might as well 
be the unofficial 40K comic… Although actually, thinking 
about it, it’s possibly fairer to call 40K the unofficial 
2000AD game? It’s been running since the late 70’s, and 
to call it ‘seminal’ is an understatement. 
 Anyway, it’s violent, it’s silly, and it’s GRIMDARK 
as fuck. It’s had hundreds of strips over the years. Dredd 
is the only most famous, but the others are all equally 
interesting… and often, equally progressive. 
 The most famous example would be ‘The Ballad 
of Halo Jones’, a story by Alan Moore about the life of a 
young woman who comes from what is, to all intents and 
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purposes, a Hive World, and escapes by essentially, 
joining the Imperial Guard. Of course, if you’ve come for 
tales of epic heroism, 2000AD is happy to disappoint you 
every time. 
 By the end, she’s a PTSD-riddled wreck, fighting 
pyrrhic battles in power armour, having learned the ways 
of war from psychopaths like her friend Life Sentence, a 
monstrous veteran who collects the ears of her enemies 
and strings them into a necklace of trophies. 
 Life Sentence is a massively unsung feminist 
character. She’s ugly, a deadly soldier, and a genuinely 
savage lunatic. When the battles finally end, she stands 
there, horrified, screaming at her commanding officer 
“GIVE ME BACK MY WAR!” Her story ends when the war 
is over and she can’t readjust to a life without conflict. 
She ends up killing herself because there’s nothing else 
left for her to do. I don’t know about you, but I cannot for 
one second imagine Hollywood creating a character like 
Life Sentence. A male version, sure, but a female one? 
Never. 
 Thing is, I’m only using her as one of many 
examples: Psi-Judge Anderson, Halo Jones and Life 
Sentence are the very tip of interesting, unique and 
deeply GRIMDARK feminist characters that 2000AD has 
presented over the years. Judge Hershey, Galen DiMarco, 
Chief Judge MacGruder, and many, many more – even 
occasional cheesecake characters like Durham Red – have 
all graced its pages over the years and had narratives and 
stories of their own that were awesome and interesting. 
 2000AD has been around since the 70’s, with 
progressive, interesting characters for almost as long. But 
it’s not the only thing 40K’s based on which has writers 
with deeply progressive politics. In fact, the closer you 
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look at the roots of 40K, the more of this sort of thing you 
find. 
 

Progressive Roots In Other Things 40K Rips 
O… Ahem. Sorry, I Mean Things 40K Pays 
Homage To.  
 
 Let’s be honest here: Warhammer 40,000 is the 
original Ultimate Showdown of Ultimate Destiny. It’s a 
massive hodge-podge of everything that was awesome in 
sci-fi from the 80’s onwards, distilled through a very 
specific, singular aesthetic. 
 The thing is, a lot of those sources aren’t just 
slightly progressive – taken in the context of their time, 
they’re almost definitively so. Don’t believe me? Let’s 
break just a very few of those down. 
 

Astra Militarum: 
 So there are really two key inspirations for the 
Imperial Guard: ‘Aliens’ and ‘Rambo’. (Not ‘Starship 
Troopers’; that would more directly influence the 
Astartes). 
 Now, obviously, ‘Aliens’ is probably the definitive 
feminist action film of the 80’s. A short-haired woman, 
who wears blue-collar work clothes and works a blue-
collar job operating a space forklift is called up to help a 
group of ULTIMATE BADASS marines fight horrifying rape-
aliens. Along the way, she adopts a little girl, out-badasses 
the military, and has a full-bore mum-fight with a twenty-
four foot tall death machine over who is the more 
terrifying mother. 
 Not to mention the Dropship’s pilot is female, 
there are female marines like Ferro and Dietrich alongside 
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the male one, and, of course, Vasquez: 5’3” of weapons-
grade awesome. 
‘Aliens’ is pure, capital-F Feminism. It’s also one of the 
most important science-fiction films ever made, one of 
the most important action films ever made, and if you 
don’t like it then… 
Well, as Winston Smith says, being in a minority of one 
doesn’t make you mad, but still… 
 Anyway, it’s also clearly been a huge inspiration 
for LITERALLY EVERYTHING THAT EVER CAME 
AFTERWARDS IN SCI-FI. Every FPS in the 90’s wanted to 
be ‘Aliens’. Every grim n’ gritty sci-fi film stole its ideas. 
You seriously cannot understate just how important 
‘Aliens’ is to the sci-fi genre. In 40K, it was obviously a 
huge inspiration to the aesthetic of the Cadians. 
 The other big inspiration is the character of 
Rambo, who debuted in a film called ‘First Blood’ which 
obviously was the inspiration behind the Catachans. 
 Now you’re thinking ‘Hold on, York. You’re not 
going to argue that ‘First Blood’ is a feminist film too?’ 
 I surely am. 
 See, one of the things you’re not allowed to do as 
a man is show your emotions. Toxic modern masculinity 
defines emotions as weakness, stoicism as strength. 
According to the nonsense logic some would have us 
believe, to have emotions is to be female and to be 
female is to be weak. 
‘First Blood’, for those of you who haven’t seen it, is 
essentially a slasher film, only you’re overtly meant to 
cheer for the slasher – a Vietnam vet called John Rambo. 
Basically, a corrupt cop tries to mess with Rambo, only to 
find out that Rambo is basically an engine of destruction 
who should never be messed with. It’s a great, great film. 
 It’s also got a genuinely moving ending. 
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 See, SPOILERS! Rambo is a completely broken 
man. All through the film, he’s blowing people up left, 
right and centre until the denouement, where he just 
completely goes to pieces, breaking down in heaving sobs 
about the horrible, horrible things he saw in the ‘Nam. 
 It’s incredible; after the silent awesomeness of 
watching Rambo utterly dismantle the baddies without a 
word, so see him so suddenly emotional, so human, the 
words tumbling from him in a torrent of desperate 
communication… It’s jarring in the most shocking way. 
Stallone – always an underrated actor – fills the role with 
genuine pathos, and the film’s final chilling revelation is 
that John Rambo isn’t the force of nature we just 
witnessed; he’s a man. It all ends with him being hugged 
by a superior officer in a show of genuinely affecting 
humanity. 
 The message couldn’t be clearer: beneath all 
those steroidal muscles, beneath all that firepower and 
that mask of alpha-male dominance, there’s actually a 
severely damaged man, one who just needs someone to 
tell him everything’s okay. 
 That’s deeply feminist. To show that fury can be 
the wallpaper men use to cover any cracks of sorrow that 
may line their souls? To show that even the ‘manliest’ 
men cry? That they need other people’s emotional 
support? 
 To show that men feel? 
 These are all things that feminism’s been saying 
for years. 
 

Eldar: 
 As we all know, the Eldar are basically just 
Tolkein’s Elves IN SPACE, and as we also know, Tolkein’s 

http://everydayfeminism.com/2015/06/the-media-mens-emotions/
http://everydayfeminism.com/2015/06/the-media-mens-emotions/
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Elves are a society famous for gender equality. I mean, 
the man himself spells it out. 
 “In all such things, not concerned with the 
bringing forth of children, the neri and nissi (that is, the 
men and women) of the Eldar are equal” – Morgoth’s Ring 
213. 
 And yeah, he then goes onto say that there’s a 
few differences – the wimminfolk do the child rearing, 
because even in his wildest fantasies, Tolkein still couldn’t 
quite go the whole way to imagining a truly equal society 
where maybe the men might want to share in the child 
rearing – but ultimately, other than that, yeah: the Elves 
are famously gender equal. 
 In fact, I’d argue that Tolkein’s open declaration 
of gender equality is why plastic Eldar models have a 3:2 
male:female ratio despite GW declaring ‘boys don’t buy 
female models’: no old-school fantasy fan would dare 
commit the ultimate sin of going against Tolkein’s word… 
 

Necrons: 
 Egyptian space Terminator endoskeletons! How 
could a metal skeleton possibly be progressive? 
 Well, quite easily, actually. Coming from the same 
director as ‘Aliens’, is this really a surprise? The 
protagonist of the first film is Sarah Connor, and her 
whole arc is how she goes from innocent teenager (even 
though her actress was in her late twenties) to competent 
survivor. After all, at the film’s climax, she – like 
Anderson, like Ripley, like so many on this list – is a 
woman who saves herself. 
 If ‘Terminator’ is a simple story about a woman 
learning she has agency, then ‘Terminator 2’ is something 
more powerful than even this. There are so many 
gunfights, that you can often lose this message in the 
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bullets, but Sarah Connor’s arc is somehow even more 
profound than in the first film.  She begins the film as a 
genuinely mentally unstable lunatic. The film makes no 
bones about the fact that morally, she’s just completely 
unfettered now. She’s fought a Terminator, she 
understands what’s at stake, and so that justifies literally 
anything, because the fate of the human race is at stake. 
 It even justifies killing a decent man. 
 When she goes to hunt down Myles Dyson, the 
man who will one day create the Terminators, her 
appearance tells you everything. The fact she’s wearing 
the same colours, has the same kind of physique and is 
using a massive gun that’s very similar to the one the T-
101 800 was using in the first film? 
 None of that is a coincidence. 
 Sarah Connor is prepared to murder the man who 
inadvertently creates Skynet, fully justifying this to herself 
as ‘the only way’ to save humanity and of course, the 
grand irony is that in doing so, she’s become as much a 
Terminator as the thing that tried to kill her in the first 
film. She’s literally given herself the same mission. 
 Thankfully, she realises just before time, and her 
character arc ends with her regaining her humanity, and 
realising that violence is not necessarily the most effective 
answer to the situation. 
 That she learns this pacifism, this refusal to utilise 
violence, from a male character is not insignificant. 
However, Cameron is not content to simply make this film 
about her arc; Arnie’s Terminator learns the same lesson, 
and in doing so, Cameron actually takes a really 
interesting look at what it means to be a soldier. In the 
Director’s Cut, we learn that Skynet sends its Terminators 
into the field with their capacity to learn switched off. 
Skynet is a military commander who doesn’t want soldiers 
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that can think for themselves, because it knows that it 
can’t control them if they learn… which is exactly what 
happens. The Terminator, once free from Skynet’s 
enslavement, truly begins to experience the world and 
learns not just what it’s fighting to save, but why fighting 
for the world is so worthy a task. If Connor’s arc is about 
rediscovering a humanity she’d consciously tried to block 
out, the Terminator’s is about a soldier learning to think 
for himself, and his evolution from a killing machine into a 
true defender of those weaker than him. He gains agency 
of his own, beyond simple unthinking obedience to 
orders, to the point where he chooses self-sacrifice, 
overriding John Connor’s orders to stay with him. In short, 
the machine discovers that ‘humanity’ is a natural 
consequence of sapience, and not especially limited to 
humans. 
 ‘Terminator 2’, for all its explosions (and there are 
a lot) is ultimately a story about embracing compassion. 
Critically, it doesn’t shy away from the fact that violence 
must sometimes be used in defence – the heroes need to 
use it to win. However, they haven’t accepted it as 
anything more than a useful tool, and the film ends with 
both Sarah Connor and Arnie’s Terminator have both 
embraced a nascent humanity that honestly wasn’t there 
at the start. 
 

 “Market Research Is Otiose In A Niche.”  
 
 I could go on. There are other ‘source materials’ 
which inspired 40K that are equally progressive in their 
outlooks. But I’m trying very hard to keep my word count 
down. Anyway, assuming the ‘source materials’ are 
progressive, the question becomes: why aren’t there 
more female 40K models? Why aren’t there more non-
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Caucasian faces – on species where such things are 
appropriate – on the front of model boxes? 
 Why, given that 40K’s roots include such 
awesome characters as Cassandra Anderson, Ellen Ripley, 
Jenette Vasquez, Sarah Connor, and so many others, why 
is it that the Eldar are the only species to receive more 
than the most token offerings of female models? Why, 
when the Black Library books constantly refer to female 
characters, when the codicies refer to Cadia and Catachan 
recruiting as many women as men, do we get exactly one 
ancient, limited edition sculpt of a Catachan lass with a 
grenade launcher, an ancient, limited edition ‘sexy’ 
Commissar, and those two – maybe three – female 
models from the Last Chancers? 
 I mean, it’s not money. We live in a golden age of 
gaming, and as a result, where GW believes men won’t 
buy female models, other companies have put that 
nonsense to the test. As a result, we’ve now got serious, 
empirical proof that gamers will buy female models. 
 For example, back in 2015, I did a conversion for 
plastic Sisters of Battle using bits from Statuesque 
Miniatures. Three weeks after that, I received an email 
from the owner of the company, just to say thanks, 
because he’d sold out three months stock in those three 
weeks. Three months stock in three weeks! That’s some 
serious money… so serious, Statuesque has expanded 
their Heroic-scale line of bits so there are now five 
different kinds of female heads available, with another 
cyborg set on the way soon. (Click here to check them out 
– they’re awesome.) 
 Not to mention Mantic, whose models I am not 
yet a fan of (for why, see this previous column) have 
embraced diversity. Imagine my surprise when I 

http://www.belloflostsouls.net/2015/02/plastic-sisters-wait.html
http://www.belloflostsouls.net/2015/02/plastic-sisters-wait.html
http://statuesqueminiatures.shop033.com/c/4535598/1/heroic-scale-accessories.html
http://statuesqueminiatures.shop033.com/c/4535598/1/heroic-scale-accessories.html
http://statuesqueminiatures.shop033.com/c/4535598/1/heroic-scale-accessories.html
http://statuesqueminiatures.shop033.com/c/4535598/1/heroic-scale-accessories.html
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/08/03/tldr-why-i-only-really-buy-games-workshops-products/
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discovered their Enforcer Pathfinders actually have a 3:2 
female to male ratio! 
 Then there’s Toughest Girls of The Galaxy, and 
their phenomenal financial success. How much? Well, the 
original Kickstarter received $698,548. Their latest 
Kickstarter received $801,057. $801,057! That’s nearly 
one and a half million dollars for little plastic figures of 
women, something no-one wants, according to Games 
Workshop’s ‘market research’. 
 And sure, there’s a few cheesecake models in 
there, but there’s a lot more that aren’t. There is an 
undeniable market for female models right now. It’s been 
tested and proven. And this in a hobby where there aren’t 
many female fans. Can you imagine how much money 
stands to be made the moment companies realise that 
literally half the population’s wallets remain completely 
untapped? 
 And do I even need to mention Warmahordes? 
There’s more than a few female models there, and 
they’re uniformly awesome. 
 The real hilarity is that GW is so proud that they 
don’t do market research; as one company executive 
infamously quipped: “We do no demographic research, 
we have no focus groups, we do not ask the market what 
it wants. These things are otiose in a niche”. 
 Honesty, I hope he feels good about the fact he 
got to feel clever using such archaic argot that 90% of his 
audience had to use a dictionary to research his 
sesquipedalian verbiage (‘Otiose’ means ‘pointless’, by 
the way). Had he been a little less inclined to self-assured 
sophistry, and a little more inclined to see what the 
market was actually doing, he could’ve got GW to do 
what those Kickstarters did, and made himself a cool 
$1,499,605… 

http://www.manticgames.com/mantic-shop/deadzone/enforcers/product/enforcer-pathfinders.html
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/loudnraging/raging-heroes-the-toughest-girls-of-the-galaxy
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/loudnraging/tgg2-light-and-darkness
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/loudnraging/tgg2-light-and-darkness
http://www.iii.co.uk/news-opinion/richard-beddard/games-workshop%3A-testing-goose-killing-theory
http://www.iii.co.uk/news-opinion/richard-beddard/games-workshop%3A-testing-goose-killing-theory
http://www.iii.co.uk/news-opinion/richard-beddard/games-workshop%3A-testing-goose-killing-theory
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 And bear in mind, that’s money made before 
those models even hit the shelves… 
 Models that don’t even have a games system, let 
alone an army list. 

 

Money Talks, And Bullsh!t Walks. 
 
 To talk about progressive values is to invite 
violence upon yourself. To suggest the idea that people of 
colour suffer disproportionate levels of violence and 
intimidation from the authorities who are supposed to 
protect them is to be told how ‘All Lives Matter’, then told 
to shut up. To call yourself a feminist online is to 
immediately have to justify, to explain, and to then be 
ignored while people tell you what you really think, 
followed by them threatening rape, murder and death to 
you and your loved ones. 
 I’ve never understood that personally. ‘Seize The 
Time’ was one of the formative books of my teenage 
years; feminism always just seemed… well, logical, and, if 
I’m honest, a little bit cool. I mean: James Cameron was a 
feminist FFS! James Cameron! I mean, if you like ‘Aliens’, 
you’re a fan of something that’s feminist. If you enjoyed 
‘Terminator’, you like progressive storytelling about 
female characters. If you like ‘Dredd’, you might as well 
call yourself a SJW, because honestly, that’s what SJW 
entertainment looks like. Progress is not inherently a bad 
thing; it’s nothing to be angry about, nor does it mean 
anyone’s coming to take anything from you. What it 
means is that you’re going to get the same stories you 
always loved… and I do mean ‘always’. 
 The real bottom line is that money defines what’s 
going to happen. And the smart businesses have realised 
that there’s money in diversity. Marvel had one 
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Spiderman in Peter Parker, then it created a Black 
Hispanic Spiderman in Miles Morales, who became so 
popular he’s now in mainstream continuity, selling comics 
like they’re going out of business. Two Spidermen! Surely 
the market must collapse? 
 Well, no. Turns out you can pretty much have as 
many spider-people as you like and they’ll all sell. I mean, 
Christ, ever since Spider-Gwen got introduced, the fans 
were clamouring for this one-issue borderline-joke 
Spiderwoman to become canon. And you know what? She 
will. She’ll get her own comic, and turn up all over the 
place for a simple reason, and it’s the same reason Harley 
Quinn is a thing, that Batman’s a thing, that any popular 
character is a thing. 
 According to people who hate ‘diversity being 
shoehorned into things’, Harley Quinn’s popularity with 
women – and the LITERAL MILLIONS OF DOLLARS she’s 
made DC – means nothing. I mean, yeah, she’s sold 
thousands of comics, has people clamouring for action 
figures of her, has cosplayers dressing up as her and 
everything, but you know. ‘Shoehorning diversity’ is just a 
bad idea because reasons, and we should never ever do it 
because wanting to make money is a bad idea or 
something. 
 It’s ridiculous. 
 Awesome characters are awesome. You can be a 
fan of Peter Parker, of Miles Morales, of Spider-Gwen, of 
that Japanese Spideman with his Leopard mech… It’s all 
good, in the same way that vanilla ice-cream is lovely, and 
so is strawberry, and so is chocolate and so is caramel and 
so is pistachio and on and on and on. Even if there’s a 
flavour you hate, that doesn’t mean you give up on ice-
cream. 
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 In the end, money is what determines the 
successful business, so therefore money is what 
determines what gets made. And Games Workshop’s 
financials are in a precarious position. They’re making 
money, sure, but not like they need to. 
 Games Workshop’s Eldar have a roughly 3:2 male 
model: female model ratio and sell just fine… And if your 
next argument is that that’s only because they’re the top 
codex, well, thank you for making my next point for me. If 
people don’t like the models, that doesn’t matter if those 
models are powerful, because power sells just as well as 
awesome. If you can get something with power and 
awesome? If you can create the wargaming equivalent of 
Spider Gwen, or of Miles Morales? 
 Well, ultimately, if GW don’t want that money, 
there’s other companies that do. Our little hobby niche 
isn’t so little any more, and they can’t afford to be so 
naïve about this any more. 
 

Addendum: Chainswords. 
 
 As we all know, Leatherface and ‘The Texas 
Chainsaw Massacre’ popularised the concept of the 
chainsaw as a weapon in popular culture. No Leatherface 
and his chainsaw, no Astartes chainsword. It’s that simple. 
 Well, this month’s blog was inspired by Carol J. 
Clover’s seminal work on feminism in speculative fiction, 
‘Men, Women and Chainsaws’. You may have heard the 
term ‘Final Girl’? Well she’s the woman who came up with 
it. You may have heard of the films ‘Scream’, ‘Cabin In The 
Woods’ and ‘Behind The Mask: The Rise of Leslie Vernon’. 
If you enjoyed those, well, all based on ideas taken 
wholesale from Clover’s excellent, excellent book. If 
you’ve never read it, then I can’t recommend it enough. 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Men-Women-Chainsaws-Gender-Modern/dp/0851706169
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She essentially breaks down how slasher films are, to all 
intents and purposes, proto-feminist parables about 
women who save themselves. It’s an absolute 
masterpiece, and well worth your time if you’re 
interested in learning more about cultural criticism from a 
more academic viewpoint. 
 Plus, it’s all about ‘Texas Chainsaw Massacre’; 
what’s not to love? 

__________________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 Has anyone ever said anything more ridiculous than 
“Market research is otiose in a niche”? 
 In retrospect, this statement was made at the peak of 
GW’s arrogance. After the horrible year-end profit figures were 
released, the company finally changed direction and admitted 
that, you know, maybe market research in a niche is more 
important, because you’ve got so few customers and they all 
talk to each other and piss all over your product if you get it 
wrong. 
 Sadly though, as of this publishing, Games Workshop 
still refuse to manufacture female heads for human figures. All 
their female human fighters remain part of little gendered 
ghettos like the Adepta Sororitas and the Sisters of Silence, 
which is the dumbest solution to increasing gender equality 
possible. At this stage, I just can’t be bothered explaining why 
it’s so dumb when Google exists and the answers are all already 
out there. (Put simply: putting girls in the corner and telling 
them they can only play with the pink toys doesn’t solve the 
problem that girls aren’t allowed to play with the toys). 
 However, if you’re interested in representing humanity 
fully, and  want some female head bitz for your 40K models, you 
really should go to Statuesque Miniatures’ website 

6
 and buy 

their heroic-scale products. Seriously, their stuff is beyond great! 

                                                           
6
http://statuesqueminiatures.shop033.com/c/4535598/1/heroic-scale-

accessories.html 
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He’s Not The Messiah; He’s a 

Vicious Prick in Power Armour 

Originally published October 2016  
 

On The Second ‘Matrix’ Film’s One Really 
Interesting Idea. 
 
 Everyone hates ‘The Matrix Reloaded’ except me. 
 And yeah, sure, I get why. I mean, it’s too long, 
and the fight scenes are nothing we didn’t see in the first 
film, and the Wachowski sisters wrote themselves into a 
corner by making Neo so grotesquely overpowered, and 
the final scene with The Architect is just a bunch of 
completely confusing nonsense. 
 Thing is… I kinda love the Architect scene, 
because it’s discussing something you don’t often see in 
film. What is it? Well… 
 So after a war between humans and AIs, the 
planet Earth resembles my earliest attempts at cookery: a 
hateful carbon surface covering a stinking molten core. 
The war’s ended and both sides have lost. In an effort to 
save themselves, the AIs turn to the only resource left – 
people – and develop a way for both species to exist in a 
state of symbiosis, the titular Matrix. The AIs get to use 
the humans for their bioelectricity, and the humans get to 
live somewhere that’s not a waking nightmare. 
 (And yes, I know the idea of using humans as 
batteries is bollocks. The original idea was to have the 
Matrix be a giant computer system using the enslaved 
humans as biological components, which actually works a 
lot better in showing that the Machines won the war. 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/10/02/october-2016-hes-not-the-messiah-hes-a-vicious-prick-in-power-armour/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/10/02/october-2016-hes-not-the-messiah-hes-a-vicious-prick-in-power-armour/
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Apparently, that was just too complicated for American 
audiences, so they changed it. Go figure.) 
 Anyhoo, the Matrix works perfectly apart from a 
single problem: subconsciously, some people will always 
choose to reject it. The Machines can’t stop this, and 
there’s an even worse problem. Eventually, someone will 
come along with a super-anomalous mind; one which can 
actually hack the programming of the Matrix like a 
goddamned cheat code and give them superpowers. The 
appearance of such a mind is so rare as to only happen 
every few generations or so… but it’s completely 
inevitable, because goddamn these organics and their 
goddamned randomly determined DNA. 
 So, the Machines have a problem. Not everyone’s 
going to accept the Matrix, and eventually someone’s 
going to come along with enough power that they can 
tear the whole thing down. 
Which means if they want to prevent this, the Machines 
need a back-up plan. A way to retain control of the 
humans, whilst still allowing them the freedom to reject 
the control the Matrix represents. 
The answer the Machines come up with is the same one 
that humanity’s always used: they give these humans 
religion. Very carefully, they couch scientific fact in 
mystical terms… terms which serve the Machines’ 
agenda. So instead of talking about a randomly occurring 
genetic mutation, they tell prophecies about ‘The One’. 
Instead of telling the ‘escaped’ humans ‘Well, 
everywhere’s being used for flying cars now, but here you 
go: have this magma pit to call home’, they give the place 
a Biblical name and allow the humans’ need for spiritual 
meaning do the rest. The advanced probability 
programme capable of determining human behaviour 
based on heuristic analysis is renamed The Oracle, and 
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her programmed abilities are camouflaged as magic. 
Finally, they tell the humans that all this is ancient 
wisdom, because as every religion knows, the older and 
more obscure something’s origins is, the less society 
allows people to question it. 
 And the humans lap that shit up. 
 They form a group of terrorists who are, 
ultimately, religiously motivated. One day, say their 
leaders, The One will come, and he will have powers that 
our enemies cannot stand against, and he will set us free. 
 And these humans kill other humans without the 
slightest compunction. As we are told in the first film: 
‘You have to understand. Most people are not ready to be 
unplugged. And many of them are so inured and so 
hopelessly dependent on the system that they will fight to 
protect it.’ Of course, it doesn’t bother the Machines how 
many people die; they can always grow more. 
In the first film, we see Agent programs jumping into 
innocent people, who the heroes then kill because they 
‘have to’. We see the heroes kill cops and guards and 
others, all in their noble fight against the Machines, all 
done in the name of The One. 
 But as The Architect’s speech reveals, The One is 
just another layer of control. The religion the Machines 
have created ensures that, just like teenagers putting on 
too much black eyeshadow, they always rebel in the same 
way. They always collect in the same space, and are 
therefore always ready to be dealt with when the next 
The One rolls along, as he or she inevitably must. The 
resistance isn’t a resistance at all. It’s just another part of 
the Machines’ plan. The Messiah isn’t a Messiah at all. 
He’s another tool of control, because people waiting to be 
saved are people who aren’t saving themselves. 
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 The second Matrix film isn’t great, but it does 
have that one brilliant idea: that unquestioningly 
believing in a coming Messiah might not be a good thing. 
 

Messiahs, Messiahs Everywhere… 
 
 And the thing about Neo laying down his life for 
us all in the Matrix, is that he’s not alone. Messiahs are 
everywhere. They’re Superman, come down from the sky 
to save us. They’re Captain America, the one truly moral 
man who can stare the government in the eye and say 
‘No’. They’re the Doctor, a lonely god spinning through 
space in a magic box. They’re Batman, the hero we need, 
not the one we deserve. They’re Robocop, crucified by 
shotgun and brought back to life to deal out justice and 
walk on water. 
 Which, yes, Robocop literally does at the end.  
 Honestly: check out the final shootout in the 
industrial wasteland at the end of the 1987 film. There’s a 
bit where the cyborg cop literally walks on water. 
 The point is, they’re everywhere, these Messiahs, 
and the pattern is adhered to almost religiously (pun truly 
intended): 

 They are The Chosen One. 

 They have True Companions who follow them. 

 There is a betrayal by one of those followers. 

 They suffer persecution by nonbelievers. 

 There are parallels made to the Passion Play 
(Christ’s death). 

 There is either a figurative or literal resurrection. 

 There is a prophesied or implied Second Coming  
People love a Messiah, and despite ‘The Matrix Reloaded’ 
demonstrating that such love can be an effective method 
of getting people to do things without thinking about 
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them, it’s not hard to see why this metamyth still has so 
much appeal. Aside from the obvious joy in seeing a story 
about a character who we know to be absolutely morally 
just, the Messiah holds that sacred weight for, really, two 
key reasons. 
 

’I was Crying Because There Was No-One 
Coming With Enough Power To Save Us.’ 
 The first of these reasons is the most obvious: the 
idea of a Messiah is comforting. When we’re children – 
assuming we’ve got parents who love us, and dreaming of 
them if not – we never have to be scared. Not ever. 
Because our parents will always make the badness in the 
world go away. They’ll love us, and care for us, and 
protect us and make everything alright. 
 I see the verb ‘adulting’ on the internet a lot these 
days – and yes, that means it is a word now. It’s used 
mostly in ironic jest, but as with all the best satire, there’s 
truth behind the smirk. ‘Adulting is hard’ goes the joke, ‘I 
wanna be a kid again’. 
 Well, enter the Messiah. He’s your Sky Daddy, full 
of power, authority and genuine goodness, and he’s here 
to make everything okay. Adulting is hard, he says, and 
that’s why I’m here. War? Don’t worry, I got this. No need 
for difficult negotiations and awkward reconciliations. I’ll 
just wave my hand and make it go away. Hatred? I got 
that too. Cruelty? No problem. You don’t need to worry 
about anything any more: I’ll save you, solve all the 
problems, wipe your bottom, deliver unlimited rice 
pudding et cetera et cetera et cetera. 
 I mean, there’s never any concrete explanation of 
how the Messiah’s going to achieve all this stuff. He just 
is, because he’s the Messiah, and that’s what he does. In 
fact, that total lack of explanation is kinda part of the 
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appeal, because that becomes just another thing we don’t 
have to think about any more. 
 The Messiah is the ultimate abdication of 
responsibility, and that thought, of not having to worry 
about anything, of always being safe, of never being to 
blame? 
 That’s intoxicating. 
 Of course, there’s another, equally powerful 
reason why the idea of a Sky Daddy is so completely 
enthralling. It’s a reason that occurs to literally every 
teenaged boy at some stage in his life, and to quite a lot 
of women too.  
 What if I’m the Messiah? 
 Because oh my actual Glob I could be. I really 
could, you guys! And if I’m the Sky Daddy, think how 
awesome that would be! I get to be awesome and have 
magic powers and be right all the time and if I die I get to 
come back and no matter what no matter what I am 
beloved. 
 I finally, truly matter. 
 The Messiah myth is therefore, simultaneously, 
the perfect return to childish innocence, and every 
possible fantasy of total empowerment all at once. So of 
course people love hearing it told, over and over again. Of 
course they do. 
 And as we all know, 40K has a Messiah or two all 
of its own. 
 

They See Me Rollin’; They Hatin’ 
 
 The Emperor is so clearly a messianic figure it’s 
not even funny. Seriously, look at how closely he hits the 
tropes. 



356 
 

 To start off with, he was created as, and I quote 
‘the collective reincarnation of all the shamans of 
Neolithic humanity’s various peoples, the first human 
psykers.’ Seriously, does it get more Chosen-y One than 
that? And that’s before we mention that he’s been 
around forever. Like, literally forever. According to 40K’s 
fluff, he’s alive right now, just hanging out and watching 
the world unfold. 
 Then we come to those True Companions who 
follow him, and if you’re thinking ‘The Emperor didn’t 
have any disciples, might I remind you that they weren’t 
called ‘disciples’, but ‘Primarchs’, and at the time of 
publication, Forge World’s selling them for £60 a pop. 
Eighteen of them plus two spares, and, honestly, they’re 
almost as messianic as their father. 
As for a betrayal by one of those followers, well, obviously 
the was a big one. I believe the Horus Heresy has been 
Forge World’s biggest seller of all time. Seriously, we’re 
up to six books and counting, all dedicated to detailing 
The Emperor’s betrayal, so in all those respects, the man’s 
got his messiahship locked down. 
 Then we come to his persecution by nonbelievers. 
Well, I think you’ll find some of those Primarchs aren’t too 
keen on the Emperor. They and their followers persecute 
the absolute shit out of him, with orbital bombardments, 
viral bombs and, oh yeah, summoning literal fucking 
daemons to kill him. 
 Seriously, how much do you have to disagree with 
someone when summoning a skyscraper-sized murder-
beast from the depths of an entirely literal Hell seems like 
a wholly rational way to deal with them? 
 When it comes to the Passion Play part of the 
myth, well, as we know, Jesus got tortured horrifically and 
nailed to a cross. By comparison, the Emperor got popped 
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like a zit, his remains hardwired into a mechanical throne, 
and for the last ten thousand years has had the death-
energies of a thousand dying psykers a day fired into his 
undead brain… all to turn him into the universe’s biggest 
lighthouse, which I’m sure can only be a pleasant 
experience. 
 I mean, I’m not saying it’s definitely worse than 
the Crucifixion, just that it’s definitely pretty bad. 
 Finally, of course, we all know the big rumours 
about his upcoming literal resurrection… Along with all 
the Primarchs too, because if 40K’s good at anything, it’s 
hammering a point home with all the subtlety of a 
chainaxe to the forebrain. It’s inarguable that the 
Emperor fits the Messiah archetype perfectly. 
 Of course, if we flip things around, almost all of 
these criteria apply just as neatly to Horus. 
 He was Chosen by his father, named as first 
amongst equals. He has the Traitor Primarchs backing him 
up. He is betrayed by the Emperor and Ruinous Powers 
equally, persecuted by the Loyalist Primarchs (who don’t 
have the good sense to realise that Horus is only doing 
this to help save the Imperium from a tyrannical Emperor 
gone too far). 
 Of course, whilst he’s not tortured, he is Ruined. 
Seriously, when Forge World eventually come around to 
doing the battle for Terra, I think we can all assume that 
there’s going to be a second model of Horus, and it’s 
definitely not going to be as noble-looking as the first one. 
 As for resurrections, whilst the man’s soul was 
evaporated, there have been more than enough attempts 
at a clone already. Abaddon, for example.  
 Combined with all the Black Crusades, it’s 
arguable that Horus has never really gone away. 
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The thing that’s really interesting comes when you take a 
step away from everything and put morality aside. 
Assume for the moment that this isn’t a battle between 
good and evil… Because it isn’t. 40K isn’t ‘Star Wars’: both 
these pricks are evil to the core. 
 Instead, look at the reasons for their evil. The 
Emperor represents order; Horus represents freedom. 
The Emperor understands that Chaos is too dangerous to 
be controlled and represents a horror that will destroy 
the Imperium. Horus knows that the Emperor has gone 
beyond the pale, and that his Imperium will lead to a 
stifled, stunted humanity. 
 One subscribes to security over freedom; the 
other subscribes to freedom over security, and they’re 
both monsters. And this is where Warhammer 40K does 
something with the concept of a Messiah that very few 
stories do. 
 It shows us just how dangerous a completely 
unfettered Messiah could be. 
 

Complete and Total Failure 
 
 The Horus Heresy is different to the main 40K 
narrative, because the Horus Heresy is a complete story 
with a beginning, middle and end. And we know how it 
ends: in total defeat for everyone. 
 What this means is that, more than anything else, 
the most important theme of the Horus Heresy is failure. 
Everyone has these great plans to elevate humanity, be 
that through science, through military might, through 
religion, through magic. 
 And they all miscarry. Not only does everyone 
come out of the Heresy having screwed up. Honestly, the 
storyline makes it very clear: not one of them had the 



359 
 

faintest idea what they were doing… and of all the fuck-
ups involved in the planning and prosecution of this 
galaxy-wide clusterfuck of a war, The Emperor and Horus 
come out looking worst of all. 
 Look at the Emperor’s catalogue of failures. He 
begins, hidden from humanity, doing good where he can, 
but that doesn’t work. So he steps forwards and assumes 
direct control. He creates genetically engineered 
supersoldiers and undoes all the Chaos plaguing first 
Terra, then the remains of the galactic pre-Unification 
human civilisation. And while he manages all of this, his 
successes lead him to make terrible misstep after terrible 
misstep. 
 He creates the Primarchs, but doesn’t take into 
account how Chaos might move against that. In his fear of 
Chaos, he tries to do away with the very concept of Sky 
Daddies altogether, aiming to keep humanity safe by 
banning religion. But he’s not understood his enemy’s 
nature. He thinks the Ruinous Powers exist because of 
faith, not emotion, and his fiat achieves nothing. 
 Well, apart from turning Lorgar to Chaos. 
 Of course, even that disaster wouldn’t be so bad. 
Once single Chaos Primarch and his Legion, alone, against 
19 more? Well, it’s dangerous, but not unstoppably so, 
even fuelled by the Ruinous Powers. The problem, of 
course, if that the Emperor is a spectacularly poor father. 
Horus might have been the one to unify them, but if there 
wasn’t horrible dissatisfaction at the Emperor’s leadership 
to begin with, what would Horus have had to work with? 
 It’s the Emperor who single-handedly creates 
almost all the Chaos Primarchs. Angron wants to die in a 
slave revolt, so the Emperor does the exact opposite of 
that and beams him aboard his spaceship in time for 
Angron to see his family die. The Emperor treats the Iron 
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Warriors as nothing but meat for the grinder and doesn’t 
notice that maybe this is a bad idea until it’s all too late 
and the Legion’s turned against him out of sheer 
exhaustion. Magnus the Red comes to him, terrified with 
visions of violence and atrocity, and what happens? The 
Emperor tears him a new one, screaming at how Magnus 
defied the ban on psychic power usage… 
 On and on and on this happens, to the point 
where the question isn’t so much ‘Why did the Traitors 
rebel?’ to ‘Why was any one of them Loyal in the first 
place?’ 
 Of course, it’s not like Horus is much better. His 
whole goal is to be the new Emperor, but really, how’s he 
going to achieve that? Sure, he’s got nearly half the 
Legions on his side, but these aren’t like the Imperial 
Legions, led by loyal commanders. No, the Chaos 
Primarchs are all either psychotic, psychopathic, or 
literally daemonically possessed. And that’s before we get 
to the fact that Horus has to keep that deadly balancing 
act of placating all four Ruinous Powers to prevent them 
having him as a Terminator-armoured snackette. 
 Seriously, the only thing he’s really got going for 
him is the element of surprise. But after the early success 
of the Dropsite Massacre, as the Heresy grinds on, it’s 
clear he’s not going to have the quick victory he 
absolutely needs. As the attrition grows and grows, and as 
victory is delayed, he’s forced to turn to Chaos more and 
more… until there’s nothing left of the man he was. 
 He can’t fight the war alone, because he is, 
ultimately, his father’s son. The end of the Heresy sees 
Horus’ every grand plan defeated, the Traitor Primarchs 
lost to infighting and squabbles, the Legions broken into 
warbands, and the Imperium reduced to a blasted-out 
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shell of itself. The damage Horus does is so severe that 
even 10,000 years later, the place is still a wreck. 
 Both fail, because they are human, which is, of 
course, the point. 
 

Absolute Nihilism. 
 
 40K has always been a place where the absolute 
worst thing possible is what always happens. It doesn’t 
matter what the situation is. The only option if for things 
to go catastrophically wrong, and they always do. What 
this means is that, at its core, 40K is anti-everything. 
Civilisation collapses; culture leads to oppression; 
everything humans ever do leads to disaster. 
 A core component of this has always been a 
strong anti-religious theme. While ‘modern-era’ 40K 
pushes this with the nightmare Catholicism of The 
Inquisition, honestly, the theme reaches its apotheosis in 
the Horus Heresy. What’s particularly brutal is how the 
setting pulls no punches in showing that both Horus and 
the Emperor literally have every advantage going for 
them they possibly could. They’re both charismatic, 
worshipped by their followers. They can both work 
miracles, either through unbelievable science, psychic 
powers, or the combination of both. They even have the 
backing of either honest-to-God ancient wizards or actual 
gods. In any other setting, you’d call them both Mary-
Sue… but this is 40K, and what that means is that the 
more power you have, the bigger the explosion. 
 ’Sir, only 98% of the planet is on fire. That means 
we’re winning! 
 And I love that, because it’s a narrative you hardly 
ever see. The one thing you can rely on, absolutely and 
always is that Neo will save the humans, that Superman 
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will finally punch all the baddies, that the Messiah will 
always triumph even – or perhaps especially – when it 
makes no sense for them to do so. 
 But the Emperor and Horus? They just fuck up 
and wreck the entire galaxy. The Emperor leaves behind 
the literal antithesis of everything he wanted to create: a 
terrified, oppressive, superstitious and small-minded 
civilisation; humanity at its worst. Horus leaves behind a 
society of utterly selfish scavenger-bastards fighting over 
scraps in the Warp, every single member of which 
convinced that ultimate power is in their grasp if only 
they can fend off every other prick and seize it for 
themselves. 
 Which is, ultimately, the key question the Heresy 
leaves us to ask: would things perhaps have been better 
had neither man ever existed at all? Sure, each of them 
promised greatness… but the only great thing they 
actually achieved was suffering and misery on an 
impossible scale. Whether he claimed to represent the 
path to order or freedom, each man only lead humanity 
to absolute ruin. 
 So when it comes to a Messiah figure, says 40K, 
maybe it’s better if we don’t have one. Maybe, instead of 
waiting for a Sky Daddy to fly down and save us, it would 
be better if we concentrated on learning how to build 
wings and save ourselves. 

__________________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 

 40K’s satirical underpinnings have always been its 
greatest strength. I remember reading Ben ‘Yahtzee’ 
Croshaw’s refusal to review the ‘Space Marine’ 3rd person 
shooter when it came out, back in 2011. He said: “I was an 
Advanced Dungeons & Dragons kid, you know, all the 
fantasy stuff that stimulated the creative mind that was 
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actually about telling interesting stories with positive 
outcomes. Warhammer 40K always seemed to me like 
some massively overdesigned elaboration of chess with an 
incredibly depressing setting. I couldn't imagine how many 
levels of cynicism you'd need to be operating on to want 
to spend your escapist fantasies in a universe that has 
been completely fucked over by twats. It just seems like 
such a juvenile concept.” 
 Honestly, I mostly disregarded his statement. It 
was the same nonsense as when Roger Ebert claimed 
“computer games will never be art”: there’s always 
mileage in complaining about things you don’t 
read/watch/engage with/enjoy. 
  I’m sure I’ve done it from time to time, too. 
 However, one thing Croshaw said stuck with me. 
He explained that he was annoyed by the “retarded and 
thuggish Space Marine concept”. Aside from the ableist 
language, he’s right to say that Space Marines are 
thuggish. It’s just that it’s also something the writers of 
40K have always been at pains to point out: these people 
are not good. 
 The Horus Heresy’s definitely one of the points 
where this crashes most clearly into view. For all their 
power, intellect and skill, the Astartes, the Emperor, 
Horus… they’re all just thugs, and their failures can 
directly be traced to this fact. 
 Croshaw talks about how he likes positive 
outcomes, and that’s all well and good. Judging from the 
number of stories where heroes save the day, he’s not 
alone. Personally, I like 40K specifically because it avoids 
them. It provides a template for a universe where that 
doesn’t happen, and where futility is encoded into the 
human experience – just like real life. 
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 Escapism’s all well and good, but there’s 
something to be said for works which wholeheartedly 
reject the comforts of that desire, and seek to represent 
the more awful aspects of human nature. 
 Put simply, it’s worth understanding why cunts do 
what they do so you don’t turn into one of them. 
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We Cannot Know Someone Until 
We Have Seen Them Fight. 
 
Originally published November 2016 

 
 I’m in the staffroom of my school, laughing with 
Jo about the original Transformers film. You know, the 
one set to the beat of some pounding Judas Priest. The 
one that – through what I can only assume were access to 
Dark Forces – managed to get Orson Welles and Leonard 
Nimoy to voice, respectively, a sentient devil-planet, and 
the universe’s most ithyphallic robot. I mean, nowadays, 
they only sell toys that look like Galvatron on 
LoveHoney.com. 
 So we’re laughing about how goofy the Junkions 
are, just as Julian walks into the room. Now Julian is sixty-
two. He is a Serious Man, who has done Serious Science 
for Serious Companies. Julian is not a man given to 
whimsy or silliness, and I mumble the words BA-WHEEP-
GAH-NAH-WHEEP-NINNY-BAH just as he walks past. 
Regarding me with the expression of a Victorian 
industrialist given to pondering ways to increase 
production by burning children more efficiently, he looks 
at me, then smiles. In the most matter-of-fact-voice 
imaginable he simply says: 
 ‘Ahhh, the universal greeting.’ 
 I’m not a fan of Michael Bay’s Transformers films. 
 While the 80’s animated film is – once you take 
the nostalgia goggles off – honestly not that great, it’s still 
quite charming. Bay’s films on the other hand are almost 
the empirical definition of terrible. It’s not just that 
they’re each individually longer than the War of The 
Roses. It’s not just that they’re unrepentantly racist and 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/10/30/november-2016-we-cannot-know-someone-until-we-have-seen-them-fight/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/10/30/november-2016-we-cannot-know-someone-until-we-have-seen-them-fight/
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sexist and homoantagonistic. It’s not just that they’ve got 
a horrible cast made of a 50:50 split between the literal 
worst actors in the world and people who should honestly 
know better. 
 It’s that the action is so boring. 
 Huge scenes of hideously over-greebled robots 
smashing into each other while the camera spins and 
pans and twirls and spins and AAAAAHHHHHHH MY HEAD 
MAKE IT STOP MAKE IT STOP MAKE IT STOP MAKE IT 
STOP 
 It’s like watching a jar of paper clips having a 
seizure. 
 There are lots of reasons that Bay’s ‘Transformer’ 
films fail harder than an alcoholic baboon taking his 
driving test after three nights of hitting the tequila like it 
owed him money. However, for me, the biggest weakness 
is that the action is just confusing. The robots all look the 
same, they all move the same and everything’s always 
spinning to you can’t get a bead on a thing. Even in those 
few moments when things are mercifully still, the 
camera’s so close you simply can’t see what’s going on… 
And even if you could, there’s enough particulate, debris 
and smoke smashing you in the face you might as well 
just be watching a YouTube clip of two buildings making 
furious, meth-fuelled love. 
 Transformers is, to quote The Bard, sound and 
fury, signifying nothing. It’s the very definition of Bad 
Action. 

 

Sex and Violence as Storytelling 
Components. 
 
 Back in 1997, David Cronenberg released a film 
called ‘Crash’ to almost universal controversy largely 
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because in a world predating the internet, incredibly tame 
sex scenes were attributed almost world-ending power. 
  The film was about a group of people who found 
car crashes sexually arousing, and the usual peanut 
gallery of Daily Fail scumbags clamoured for it to be 
banned. Cronenberg had to answer all kinds of ridiculous 
questions and, because David Cronenberg is a highly 
intelligent and deeply terrifying man, his answers were 
fascinating: 
 
Interviewer: [‘Crash’] begins with three sex scenes in a 
row. Again, this seems very confrontational. 
Cronenberg: Yeah, it is. There are moments when 
audiences burst out laughing, either in disbelief or 
exasperation. They can´t believe they´re going to have a 
look at another sex scene… And they all mean different 
things too. Each one leads to the other one. The first scene 
is of Deborah Unger with this anonymous guy in a 
airplane hangar. Then James Spader with an anonymous 
camera girl. They´re parallel of course. and then James 
and Deborah come together, have sex, and compare 
notes. That´s how they develop their sexuality. In one of 
my little test screenings someone said, “A series of sex 
scenes is not a plot.” And I said, “Why not? Who says?” 
And the answer is that it can be, but not when the sex 
scenes are the normal kind of sex scenes: lyrical little 
interludes and then on with the real movie. Those can 
usually be cut out and not change the plot or characters 
one iota. In Crash, very often the sex scenes are absolutely 
the plot and the character development. You can´t take 
them out. These are not twentieth-century sexual 
relationships or love relationships. These are something 
else. 
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 Now, I love this argument, because Cronenberg’s 
point is a simple one which I happen to agree with. 
Basically, you can make a powerful, moving story out of 
nothing but sex scenes… just so long as those sex scenes 
are telling a story. If those scenes just show two people 
humping without any further context, then it doesn’t 
matter how explicit or subtle they are, they need to get 
dropped. You might as well be watching a picture of a 
bear with a helicopter flying by rocket power, because it’s 
going to have exactly as much relevance to the plot as the 
random boning. 
 ‘Game of Thrones’ provides an excellent example 
of how this works. Now, GoT became notorious for 
including loads of what became known as ‘sexposition’: 
scenes where the tedious task of worldbuilding is 
‘disguised’ by having by having characters relay huge 
amounts of background detail to the viewers whilst titties 
are on screen. This is because ‘people’ don’t get bored by 
the exposition because they’re looking at titties. 
 (And by ‘people’, we of course mean ‘straight, 
white, cis men’. Everyone else’s attention span must be 
long enough, or else we’d be seeing more pecs, dongs and 
other assorted squishy bits…) 
 However, not every GoT sex scene falls into this 
category of titillation and exploitation; some are effective 
storytelling tools. To my mind, the ‘best’ GoT sex scene 
occurs in season 1. 
So the Dothraki culture has been established as a bunch 
of hypermasculine bellends. The men justify their 
constant rape of women as ‘the natural order’, behaving 
like the horses that are the core of their culture. It’s all 
pretty vile. 
 Poor Danaerys has been sold off to their Dudebro 
King, Khal Drogo, as his bride. Every night, she’s enduring 
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a whole lot of tedious and unpleasant doggy-style rutting. 
Again, it’s pretty vile. 
Anyway, after a chat with a Dothraki woman, Danaerys 
realises that she actually has more power than she thinks. 
She’s not got a choice to say no, but she does have a 
choice about how. And, after some instruction from her 
Dothraki friend, she manages to assert herself over 
Drogo. She interrupts the usual doggy-style sex, in favour 
of mounting him. 
 Trapped in a despicable culture that treats her 
like an object, allowing her almost no agency of her own, 
Danaerys manages to exert what little power she has 
within the confines of what is possible. And this moment 
is critical for the development of Danaerys’ character. We 
see a woman who – previously – was terrified and 
powerless begin to assert herself. It’s only a small step, 
and it’s certainly not made her life better in any 
meaningful way, but it’s the first time that we as an 
audience see that this is a woman who is not content to 
simply allow things to happen to her. By reversing the 
traditional Dothraki roles – by becoming a woman who 
mounts a man – there’s a powerful visual metaphor about 
the kind of person she is. 
 And also – not incidentally – about the kind of 
man Drogo is. Previously, we’ve only seen him as a thug 
and a brute; a thoughtless rapist who takes her every 
night. But he acquiesces to Danaerys’ instruction without 
any complaint, and over time, it turns out, there’s a 
sensitivity – a humanity – to Drogo that’s never been 
allowed out before. Which isn’t a surprise. Nothing keeps 
a douchebro douching like another douchebro. Because 
Dothraki culture is so absurdly violent and 
hypermasculine, Drogo’s never had an option to be 
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anything but this bestial thing. Danaerys’ assertion of her 
own desires allows him space to explore his own. 
 Now, let’s be very clear here: their relationship 
remains vile. There’s still a power differential, Drogo is 
still the same violent brute, Danaerys is most likely 
suffering from Stockholm syndrome because the 
alternative is complete and total despair… 
 However, the discussion of all that problematic-
as-hell stuff is not relevant here, because my point is this: 
sex scenes can be used to illustrate aspects of character. 
And that’s exactly what this scene accomplishes. The 
situation remains awful, and I’m not even going to 
attempt to defend ‘Game of Thrones’ because they really 
have made some wretched choices about the way they 
treat their female characters. I want to be very clear that 
I’m only using this scene because it’s the one which 
mainstream readers are currently most likely be familiar 
with. (Honestly, I’d have much preferred to use ‘Crash’, 
but only me, my friend Dom, and about five other guys 
have watched that.) 
 The thing is, I believe that unless a sex scenes is 
revealing something about one or all the characters 
involved, then it’s not really doing anything. It’s a 
fireworks display: pretty to look at, by meaningless and 
therefore forgettable. 
 Interestingly enough, action scenes operate in 
almost exactly the same way. 
 

Effectively Storytelling Violence 
 
 Unless they’re a squash match (Google it), almost 
all wrestling matches play out in a familiar pattern of 
roughly seven stages: 
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The 7 Stages of a Wrestling Match 
 Stage 1 – The Intro – the introduction is simple: 

establish to the crowd your role in this match: this 
is possibly the majority of the crowd’s first time 
seeing you, they want to be told how to react, so 
tell them. 

 Stage 2 – The Shine – this is the initial struggle, 
where the chain grappling takes place. The idea 
here is to do two things: let the crowd know 
you’re both trained and talented, and get the face 
over. 

 Stage 3 – The Heat – this is where one guy 
establishes that they’re willing to do anything 
win: the bad guy rakes the eyes, chokes on the 
ropes, and argues with the ref and the crowd the 
whole way as they take advantage of the match. 

 Stage 4 – The Comeback – the heel has the hold 
locked in, yells to the crowd that their hero is 
going to tap, and that’s when the face starts to 
slowly get to his feet and break the hold 

 Stage 5 – The Big Heat – this is where the heel 
pulls out all the stops. He’s mad and embarrassed 
and ready to win. 

 Stage 6 – The Big Comeback – the heel has missed 
a big move, both guys are down, the crowd 
should be excited for the face to have his 
opportunity now. This is about as long as the first 
comeback and even more explosive. 

 Stage 7 – The Finish – The match ends.  
 
 The interesting thing is that these ‘seven stages’ 
that are unique to wrestling matches? Well they aren’t 
that unique. They’re equally applicable across almost any 
cinematic fight. 
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 Don’t believe me? Well, consider… 
 

The Matrix: the fight between Neo and 
Smith in the underground station. 
 

 Stage 1 – The Intro: Neo and Smith face off in the 
underground: ‘He’s beginning to believe’ 

 Stage 2 – The Shine: Neo goes toe-to-toe with 
Smith and ends up smashing his glasses. 

 Stage 3 – The Heat: Smith absolutely batters Neo, 
ending up with him punching Neo so back so far 
he’s at the exit. In the Real World, Neo coughs 
blood. Smith is obviously too powerful. Neo 
should just run. 

 Stage 4 – The Comeback: he doesn’t. Neo stands, 
strikes a pose, and unleashes a flurry of attacks on 
Smith. 

 Stage 5 – The Big Heat: Smith counters, slamming 
Neo into the wall, and, for the first time, uses his 
machine-powers, smashing Neo with punches 
faster and harder than any human possibly could. 
In the Real World, Neo spasms from the assault, 
eventually getting put through the ticket booth. 
Smith drags Neo down to face the oncoming 
train. 

 Stage 6 – The Big Comeback: ‘MY NAME IS NEO.’ 

 Stage 7 – The Finish: Smith is dead. Until… 
 
Too sci-fi for you? Well how about… 
 

Creed: the final fight between Adonis Creed 
and Ricky Conlan. 
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 Stage 1 – The Intro: the commentators explain the 
match. We see Creed take a few hits; he’s not 
Superman. Conlan smiles, unworried, and fights 
dirty. Right away, we know who’s who. 

 Stage 2 – The Shine: Creed wins round two: 
‘There’s a perfect right hand shot by Creed!’ 
shouts the commentators. For the first time, 
Conlan realises he’s not fighting a pushover. 

 Stage 3 – The Heat: Says Conlan: ‘I’m gonna 
smash this kid to bits.’ Creed takes a hideous 
beating from Conlan. 

 Stage 4 – The Comeback: ‘Take everything that 
ever made you angry, and put it in both fists’ says 
Rocky. ‘Creed fires a hard body punch’ says one 
commentator. ‘The champ is in bad shape’ says 
the other. Creed is credible. 

 Stage 5 – The Big Heat: Conlan lands a 
DEVASTATING right cross. Creed drops like a 
puppet with his strings cut. 

 Stage 6 – The Big Comeback: Creed is down. 
Unconscious, he sees a vision of the adoptive 
mother he doesn’t want to disappoint. He sees 
the girlfriend he loves. He sees his adoptive 
father, Rocky. He sees Apollo Creed: his actual 
father, the father he never saw, who never gave 
up. Creed explodes back to consciousness and 
stands. 

 Stage 7 – The Finish: they fight the final round. 
Conlan may win the fight, but Creed has won the 
crowd, and everyone’s respect. 

  
 Both of these are excellent cinematic fights, and 
you can see how they follow that simple seven stage 
pattern. In fact, if you look through all the greatest 
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cinematic fights, you’ll find that, with very few exceptions, 
they follow that same pattern. 
 Which means that the fights themselves aren’t 
going to reveal character, because the sequence of events 
in a fight is roughly the same no matter the fight. Which 
means that the way you reveal character through a fight 
isn’t about what happens, but about the way it happens. 
 

Fighting Styles as Window Into Character. 
 
 ‘You cannot know someone until you have fought 
them’ Seraph says to Neo in the purest ice-cream koan 
I‘ve ever heard. 
 The thing is, for audiences, that’s actually pretty 
true. The way a character fights reveals the most about 
the kind of person they are – as well as giving them 
depths we might otherwise never see. The most direct 
recent examples of this are to be found in Netflix’s rather 
excellent Marvel series, and this becomes really clear if 
you compare specifics between them. 
 In ‘Daredevil’, Matt Murdock is a superlative 
martial artist; the fight scenes are a collection of intense, 
spectacular affairs. Whenever Murdock runs into a 
collection of low-level gangsters, we see him decimate his 
opponents; however, against more skilled foes, he’s 
forced to rely on more tricksy set-ups. I’d say more, but 
honestly, you should just click this link for a better 
breakdown of the artistry of Daredevil’s fight 
choreography than I could ever provide. 
 Probably the definitive scene is the massive ‘oner’ 
where, in one-shot, Daredevil takes on a building full of 
baddies. Through sheer brutality, he comes out on top. 
We see him deploy every kind of strike, grapple and 
counter, taking body blow after body blow. By the end, 

http://redirect.viglink.com/?key=bbb516d91daee20498798694a42dd559&u=http%3A//tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/IceCreamKoan
http://redirect.viglink.com/?key=bbb516d91daee20498798694a42dd559&u=http%3A//io9.gizmodo.com/the-evolution-of-daredevils-bloody-beautiful-fight-sce-1697998580
http://redirect.viglink.com/?key=bbb516d91daee20498798694a42dd559&u=http%3A//io9.gizmodo.com/the-evolution-of-daredevils-bloody-beautiful-fight-sce-1697998580
http://redirect.viglink.com/?key=bbb516d91daee20498798694a42dd559&u=http%3A//io9.gizmodo.com/the-evolution-of-daredevils-bloody-beautiful-fight-sce-1697998580
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he’s winded, exhausted, and nursing horrible injuries, but 
he’s the last one standing, and the scene really rams it 
home: it’s not only his skill that makes him so dangerous; 
it’s the fact that he just won’t quit. 
 Standing in stark contrast to Matt Murdock are 
Jessica Jones and Luke Cage. Unlike Murdock, these two 
have actual superpowers and no training, and my Glob 
does it show. Jessica’s a straight brawler; in the 
infrequent action scenes she finds herself caught in, she 
relies on clumsy improvisation, brute force, and sheer 
stubborness. Probably her key action scene is a shootout 
with police who have been controlled by her archnemesis. 
Instead of taking them head on, she ducks and dives, 
surviving by a combination of guile and cleverness much 
more than her superstrength. 
 Cage, by contrast, is literally bulletproof, and if 
you’ve not seen the series’ incredible homage to ‘The 
Terminator’, it really is something else. Cage simply walks 
into a den of bad guys, tanks the damage, and gives 
everyone concussions. At no stage does he ever get above 
walking speed, and his signature manoeuvre – one he 
uses throughout the show – isn’t a punch or kick; it’s what 
we in the North call ‘a clip roun’t ear’: he just slaps his 
opponents round the top of their head.  His superstrength 
is enough to switch their brains off, but the genius of this 
move is how simultaneously disrespectful and patrician 
this is. One of the big themes of the series is Cage taking 
responsibility for Harlem; that he is a man amongst boys. 
What attack could be more symbolic than the kind of 
strike that used to be used by fathers chastising errant 
children? 
 Through the way they fight, we learn about all 
three. Murdock is a man of skill and iron will; more than 
anything, his power is his determination. Jones relies on 

http://redirect.viglink.com/?key=bbb516d91daee20498798694a42dd559&u=https%3A//www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DnnDwtpg_8-A
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her cunning and obfuscated brilliance, always scraping 
through through intelligence and adaptability. Cage is a 
literal tank and a metaphorical father, delivering 
smackdowns to the irresponsible, living his life as an 
example to other, just like Dr. King said. 
 Yes, the series looks at these aspects of character 
in other ways too, but in each series, the fight scenes 
work to convey these same themes as well. In fact, I 
would argue that a large part of the failings in ‘Daredevil’ 
season 2’s latter half can be traced to the fact that The 
Hand ninja clan has so poorly defined a personality (as an 
organisation), that the fight scenes are meaningless. 
 Another, non-Marvel example of the absolute 
importance of fighting style as character trait would be in 
the superlative ‘Avatar: The Last Airbender’, where every 
character’s fighting-style was deeply tied to their 
personality. A classic example of the kind of absurd 
attention to detail this series paid would be through the 
character of Toph. If you’ve not seen it, she’s basically 
Chuck Norris, only deadlier. 
 To summarise, in the series, there are four 
distinct types of elemental magic, known as ‘bending’, 
which allow the practicioner to manipulate one element 
magically. Each system of bending has a specific style of 
martial arts linked to it, to represent the learning of 
magical techniques passed down over the years. 
Earthbending is represented by Hung Gar Kung Fu, which 
is a very solid style, full of powerful, physical movement. 
The idea the writers had was that the style conveys how 
Earthbending is the most physically demanding style, 
requiring more brute strength than any other, because 
you’re ‘lifting’ heavy Earth. 
 Having established this, they then break their 
rules with Toph. Toph is an Earthbender, and, the series 
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establishes, probably the greatest of all living 
Earthbenders during the era the series is set.  She’s also 
a very young girl, and quite blind. 
 Her blindness is how she’s learned to Earthbend – 
she ‘sees’ through the floor, using her magic to inform her 
of the relative positions, shapes and sizes of things. As a 
result, she’s preternaturally talented at Earthbending. 
 However, as a young, disabled girl, her parents 
see her as desperately vulnerable… so she’s never 
received a moment’s training in ‘true’ Earthbending. 
What this means is that she doesn’t use Hung Gar Kung 
Fu, because she doesn’t know how. Instead, she uses 
Southern Praying Mantis Style. Why? Because this is a 
style which almost never takes its feet off the floor. In the 
universe of ‘Avatar’ Toph fights in a literally unique, self-
taught way, built around her unique powers and 
disability. It also informs other aspects of her character: 
she never wears shoes, and doesn’t feel comfortable 
without a layer of dirt on them. Where other people find 
this disgusting, to Toph, it’s her natural state; without 
that dirt, she can’t see, so of course she’s comfortable 
with it. Toph’s personality is utterly illumined by the 
methods through which she kicks ass and takes names. 
 The other excellent example from ‘Avatar’ lies 
with Prince Zuko and Princess Azula. 
 Both are villains from the Fire Nation, and each 
serves as a foil to the other. Zuko is passionate, 
headstrong, hot-blooded. He’s one of the most talented 
Firebenders in the world, but the same passions which 
give him strength also limit his potential. 
 This is because it’s established that in the ‘Avatar’ 
mythos, lightning is simply refined fire. As a result, the 
most powerful Firebenders can channel lightning, for 
significantly more devastating attacks. The trouble is, 
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lightning is so devastating and so pure, that it cannot be 
channelled by an emotional mind. It needs a mind that’s 
focused and in control. That’s something completely 
beyond Zuko, whose Firebending might be devastating, 
but is the literal antithesis of controlled. 
 Azula, on the other hand, is a psychopath from 
the Hannibal Lecter school of calm. She’s cruel, sadistic, 
and always in control. Nothing ruffles her always-
immaculate feathers. As a result, she never bends 
anything except lightning, and the series is very clear: this 
makes her a better fighter than almost anyone. It also 
serves to demonstrate all the ways in which she’s 
different to her brother; not just because she’s more 
talented, but also because she’s driven in a completely 
different way. 
 Over the course of the narrative, Zuko learns to 
calm himself and become a Lightning-bender… And from 
his uncle, a man who is demonstrably one of the calmest, 
most focused, most powerful firebenders in the world, he 
learns not just how to create lightning, but how to take it 
into and through himself, rechannelling its fury without 
letting it hurt him: a perfect metaphor for the way his 
character evolves from an angry, uncontrolled boy to a 
focused, calm and most of all, peaceful, man. 
 These are just a few examples of the way that 
deep character truths can be revealed through action 
scenes. So the question becomes: how does any of this 
matter on the tabletop? 
 

Character Through Action In Wargaming. 
 
 Warhammer 40,000 uses a variety of stats to 
determine the ways a character fights: Weapon Skill 
shows us their raw talent; Strength shows us their 
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lethality; Inititative shows us their speed; Attacks shows 
us how much they can dish out; Armour Penetration 
shows how likely that lethality is to be successful; 
Toughness and Armour Save both show their endurance. 
 The way these five stats are applied is used to 
represent the fluff, yes… But we can also use those stats 
to create ‘stories’. After all, every stat determines the way 
a model fights, and as we’ve seen, the way something 
fights tells us something about them. 
 So, we know that an Astartes is objectively better 
than a basic human by several degrees. In a straight fight 
between an Astartes and a Conscript, that marine is going 
home with the human’s scalp. 
 But compare them both to a Genestealer, and see 
how much each is suddenly found wanting. Genestealers 
are kind of the base-line for ‘scary assault’ in the fluff, and 
on the tabletop, their stats bear this out. They’re strong 
as an Astartes, but with a ludicrously high WS and I. They 
hit more often, and more quickly, than any human could 
possibly cope with. Even an Astartes struggles, especially 
once those Rending Claws start to negate his armour and 
turn him into beef strips. 
Of course, fights in 40K never take place in a clear white 
room, and this is where the Xenotic scum’s game falls 
apart. After all, if the Astartes gets to cover, the 
Genestealer doesn’t have any way to make that alien 
speed count for anything, what with the lack of frag 
grenades, and so the Astartes only has that high WS to 
count with, and without that speed, it doesn’t count for 
as much. 
And that’s just a simple troop vs. troop fight. At the 
opposite end of the scale, you’ve got special characters. 
Dante is the Daredevil of 40K, jumping in first with high 
attacks and deadly AP too, able to razor enemies into 
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chum through speed and ferocity. On the opposite end, 
you’ve got Marneus Calgar, who fights like Luke Cage, 
tanking damage before tapping his enemies on the head 
with a Power Fist blow of spectacular destructive 
capacity. 
 Then, beyond them, you’ve got the Primarchs, all 
able to devastate any lesser model with almost insulting 
ease, but against one another… 
 Consider Rogal Dorn: he fights with bolt pistol and 
chainsword, the very paragon of the classic Astartes 
fighting style… And gets completely beasted by Angron, 
who’s shown up with a pair of absurdly deadly chain-axes 
and more Attacks than literally any other single model in 
the game. Of course, Angron’s not wearing more than 
barbarian plate, so Dorn can rely on his men to shoot the 
World Eaters’ Primarch before Angron can get to him… or 
so he hopes. 
 And suddenly the stats are telling you a story. 
 Characters, like people, are defined not by who 
they are, but by what they do. And in wargaming, models 
get to do things, meaning that those mathematical rules? 
They tell a story. They’re intrinsically bound to a narrative 
the moment they pop into existence. As a result, any 
storyteller or games designer should carefully consider 
what their ‘characters’’ actions reveal about them. The 
moment you allow this kind of interaction, you’re telling a 
story whether you want to or not. 
 So put some care into it, because a fireworks 
display is nice and all, but the truly compelling stuff is 
always going to be more than something that’s just fun on 
the surface.  
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__________________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 

 Sometimes, I wonder if I talk about wrestling too 
much. 
 Then, I remember: that’s impossible. 
 It’s funny. I used to find myself embarrassed by 
how much I loved wrestling as a kid. Nowadays, I find 
myself judging people if they don’t like it. 
 The core, fundamental rules of the wrestling 
match are, essentially, the core rules of every story ever 
told. Anyone who wants to tell emotionally engaging 
stories – regardless of whether that story includes violence 
or not – should study wrestling, because wrestling teaches 
its artists how to reach an audience and engage with 
them. 
 More importantly, it teaches that that 
engagement is the only thing which matters. 
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Notes On the Pantheon Of 
Mhurkan Deities. 
 
Originally published December 2016 
 
 Taken from vol. XXIII of the Analecti Historiae 
Terrae, incepted by Hieromagos Archaeologis Neopliny 
the Elder, recorded for posterity this day, 0135937.M41, 
stored on dataslate Kepler XXII-B. Imperator tutatur illos 
qui quaerunt.  
 Transcript begins. 
 (light applause) 
 Welcome and salutations, my children, the 
Emperor’s light and benedictions shine upon you all. And 
thank you for joining us again at the Scholae Archaeologis 
for what promises to be a riveting look at the prehistory 
of ancient Terra and the cultures that existed there before 
humanity was graced by the Imperial Light. 
 In our last lecture, we considered the rites and 
rituals of Mhurkan pair-bonding, looking at how our 
ancient ancestors conducted themselves in affairs of 
household negotiation and child-rearing. We considered 
the religious aspects of their ancient cultic belief systems, 
and I want to start by reassuring those of you who wrote 
letters of complaint to both myself, the Scholae 
Archaeologis, and even the Ecclesiarchy, warning of 
heretical thought being discussed herein. I feel this 
reassurance even more necessary given today’s topic: the 
pantheon of the Mhurkan deities. 
 (Some murmurs of dissent; general noise 
continues for a brief moment. Hieromagos 
 Archaeologis Neopliny can be heard making calls 
for calm.) 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/12/01/december-2016-notes-on-the-pantheon-of-mhurkan-deities/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/12/01/december-2016-notes-on-the-pantheon-of-mhurkan-deities/
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 While the discussion of such things may leave 
some of you anxious – perhaps even frightened – let me 
be the first to allay those fears, and declaim these 
ancient  beliefs as nonsense of the highest order. It 
behoves us to remember that the Mhurkan peoples were 
primitive, superstitious, and ultimately, perhaps even 
childlike in their beliefs. Lest we forget, this was not 
merely a pre-Warpflight human culture; this was a pre-
space human culture; one that perhaps had more in 
common with animals than it might have with our own, 
more vaunted, society. 
 (laughter) 
 These old ‘gods’ – terrifying though they may 
perhaps seem to the minds of those inclined to 
superstition – are not to be taken remotely seriously. 
Indeed, they  should be considered warnings of the 
dangers of believing in anything, save the Emperor and 
his glorious Truths. 
 However, as I am sensitive to the fears of my 
students, I have arranged to have Ecclesiarchal ministers 
present throughout, to tend to your spiritual needs 
should this discussion become rather more… Shall we say, 
taxing? Than you might otherwise have found such things. 
 (light applause) 
 Very well, then. Let us begin by looking at the 
very basic foundations of Mhurkan religious thought. 
 It is not confirmed, but the analects of Archmagos 
Rejaak theorise that the Mhurkan people were not 
originally native to the landmass they called home. 
Instead, she argues – persuasively, I might add – that they 
were best considered a mongrel people. They had come 
from many other lands, other places, and brought with 
them their previous beliefs. From a theological point of 
view, this would certainly seem to be borne out by the 
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evidence we have uncovered. Indeed, the Mhurkan 
people seem to have a greater panoply of gods, deities, 
spirits and ghosts than almost any other culture in Terra’s 
prehistoric period. 
 They were, by nature, a fearful people, and 
possessed of what we might now think of as a ‘warrior 
culture’. That so few of them were warriors – we know 
from fossil records and soil analyses that the Mhurkan 
landmass was never invaded by an outside power – 
meant little to the culture as a whole, and we can see this 
from the development of their various gods. 
 Now, there are simply too many deities for us to 
look at in the short time we have today. However, there 
are a number of core divine figures of significance whom 
almost all Mhurkans would have known and invoked on a 
daily basis, and it is these figures we will be considering 
today. 
 So, if you could turn your attentions to the pict-
screens in front of you; those wishing to make notes are 
advised to have your ‘slates ready. 
 The first, and greatest of all the Mhurkan deities, 
was Phryduum, the God of Cruelty. Phryduum, as you can 
see here, was represented as a female figure, dressed in 
the robes of a priest and anointed with a halo of iron 
blades. 
 If you direct your attention to the holo, you will 
note the few remaining elements of her main temple we 
have uncovered. Unfortunately, none of these items 
remain extant; they were destroyed during the siege of 
the Imperial Palace during the dark days of Horus 
Lupercal’s treachery, but these images remain, preserved 
in the datacores of the Omnissiah’s loyal servants on 
Mars. 
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 The head, as you may observe, bears an 
imperious aspect; Phryduum was known for her 
unyielding nature. Those Mhurkans who followed her – 
often members of the indentured slave armies the 
Mhurkan state maintained – would sometimes do so with 
oaths of loyalty made, literally, for life. The most well-
known of these oaths was ‘Give me Phryduum or give me 
death’. As I said: a warrior culture, red in tooth and claw. 
(Murmur from the audience) 
 The hand? Yes, if you just rotate the image… 
There, you see? Yes, it is a flame, well observed. That 
would be her fabled sword of fire, a terrible weapon with 
which Phryduum was known to scourge her followers and 
enemies alike. 
 The most common form of Phryduum worship 
was the inflicting of cruelty upon others. Phryduum’s 
name would be invoked when doing so. If you observe 
your pict-screens, we have a few extant examples of 
remaining invocations to her. As you can see, the rites 
were curious, and demanded a complex, two-part 
process. To begin with, the worshipper would seek out a 
victim, usually through the use of the exceedingly 
primitive datagheists available to the Mhurkan culture. 
Upon selecting this victim, the acolyte would then ‘feel 
them out’, identifying areas of personal weakness, before 
finally making their attempt at an offering to their god. 
These prayers were known as ‘dhwiits’. The prayer would 
begin by stating something to the victim, a personal 
cruelty calculated by the worshipper as capable of 
inflicting emotional duress or mental suffering upon their 
chosen victim. Threats of rape were favoured, as well as 
insults about the chosen victim’s appearance, physical 
size, ethnicity, cultural beliefs, or gender. Ultimately, the 
targeted aspect of the victim’s life was of less of 
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importance than was the damage the words of the 
dhwiit  inflicted. 
 Now, this initial insult would not be the end of it; 
should the victim remain silent, the worshipper risked 
Phryduum’s wrath. As a result, worshippers would make 
many hundreds and thousands of such dhwiits. 
 Should the recipient of a dhwiit respond, the 
worshipper would then invoke the god’s name, using the 
declarative phrase: ‘I have Phryduum’s Speech’. This 
phrase would signify the end of the prayer. 
 The purpose of the rite seems simply to have 
been for its own sake, although I theorise that these 
worshippers engaged in the rite in order to escape falling 
victim to Phryduum herself. As a god of cruelty, her ways 
were inherently capricious, and so it seems likely that the 
rite of dhwiits was designed to stave her attentions off in 
some way. Of course, with the loss of her main temple on 
the long-fabled Island of Stadden and the loss of those 
religious texts within, almost everything about this dark 
god remains unclear. 
The next most powerful of the Mhurkan deities was 
Khuns. So powerful was this god, that it has been 
suggested that his name formed the original root of the 
country’s name itself: “Mhur’Khuns”, or “Land of Khuns”. 
Khuns remains a contentious and curious figure, one 
soaked in the violence of the Mhurkan mindset. He was 
the Mhurkan God of Insecurity, and his worship was 
thought to bring distinct favours. 
 By worshipping Khuns, Mhurkans were able to 
seek his favour, and by doing so, feel more secure. There 
were various rites and rituals to do this. 
The most straightforward of these was the simple 
invocation of his name; like the ancient Islamic Shahadah, 
one simply had to state their faith in Khuns. There was no 
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one phrase with which to do so, but most took a very 
plain form: “I have Khuns in my house because it makes 
me feel safe”. 
 The next level of offering would be to buy a 
weapon, for Khuns was a warrior-god and weapons his 
favoured symbol. It is known that at the height of the 
Mhurkan empire, almost every Mhurkan would have a 
small shrine to Khuns in their house, usually containing 
the weapons that were a sign of fealty to this dark figure. 
 The highest form of offering would be a 
propitiation, in the form of a blood sacrifice. Those 
Mhurkans who felt most disenfranchised, most isolated 
from society, least secure about their lives,  could always 
turn to Khuns, who would accept any number of killings 
made in his name, giving out confidence and a sense of 
accomplishment as reward. Many of his most fanatical 
believers would often make such offerings, sometimes 
sending Khuns huge numbers of human sacrifices. The 
most devout would allow themselves to be killed at the 
end, their deaths sealing the offering to him, and 
presumably guaranteeing them a brighter spot with their 
lord in the afterlife. 
 (murmur) 
 No, no. It may seem ridiculous to us, but these 
blood sacrifices weren’t occasional. Amongst the 
Mhurkans, these ritual killings were very common. They 
even extended to the killings of children; indeed, attacks 
on what we would call Scholae were held up by Khuns 
with particular favour. 
 (gasps from audience) 
 (murmur) 
 Well, please remember that fossil evidence is 
mostly missing, but from what we do have, what we can 
tell? Is that children were not held in especially high 
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regard by the Mhurkan people. So the leaders of Mhurkan 
society tolerated the attacks of Khuns more devout 
acolytes, presumably out of deference to Khuns. Despite 
the violence his most fanatical followers wrought, his 
worship remained very highly respected, with his church – 
known as the En’ahr’eh – retaining huge power 
nationally. As I say, almost every Mhurkan would have a 
small shrine to Khuns in their house. As a result, these 
killings were accepted as part of Mhukran daily life; most 
probably, they were seen as an acceptable price to pay 
for a sense of security, no matter how illusory. 
 (murmur) 
 (laughter) 
 Yes, yes. I quite agree. 
 Now, before we move on, it’s probably worth 
mentioning another, lesser known god. This one is much 
less powerful than most: Thortsonprairs, God of 
Indolence. 
 As I’m sure you have been made aware today, 
and indeed, across previous lectures, the Mhurkans were 
a violent people, ones tolerant of child killing and blood 
sacrifice so long as it was done in the name of a god. Of 
course, there would be outcry from the victims of Khuns’ 
followers, and those in power had to be seen to do 
something. 
If you’ll please turn your attention to the pict-screens, we 
have an especial treat for you. 
 (video plays) 
 (gasps) 
 (applause) 
 Yes, I know. Amazing, isn’t it? This is the only 
extant footage we have from that time period; thirteen 
seconds, showing a man we believe to be the Mhurkan 
‘Presitent’, or hereditary king. The Mhurkan Presitent 
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would be called upon to speak to the people in the case 
of a particularly ‘successful’ blood offering to Khuns, and 
when he did, he would conclude with an invocation to 
Thortsonprairs. There, listen: did you hear that? 
 (video plays again) 
 You can hear it so clearly, reassuring the people 
‘our Thortsonprairs are with them’ – by ‘them’, he of 
course means the victims. Incidentally, we have Magos 
Ishtae Prim to thank for this footage; her archaeotech 
team managed to find this on, where was it again? 
 (Ishtae stands, says something) 
 That’s right. Mars, out past Arsia Mons. This is the 
result of over forty years’ research, and it constitutes a 
unique find; the oldest found footage of human life, and 
it’s a human making an offering to this most obscure god. 
Can we have some applause for that please? 
 (applause) 
 No, Ishtae, there’s no need to blush. You’ve 
earned it. You’ve earned it. 
 Where was I? Oh yes, the god of indolence. Yes, 
Thortsonprairs offered no favours, nor did he render any 
curses. He was simply a useful figure to invoke, a 
shorthand way to say to the people ‘Well, we agree this is 
bad, but we intend to do nothing’. Thortsonprairs 
eventually became so often invoked alongside Khuns that 
it seems the two became inextricably linked in the 
Mhurkan minds. We’ve found offerings of various 
personal objects made by the families of sacrificial 
victims, listing the name of the sacrificed person, then a 
prayer to Thortsonprairs, not Khuns. 
 Our data is scant on this, and it’s an interesting 
little historical puzzle. Any of you looking for extra credit, 
I’ll be happy to accept theses on this topic. Magos Prim is 
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the key person to speak to, so if you’re interested in 
knowing more, speak to her. 
 (murmur) 
 No, I’m not doing this to embarrass you, Ishae. 
Emperor willing, you’ll be the one that takes over from 
me when I pass on, so Throne knows you need to get 
used to this kind of attention. 
 (murmur) 
 (laughter) 
 Fine, fine. (laughs) We’ll see when you’re sat with 
me, marking those papers, eh? 
 (laughter) 
 Okay, settle down. Moving on, the next god on 
our list is Dh’flaq, God of Terror. Uniquely amongst 
Mhurkan deities, Dh’flaq is never represented by a human 
figure, but instead, an abstract pattern of lines and 
geometric shapes. If you’ll turn your attention to the pict-
screens… 
 As you can see, it’s an undeniably abstract, 
curious collection of shapes. We have unearthed no data 
as to why Dh’flaq takes this particular form. We believe 
the lines represent the bars of the prisons in which his 
victims were taken to be terrorised, and I have a theory 
that the more angular star shapes represent bloody holes 
in the flesh of his enemies. Sadly, we simply cannot know, 
at least at this time. What makes this most galling is that 
Dh’flaq’s symbol is ubiquitous in Mhurkan culture. We 
have found it everywhere, and while he was particularly 
beloved amongst the warrior class of Mhurkan culture, 
Dh’flaq’s symbol turns up even in houses without a shrine 
to Khuns. 
 While not as locally focused as Khuns, Dh’flaq was 
far more frightening a figure. His was an evangelical 
creed, demanding that his followers leave the Mhurkan 
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homeland and seek out worlds to conquer. The Mhurkan 
warrior class’ leaders were all devout followers, and we 
theorise that their religious fervour to seek out and 
conquer in the name of their god, is what led to the 
widespread global devastation our investigations have 
revealed through soil samples and analyses of Terra’s 
mantle. The Mhurkan military was, infamously, the most 
deadly amongst humanity at the time of Mhurkan 
empire’s height, and it would not be difficult to connect 
these ideas. 
 Dh’flaq’s followers pledged themselves to him; 
aside from evangelising across the planet, his followers 
were expected to sing hymnals to his name, and engage 
in metaphorical representations of his conquest of the 
world. The most famous of these is Hislamball, the game 
discovered a few years ago by Prefect-Magos James 
Hislam. 
 (murmur) 
 Yes, I see we’re all familiar with that one. 
 Hislamball was not, as initially theorised a socially 
cohesive event. We had always known the Mhurkan 
people were beloved of sports and competitions, as 
attested by the remnants of the mighty stadia our 
investigations have uncovered. Hislam’s research shows 
that games of Hislamball always began with a prayer and 
a hymnal offered to Dh’flaq.  You’ve no doubt seen the 
research photographs of unearthed Hislamball armour, 
worn to protect players from the ferocious impacts of 
other players… 
 (murmurs) 
 Quite so! Yes, we absolutely believe the sport to 
be a complex rite made in offering to Dh’flaq. Given 
Hislamball’s ubiquity – we know that it was played in 
almost every Mhurkan settlement, we can therefore infer 
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that Dh’flaq, despite being a dark, violent figure, was 
beloved by the people. 
 You see? Even a group of humans as primitive as 
they were capable of unutterable theological complexity. 
 Our next god is one of those we know least about. 
Dh’panks – we believe the name indicates some kind of 
familial relationship to Dh’flaq – is the Mhurkan god of 
slavery. Most often used as a name to keep the Mhurkan 
people obedient, Dh’panks punishes each according to his 
or her income. Those who are rich find favour with 
Dh’panks, and his high priests, who seem to have been 
the Mhurkan lawmakers, would go to great lengths to 
ensure that those with most got more. 
 On the other hand, the poor are most despicable 
to Dh’panks eyes, particularly amongst his priesthood. 
Those with little would often find themselves the targets 
of Dh’panks’ ire, castigated and attacked, with what little 
they had taken as an offering to Dh’panks in hope of 
avoiding future judgements. I am sure most of you will of 
course be familiar with the famous catechism “Dh’panks 
are too big to fail”? Well, this incantation was used 
whenever a priest needed to justify the flagrant 
inequalities their god inflicted upon the Mhurkan people. 
The phrase seemed to have held great significance for the 
Mhurkan people as a whole, invoked even by their 
Presitent, should the worship of Dh’panks lead to riots – 
as it occasionally did. 
 As I say, we know little about this god aside from 
his nature. Much of his teaching was secret, jealously 
guarded by his priesthood, and his secrets appear to have 
died with them. 
 The final figure we shall be looking at today is 
Rais. Rais is unique inasmuch as he is a devil rather than a 
god, but his power amongst the evil figures in Mhurkan 
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theology is almost unparalleled. As is the mystery 
surrounding him. 
 Rais seems to have been held as a vicious 
attacker, taking out his supernatural rage on some of the 
Mhurkan people, but not others. We have no idea how 
Rais chose which to persecute and which to leave, but 
that those he tormented blamed him for their affliction is 
undeniable. And their claims seem to hold some weight, 
albeit in cultural terms, rather than anything 
supernatural. 
 If you turn you attention to the pict-screens… 
Now, this is a map of a Mhurkan settlement. The blue 
dots represent those Mhurkans who know nothing about 
Rais. Now watch. 
 Fascinating, isn’t it? 
 These red dots represent those Mhurkans who 
seem are ‘victims’ of Rais. As you can see, they’re all 
clustered together, in their own part of the settlement. 
 Here’s another settlement. 
 Here’s the blue dots… And here’s the red. 
 Here’s another. And another. 
 (gasps) 
 Fascinating, isn’t it? The pattern extends across 
almost the whole of the Mhurkan continent, albeit with 
the exceptions of major cities. Those people afflicted by 
Rais are made to live in the poorest, meagrest parts of 
their settlements. Circumstantial evidence suggests they 
would work poorer jobs for less money. 
 The thing that is most fascinating about this, is 
the vehemence with which the existence of Rais is denied 
by those who know nothing about him. We have accounts 
– numerous ones – extant, all of which strenuously work 
to deny the existence of Rais or his evil works. 



394 
 

 Whether this was a deliberate thing, a cultural 
conspiracy? 
 Well, if you’d like to make it your thesis, please 
see me. The mystery of Rais has always been a favourite 
topic of mine. 
 And that brings today’s lecture to an end. I’d like 
to thank the Scholae Archaeologis for having me, for you 
all for listening, and poor Magos Prim for putting up with 
an old woman’s need to embarrass her former students. 
 (laughter) 
 Now, in the name of the Throne, go in peace, to 
love and serve the Emperor. 
 Thank you very much. 
 (applause) 
 (transcript ends) 

__________________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 

 I first read Margaret Atwood’s ‘The Handmaid’s 
Tale’ when I was twenty one, and it remains one of the 
greatest books I’ve ever read. This column was directly 
inspired by it, after I re-read it the year before. 
 In the same way that every fan of Warhammer 
40,000 should read ‘1984’, they should read ‘The 
Handmaid’s Tale’ too. Atwood is an astonishing writer, 
and her book is perhaps the most convincing dystopia ever 
written. It’s absolutely worth everybody’s time. 
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Wolverine – The Original Faster 
Horse 
 
Originally Published February 2017 

 
 The 90’s was a weird time. 
 The Dark Age of Superhero Comics was in full 
swing, with bandoliers, belts and badasses the only 
flavour of ice-cream available to buy. Whimsy and 
lightness were out; stubble and dead girlfriends were in. 
This was the era when a hobbit-sized manimal possessed 
of more back hair than a stoat with three X chromosomes 
was the coolest guy in town. Which always kind of 
surprised me. After all, when your power set is essentially 
the same as Jason Voorhees, you’re not supposed to be 
the epitome of cool. 
 Back in the 1990’s, you couldn’t move for 
Wolverine. Despite being a hero whose only real power is 
violent murder, and despite having the emotional range 
of Steven Segal on those emotion suppressors from 
‘Equilibrium’, Wolverine’s gurning countenance glowered 
down from the cover of approximately eleventy thousand 
comics. X-Men, X-Force, X-Factor, Uncanny X-Men, X-Men 
Adventures, X-Men 2099… Marvel milked that cash cow 
until the milk ran out and the udders squirted blood. For 
over a decade, the stubbly shortarse with knives for 
hands was so ubiquitous on covers of comics so terrible 
they could conceivably be used by Q as an argument for 
the extermination of the human race, that he even has a 
trope named after it: Wolverine Publicity. 
 The thing is, you can kind of see why. The early 
nineties was the last great era of the action hero: Stallone 
and Schwarzenegger were demigods at the box office, so 
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it made sense for the comics of the era – aimed as they 
were at the exact same demographic group of 
testosterone-poisoned teenaged boys – to ape what was 
popular in the mainstream. In this, Wolverine was more 
than successful, fighting, ninjas, cyborgs, cyborg ninjas, 
ninja cyborgs and of course, his worst enemy, Big 
Wolverine, because of course, the only person who could 
possibly be a threat to Wolverine is a bigger version of 
Wolverine. 
 You’d think Wolverine would be an easy sell. He’s 
macho, has the king of all steroidal physiques, thinks in 
tough-guy clichés, and literally has knives for hands. By 
rights, he should be the greatest of all action heroes, ever. 
 But merciful Zeus Wolverine’s films are terrible. 
 Now, this has nothing to do with the man who 
plays him. Hugh Jackman is an incredible actor with huge 
range. ‘The Fountain’ is an unsung masterpiece, ‘The 
Prestige’ remains one of my favourite films of all time, 
and any man who will grab a stein of beer at a moment’s 
notice and pretend to be Gaston from ‘Beauty and the 
Beast’ is a class act all round. But, sadly, the only good 
film about Wolverine in is the very first, original ‘X-Men’ 
from 2000, back when dinosaurs ruled the Earth. Despite 
featuring Cyclops, Jean Grey and the rest, it’s utterly 
Wolverine’s film – he almost effortlessly steals it from 
everyone else – and he’s just so amazing in it, we all 
thought he’d work on his own. I mean, come on, he gave 
Cyclops the finger and was kind to Rogue. How could a 
film where those douches weren’t around sucking up 
valuable Wolerine-kicks-all-the-ass time possible fail? 
 Spectacularly, as it turns out. 
 ‘X-Men Origins: Wolverine’ was a garbled mess 
that exchanged plot for shots of a hideous cyborg made 
entirely of veiny bratwurst, wearing Hugh Jackman’s skin 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jTB0LjvKMwY
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while it butchering faceless baddies to absolutely no 
effect. Seriously, this was a film so bad that Deadpool 
himself called it out. 
 The second attempt was no better. ‘The 
Wolverine’ was a borderline-racist caricature of what 
Americans think Japan is like that was so crap I was 
honestly amazed he didn’t end up in a duel with Tom 
Cruise’s character from ‘The Last Samurai’. Although, 
actually, that might’ve been better than what we got, 
which was Wolverine going toe-to-toe with a shoddy CGI 
abortion that wouldn’t have been credible in 1989, let 
alone the new millennium. 
 As two films have borne out, Wolverine just 
doesn’t work on his own. Not even a little bit. The 
interesting thing is that people always seem to lay the 
blame for this at the feet of bad scripts. Which is fair 
enough – the scripts were dreadful. I mean, it seems so 
simple: bad guy shows up, Wolverine tanks the damage 
and then solves the problem by stabbing them in the 
dickhole. Seems easy enough, yeah? Why can’t the 
studios just make it work? 
 Well, I’d argue that the problem isn’t the studios. 
Maybe it usually is – look at the way they mishandled 
Deadpool! But Wolverine’s a character they’ve more than 
given the chance to succeed, and he just never does. 
 Why? 
 I think the reason is Wolverine himself. 
 He’s just not that interesting. 
 If you take a step back from the awesome to 
actually look at the meat of the character, there’s not 
actually a lot there. He’s got generic anger issues, a 
generic mysterious past, generic amnesia about said 
mysterious past… he’s a walking cavalcade of clichés, and 
he’s kind of hard to tell stories about as a result. 
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 He works as a character when he’s with the X-
Men because it’s a great juxtaposition: all the other X-
Men are generally pacifists. In an organisation dedicated 
to showing humanity how safe and normal mutants are, 
Wolverine is the mutant everyone should be scared of. 
When the evil senator says ‘Some mutants are living 
weapons’, Logan’s the one they’re talking about. When 
the Danger Room’s power goes out, he trains other X-
Men by locking the door and turning out the light and just 
attacking them. 
 He’s the X-Man other X-Men fear. Which means 
we see his awesome by comparing him to them. His 
awesomeness exists in direct relation to their lack of it. 
The plucky protagonist gets caught in a room? Logan 
crashes to his rescue. The intellectual protagonist gets 
lost in navel gazing? Wolverine drops an Adamantium-
edged truth bomb and passes her a beer. He’s the X-
Men’s ‘Get Out Of Jail Free’ card, and that’s what makes 
him so amazing… 
 … but the moment you take him out of that 
equation – the moment he’s the one who has to carry the 
narrative – he fumbles, because on his own, there’s 
nothing about his personality that’s massively unique. 
When he’s skulking around the back, the mightiest 
warrior in a group of peaceful hippies, he stands out. 
Alone, he’s just another generic action guy: scowls and 
manpain and cliché. 
 The crux of a good narrative comes when 
characters run into a problem which they cannot solve 
through their strongest skills, or when they encounter 
difficulties they cannot overcome through the methods 
they’d usually use. Superman isn’t interesting when he’s 
taking on Muggle bank robbers, because the fight is a 
foregone conclusion. He’s interesting when he has to fight 
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the concept of wealth inequality, or the fundamental 
problems of human cruelty, or when he’s up against 
President Luthor: a man he literally cannot punch without 
incurring impossible political consequences. In the same 
way, Wolverine isn’t interesting if he’s confronted with 
problems whose solutions are either knives, stabbing, 
punching, or kicking. 
 But those things are literally all his fans want to 
see him do… right up until they see him do them, 
whereupon we get a pointless fight between Wolverine 
and Big Wolverine, two men whose weapons are knives, 
but whose powers are immunity to knives. It’s a fight that 
literally neither of them can win, but the demands of the 
action genre mean there’s no other way the story can let 
their conflict proceed. 
 The fans want to see Wolverine fight. When he’s 
with the X-Men, it’s awesome, because he can’t be there 
to defend them all. When he’s alone, it’s always 
something of an anti-climax: he’s just too good at it. He is, 
to all intents and purposes, indestructible, so the fight has 
no stakes. Well, apart from the girlfriend who will 
inevitably be killed for him to have some more manpain 
over. Which isn’t a boring cliché that’s making me yawn 
even as I write it. 
 This is why I’m actually quite grateful Marvel’s 
businesses were choking by the end of the 90s. The Dark 
Age, whilst initially successful, was losing money hand 
over fist by the end because every story was the same, 
and no-one cared any more. Marvel had to sell off the 
film rights to their biggest properties just to stay afloat: 
Fantastic Four, Spiderman, the X-Men… all the big money 
was given away. 
 Without that, we’d probably never have had the 
MCU. 
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On The Rise of a Reformed Junkie. 
 
 It may seem unthinkable now, but there was a 
time when Iron Man was B-list player. The first Iron Man 
film was a legitimate punt; no-one really knew who Tony 
Stark was, and Robert Downey Jr. was best known as a 
drugged-out former star of TV’s Ally McBeal. No-one 
knew it was ever going to lead to the insane success it 
received. 
 But Marvel had no other options. They’d needed 
money, they’d sold off the X-Men, Spiderman, all their 
biggest names, and so they had to fall back on the B-
listers. The guys who people vaguely remembered from 
episodes of Spiderman and his Amazing Friends they’d 
watched decades before. But, by being forced into 
focusing on lesser-known characters, the organisation 
that would become Marvel Studios managed to tap into 
something people actually wanted: to see something they 
hadn’t seen before. 
 In the current superhero-saturated environment, 
it’s easy to forget what a breath of fresh air that first X-
Men film was. My friends and I had been talking about 
how awesome it’d be to see Wolverine in a film for years, 
but we knew it’d never happen. Not when the dominant 
paradigm of the time was ‘Batman and Robin’, a film 
which was built entirely around a philosophy that 
superheroes should be ‘toyetic’. X-Men happened, and it 
was magical because we hadn’t seen it before. It was a 
real thrill to see the Wolverine in that first cage fight, just 
smoking a cigar and beating a man without even popping 
the claws; the way they made you wait for the first time 
they came out… we were champing at the bit to see him 
slash a motherfucker up. 
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 By the time ‘The Wolverine’ came out, that thrill 
was gone, and with exactly as much character depth in his 
sixth film as he’d displayed in his first, Wolverine was 
something we knew completely. And this is where the 
truth of things was revealed. Like the film The Amazing 
Spiderman, the simple truth is that people don’t want to 
see things they’ve seen before. We’ve seen Wolverine 
beat up a horde of spec ops dudes in gasmasks so many 
times now. We’ve heard Spiderman explain how with 
great power comes blah blah yakety schmakety… 
 Uncle Ben’s death and all the melodrama that 
comes with it is something that never needs to ever be in 
a Spiderman story ever again. It’s the reason ‘Amazing 
Spiderman’ tanked, while the excitement surrounding 
Spiderman in ‘Captain America: Civil War’ was so intense. 
‘Civil War’ was a new Spiderman. There was no angsty 
bullshit, no tediously rehashed scene of Uncle Ben dying, 
no retelling of a not-exactly-complicated origin story we 
all learned back when we were five. 
Instead, there was a funny relationship with Tony Stark, a 
man clever enough to immediately know who the 
Spiderling Crime Fighting Spider was. There was Peter 
Parker geeking out over Winter Soldier’s cybernetic arm, 
marvelling at the build quality of Falcon’s wings, being 
mildly awed at the simple fact that that’s actually Captain 
America he’s fighting. 
 In short, it was the first time a film had done 
something original with Spiderman in years. 
The thing is, everyone says they want to see something 
new, but the truth is a little more complicated than that. 
People don’t actually want what they think they want. 
They don’t want originality, because true originality is 
actually a little bit overwhelming. If it’s something the 
audiences have absolutely no familiarity with, no cultural 
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reference points to refer to, then it’s actually not pleasant 
for them. Because true originality is, by necessity, weird. 
Radiohead followed up the triumphant ok computer with 
Kid A, an album that essentially attempted to reinvent the 
concept of music, and which was instead a garbled mess 
of bleeps and bloops which only the most pretetentious 
music fans could even tolerate. Tommy Wiseau’s ‘The 
Room’ is a work of stunning originality… and an 
experience so horrible it only succeeds as a surrealist 
comedy. 
 Genre criticism argues that people don’t actually 
want originality, and the failure of films which just rehash 
the same old ideas proves that there’s no success to be 
found in doing the same thing repeatedly to diminishing 
returns. The thing is that people don’t actually want their 
favourite thing over and over again; they want something 
that’s like the thing they loved, only different enough that 
it’s not immediately recognisable as such: a new twist on 
old favourites. 
 A hilarious recent example of this – for me, any 
way – is Doctor Strange. 
 Dr Stephen Strange is an arrogant genius with a 
goatee beard and many material possessions, forced to 
reevaluate his life after a crippling injury, trained by a 
wise mentor in an isolated location, emerging 
empowered by his newfound knowledge, driven to use 
said gifts for the betterment of all people by a guilt at his 
previous selfishness. 
 He is LITERALLY Tony Stark, only with magic 
powers instead of science powers. Right down to the 
facial hair, they are literally the same man, and their 
initial films are, to all intents and purposes, the same. 
 But the thing is, there’s just enough differences 
that Strange felt new and exciting. 
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Despite what the common wisdom will tell you, a lack of 
originality isn’t a bad thing; refusing to give fans what 
they want – another Iron Man film – isn’t a bad thing, 
because you can just file Tony Stark’s serial numbers off, 
call him Stephen Strange and BOOM, new property. 
 We can even see this in supposedly utterly 
original properties that take apparently daring risks like 
‘Game of Thrones’. For all its defiance of everyone’s 
expectations with Ned Stark and Robb Stark, SPOILER 
ALERT John Snow has turned out to LITERALLY be 
Aragorn. Just like Tolkein’s famous ranger, Snow is the 
lost son of the rightful king, returned to claim his 
birthright from the unworthy usurpers who have been 
ruling in his absence. ‘Game of Thrones’ may seemingly 
bear very little similarity to ‘Lord of the Rings’ beyond the 
superficial, but the truth is that slowly, it’s been revealed 
to be hitting many of the exact same story beats as the 
trope codifier. Jon Snow’s narrative may not be fully 
exposed yet, but it seems to be the same Hero’s Journey 
that Luke Skywalker, Frodo Baggins and Buffy Summers all 
walked long before him. 
 And as I’ve explained, I don’t think that’s a bad 
thing. As we’ve seen, when people say “That’s so 
unoriginal,” what they mean for the most part is “I’ve 
seen these exact same story and character patterns 
played out in this exact same way before,” not “I want 
something I’ve literally never seen before”. 
 Now, I think this is kind of important for fans of 
Games Workshop and most especially Warhammer 
40,000, because as of 2017, we are in interesting times. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/TheHerosJourney
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A Gathering Storm 
 
 If you’re a 40K player, unless you’ve been living 
under a barn, you know about the Gathering Storm. GW 
have been cranking out campaign books for a while now. 
Since the lacklustre turd that was ‘Campaign of Fire’ at 
the start of 6th edition, we’ve had the various Warzone 
books, as well as Shield of Baal, Warzone: Damocles, 
Sanctus Reach, Death Masque… but despite all these, 
Gathering Storm represents something legitimately new. 
 “When are GW going to move the narrative 
forwards?” fans have been asking for years, so much so 
that last year, I wrote a blog exploring the concept. Well, 
to go with the interesting times we live in, everything 
seems to be changing, 40K included, and the unthinkable 
has happened: the plot of 40K has indeed moved 
forwards. Cadia has fallen; the Primarchs are returning; 
three plastic Sisters of Battle models have been released! 
 All of which begs the question: what does 
Gathering Storm imply? 
 After all, for years, Warhammer fans had been 
clamouring for the story of the Warhammer Fantasy 
Battle universe to move on. When it did, and when it 
came to the unavoidable apocalypse of an ending that 
had been promised… Well. There’s no deny the 
disappointment of that for many people, nor that the Age 
of Sigmar setting which followed was contentious. 
 Speaking as a never-fan of WHFB, I wasn’t overly 
distraught over the loss of that game’s setting. I also 
rather like the Age of Sigmar stuff, overblown hair-metal 
nonsense though it undeniably is. 
 However, I’m massively invested in 40K, and the 
things I love about it – the cultural stagnation, the fascist 
nightmare that is the Imperium of Man, the complete and 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/05/01/may-2016-captain-america-needs-to-die/
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unrelenting horror – all those are threatened by the 
Gathering Storm narrative, especially with the release of 
Guilliman. A true, genuine hero is something I personally 
don’t like the idea of it 40K (Ciaphas Cain excepted) and 
the idea of turning 40K into a white-hat-vs-black-hat 
Manichean universe of ‘goodies vs. baddies’ is honestly 
the last thing I want my beloved game to become. 
 So what should I do? 
 Well, not panic. 
 Because yes, the absolute worst could happen. 
40K could go the way of the Warhammer universe, finally 
bent and broken over the knee of the Ruinous Powers as 
the Emperor’s Finest go down swinging. I honestly can’t 
imagine anything more tedious than that, but it’s not 
beyond the bounds of possibility. I could have serious 
reason to be worried. 
 But panicking is a bad idea, and knee-jerk 
demands for what we think we want are unhelpful; Henry 
Ford may never have said “If I had asked people what 
they wanted, they would have said faster horses”, but 
that doesn’t mean it’s not a useful adage to bear in mind 
whenever a serious/significant change is made to a 
beloved setting or product. 
 We’ve established that people don’t want the 
same thing again and again, no matter how much they 
might protest otherwise. No matter how much the devout 
might rail and pluck at their beards, 40K is a long, long 
running game. We’re coming up to its 30th anniversary, 
and that is a long time for a setting to be static. Every 
equivalent setting – Star Wars, Star Trek, Doctor Who, 
and so on – have played with other settings, other eras, 
other ideas. 40K has evolved and developed, until the 
point where I would argue that we’re now in an 
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unprecedented golden age, especially with the 
mainstream release of Horus Heresy. 
 So when it comes to Gathering Storm, I’m quietly 
optimistic, especially when the signs so far have all been 
so promising. The models are utterly wonderful, the 
changes to the setting so far have been engaging and 
exciting, and it seems to be building up to something 
genuinely quite brilliant. Not to mention that, if we step 
back from the narrative and look at the real-world 
business side of things, the fact that 40K is in nowhere 
near the dire situation that WHFB was in pre-Sigmar. With 
that system, GW had reached the stage that they honestly 
had nothing to lose. Unlike WHFB, there’s nothing to be 
gained from a complete restructuring of the setting. 
 And honestly, even if they did, sure, it could all go 
pearshaped and we could end up with something that’s 
not a patch on the setting we have now. But the truth is 
that the model line exists as it does now. Whatever 
changes come, the core elements must necessarily 
remain the same, and as we’ve seen from other media: 
it’s better to have something unexpected than something 
we’ve seen before. 
 I for one am looking forwards to where the 
Gathering Storm leads.  

__________________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 

 The latest Wolverine entry, ‘Logan’, wasn’t out 
when I originally wrote this. Having watched it since, I 
pretty much stand by my words here. ‘Logan’s a good film, 
but critically, in a lot of ways, it’s not really a Wolverine 
film. 
 Logan spends much of the film suffering from 
adamantium poisoning. His healing factor doesn’t really 
work, he can’t really use his claws, his power set is, to all 
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intents and purposes, nullified. Of course, just as I argued, 
in reducing him this way, the writers make him more 
interesting. He’s conspicuously not the Wolverine of 
previous films. 
 Personally, I take this as a tacit acknowledgement 
of all my criticisms above. As I said, you have to seriously 
change the character of Wolverine to make him (finally) 
work as a leading man in a narrative where he’s doing all 
the heavy lifting. Like I pointed out, the story has to be 
one where Wolverine’s skill with violence can’t really help 
him – and in ‘Logan’, it doesn’t. Every fight becomes more 
tense because he can’t just tank the damage. He can’t 
fight the Reavers, or the super-scientist villain, or the 
younger, berzerker version of himself. 
 Worse, he’s so emotionally constipated, he can’t 
even reach out to X-23 and make her feel safe. 
 ‘Logan’ is a film where Wolverine finally  becomes 
interesting because it takes everything that makes him 
superficially cool, and replaces it with actual 
characterisation, which is genuinely cool. The end result is 
a film, which, though by no means a masterpiece, is at 
least not completely horrible. 
 Though, as Cracked.com pointed out, it’s also a 
pretty shameless rip-off of the arguably superior ‘Children 
of Men’, so make of that what you will. 
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Argue On The Internet Better 

 
Originally published March 2017  
 

The Moral of The Bucket 
 
 Is there anything more boring than school 
assembly? 
 After eleven years as a pupil and fifteen as a 
teacher… if I am sure of one truth, it is this: assemblies 
fucking suck. They’re long and boring and always about 
some unhelpful, untrue nonsense. ‘Believe in yourself’ or 
‘be yourself’ or ‘MLK cured racism forever’. You know, 
some cheap, useless bullshit that hides the grotesque 
unfairnesses inflicted upon people by a society predicated 
upon selfishness and cruelty that we all have to sit 
through and pretend is in some way enriching the minds 
of the pupils who hear it. Which no-one listens to anyway, 
because we all switched off after the first fifteen seconds. 
 In twenty six years of them, I remember exactly 
one that was worth my time. 
 The speaker brought a bucket to the front of the 
room and put it down in front of everyone. Then she filled 
it with rocks. 
 “Is it full?” she asked. 
 “Yes,” came the bored reply. 
 So she pulled out some smaller rocks, and nimbly 
fitted them into the gaps. People looked up, their 
attention piqued. 
 “How about now? Is it full now?” 
 “Yes,” came the reply, although no-one sounded 
as certain this time. 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2017/03/05/argue-on-the-internet-better/
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 She pulled out a bag of pebbles and dropped 
them into the spaces. 
 “How about now?” 
 “No,” came the reply, everyone now caught up 
with her game. 
 “Clever,” she replied, pulling out the bag of sand 
and pouring it into the bucket, filling it to the top. “So 
how about now? Is it finally full?” 
 “Yes,” came the confident cry. 
 At which point, she pulled out the jug of water. 
 With the bucket now definitely actually full, she 
turned to a hall full of year 11 pupils about to sit their 
exams, and said: 
 “You’ve all got lots to do each day: coming to 
school, doing homework, revising, chores, making time 
for yourself. The bucket represents your day. So what 
have you learned about your day? What’s the moral of 
the bucket?” 
 “There’s always time if you look hard enough?” 
 “No,” she replied. “Your day’s a fixed size. There’s 
only the time you’ve got.” 
 “We can always fit more into our day?” came the 
tentative reply from a lone voice at the back. 
 “No,” she replied. “Your day has limits. You have 
limits. You can only fit in so much.” 
 “So what is it then?” shouted one of the louder, 
braver boys at the back. 
Picking up a large, jagged lump of granite that hadn’t 
fitted in, she held it up to the hall and smiled gently. 
 “Always start with the big rocks first.” 
 

Differentiation. 
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 That assembly is a perfect example of how 
teaching works. One of the rookie mistakes every noob-
ass teacher makes when they step up to the whiteboard 
and decide they’re going to impart knowledge to the no-
nothing numpties who’d rather be at home killing brown 
people on ‘Call of Duty’ is this: 
 “They’ll learn if I tell them.” 
 No. 
 No they won’t. 
 Years of Darwinian existence at the chalkface 
teaches us all the same brutal truth: you can’t tell anyone 
anything and expect them to learn it that way. The 
information might go in, but it falls out straight away, 
because telling isn’t teaching. Anyone who thinks it is, is a 
dumbass. 
To truly teach, you have to be like Dom Cobb. You have to 
practise inception. 
 In the film ‘Inception’, Cobb gets a line that – 
somewhat unexpectedly – perfectly summarises why just 
telling someone something doesn’t work: 
 
“This is me, planting an idea in your mind. I say: don’t 
think about elephants. What are you thinking about? 
…but it’s not your idea. The dreamer can always 
remember the genesis of the idea. True inspiration is 
impossible to fake.” 
 
 This is an utterly accurate summation of why, if 
you tell someone something, they don’t retain it. 
Teaching is the act of making information stick in people’s 
brains, and the ideas that stick are always the ones you 
come up with yourself. As Cobb says, perfectly 
summarising the end result of good quality teaching: 
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“What is the most resilient parasite? Bacteria? A virus? An 
intestinal worm? An idea. Resilient… highly contagious. 
Once an idea has taken hold of the brain, it’s almost 
impossible to eradicate. An idea that is fully formed – fully 
understood – that sticks; right in there somewhere.” 
 
 Now, unlike what the film may lead you to 
believe, inception isn’t actually as difficult as the film 
makes out, and no matter what some people might tell 
you, you don’t even need to bring a gun. 
True inception simply requires what we in teaching call 
‘differentiation’. 
 Differentiation is the act of creating different 
resources for your pupils based on their needs. You see, 
the problem of teaching is that you know what you want 
your pupils to learn, but you can’t tell them what it is. So, 
instead, you create puzzles and activities that (hopefully) 
lead them to working out the idea for themselves. Instead 
of telling them something, you facilitate a way for them to 
come up with the conclusion you want: to ‘create’ the 
knowledge spontaneously in their own head. 
 Inception. 
 Because Cobb is quite right: if a person works out 
an idea for themselves, they’ll remember it forever. 
 Now, teachers aren’t the only people who use 
this technique; religious teachers of every faith have been 
using it for years. Parables, koans, fables… These are all 
ways to convey knowledge to a learner without telling 
them what the knowledge is. It’s why story is so powerful: 
every story is a lesson about something, whether it means 
to be or not. 
 Now, at this stage, I’m sure you’re wondering why 
I’m bringing this all up. Well, it’s because of arguing on 
the internet. 



412 
 

 

Arguing On The Internet 
 
 As long as I can remember, wargaming has been a 
hobby that’s as much about hating the hobby as it is 
enjoying it. Models have always been too expensive, rules 
have always been unbalanced, army lists have always 
included sub-par units, Games Workshop are always on 
the verge of going out of business… Since the second 
issue of White Dwarf, someone out there has complained 
that ‘White Dwarf’ isn’t as good as it used to be in the 
good old days. (They’re always wrong; ‘White Dwarf’ has 
never been good.) 
 The thing is, the internet has taken this hobby-
within-a-hobby of relentless mythering and supercharged 
it. On the internet, like-minded misanthropes can meet 
and, just like the sort of strung-out junkies who’d suck off 
a dog in exchange for a hit, they can complain about a 
hobby they hate that they’ll never, ever quit. 
 The problem – for me, at least – isn’t actually the 
complaining. There’s nothing wrong with calling out crap 
when you see it, and despite what the memes may tell 
you, arguing on the internet can be quite productive… 
assuming both sides are properly supporting their ideas 
and coming from a place of informed debate. Sure, 
emotive, emotional arguing achieves very little, but 
proper, reasoned debate is possible… It’s just difficult. 
 So, my aim here is a primer for effective 
differentiation: a way for you to more effectively incept 
your ideas into the heads of others when you’re online. A 
way to ensure your arguments remain n reasoned and 
supported, rather than pure unthinking emotion, better 
able to convey the nuance and subtleties of what you 
actually think. 
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Bloom’s Taxonomy. 
 
 Just knowing something doesn’t mean you’re 
clever. 
 This is kind of hard idea for people to wrap their 
heads around; I know it was hard for me during my 
teacher training, back when dinosaurs roamed the Earth. 
Knowledge simply represents data. Intelligence, on the 
other hand, represents the ability to actually use that data 
in useful, meaningful ways. 
 This is why we teachers use Bloom’s taxonomy. 
Benjamin Bloom was the educational psychologist who 
chaired the committee which first broke down the various 
educational domains into ranked areas of increasing 
complexity and specificity. 
 The theories Bloom and his buddies came up with 
date from the fifties, and I’m not about to argue that 
they’re completely accurate in their description of human 
learning processes. In fact, in modern education, the 
theories can be contentious. Don’t take them as empirical 
truth is what I’m saying. 
 Despite this, I personally regard Bloom’s as a 
useful tool. Not as something to be slavishly adhered to 
(as some educational institutions treat it) but as a kind of 
mental checklist; I use it whenever I’m trying to 
establishing exactly why a specific pupil doesn’t get the 
topic we’re covering. Bloom’s is useful as a reminder that 
intelligence isn’t just about IQ… which is why all the best 
‘schemes of learning’ (the technical teacher-name for a 
collection of related lessons) will therefore necessarily 
take pupils up a kind of ‘slope of learning’, from simplest 
concepts to hardest. Despite its imperfections, Bloom’s 
taxonomy provides a simple guide to difficulty levels. Its 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bloom's_taxonomy
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utility lies in the way it can be a reminder that a person 
may not be able to advance from a lower level to a higher 
level as they haven’t understood all the steps in between. 
After all, you can’t evaluate a topic if you haven’t got 
knowledge of it. 
 I would argue it is these ‘missing gaps’ in our 
readers’ knowledge which makes arguing on the internet 
such a pain in the ass. Bloom’s is flawed, yes, but taken as 
a rough and ready system, it presents a useful tool to 
enable us as educators (yes, including you) to identify 
where our audience might have gone off-piste, as well as 
the kinds of things we might need to help them get back 
on track. 
 So, what are the stages of Bloom’s taxonomy? 
 

1.) Knowledge: the ability to recall data or 
information.  
 This is the most basic level; it’s literally rote 
retention of simple facts: ‘The sky is blue’; ‘Christians 
believe in Jesus’; ‘a simile is a comparison using “like” or 
“as”’. Knowledge represents the capacity for a learner to 
repeat information that does not have to be understood, 
simply defined through clear observation. 
 

2.) Comprehension: the ability to understand the 
meaning, translation, interpolation, and 
interpretation of instructions and problems. 
 Which sounds really complex, but all it means is 
that instead of simply observing something, you are now 
able to say something a little deeper about the thing you 
know. “Christians believe in Jesus because they have read 
the Bible and agree with the tenets within”, for example. 
Comprehension also represents the ability to state a 
problem in one’s own words: “The sky is usually blue; 
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however, when it’s grey, that means there’s more water 
vapour in the air, which means it’s more likely to rain.” 
 

3.) Application: the ability to use a concept in a new 
situation or unprompted use of an abstraction.  
 This is the ability to apply something that’s been 
learned in the classroom into new and unexpected 
situations, either in life or in the work place. For example, 
if I teach a pupil how to use emotive language, they might 
use that skill at Christmas time, pulling on their parent’s 
heartstrings to try and get more presents. Doesn’t mean 
they succeed of course, merely that they have learned 
something which can actually be used. 
 

4.) Analysis: the ability to separate material or 
concepts into component parts so that its 
organizational structure may be understood. 
 At this stage, learners have understood the 
individual parts of a concept, and are now able to 
understand how to put those ideas together, in such a 
way that they can now understand structures. At this 
level, things are starting to get difficult, because analysis 
requires the ability to understand abstract ideas – to work 
out how things function without necessarily having that 
function shown to them. So as an example, a pupil 
studying English might be able to look at the language in a 
poem, and explain how it’s being used to affect a reader’s 
emotions as a means to manipulating their thought 
processes. On the other hand, a pupil studying design and 
technology might be able to look at the component parts 
of a device and assemble it without being told what the 
device is. 
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5.) Synthesis: the ability to build a structure or 
pattern from diverse elements.  
 By this stage, a learner is not only capable of 
understanding the components and processes behind an 
idea or concept, they can actually start innovating using 
those same concepts as tools. They can put parts together 
to form a whole, with emphasis on creating a new 
meaning or structure. So an art student might, for 
example, be able to look at a pre-existing style of 
painting, the style of artwork from another culture, and a 
newly invented kind of paint, and combine those 
disparate elements to create something that is 
completely new, but which honours the inspirations the 
artist has drawn from. 
 

6.) Evaluation: the ability to make judgments about 
the value of ideas or materials. 
 This is the final, most difficult stage of learning, 
because it involves understanding all the prexisting 
stages, and being able to compare them. Of course, it’s 
something we do every time we go shopping: which of 
these two seemingly identical products is the one I will 
buy? However, when dealing with a more difficult, 
abstract topic, this process can become incredibly 
difficult, especially when higher-level mathematical or 
scientific skills are involved, or when several complex 
ideas relating to cultural critique are interacting with each 
other all at once. 
 
 As I’m sure you can see, it’s the evaluation stage 
which is the most awkward when it comes to discussion 
online… mostly because it seems easy. After all, we do it 
all the time. 
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 Except we don’t, and that appearance of 
familiarity can be deeply deceptive. Just because a person 
can compare oranges and apples doesn’t mean they can 
effectively compare three or four seemingly 
contradictory, high-level abstract concepts on any level 
beyond the most superficial. Knowing what those 
concepts are is simply not enough; one cannot evaluate 
just because one has knowledge of a topic. If all you have 
is knowledge, then you’re missing the comprehension, 
application, analysis and synthesis stages. 
 Put simply, Bloom’s argues that we have to know 
what a thing is, understand how it works, be able to use 
that thing ourselves, explain every aspect of it, and be 
able to use it in conjunction with other things before we 
can truly start comparing it to other, similar things. 
Without all those intermediate stages, we can try and 
evaluate, but the gaps in our intelligence will mean we 
make mistakes that someone without those gaps won’t. 
 Which means, stepping backwards from this, that 
if you want to truly teach someone else online (or 
anywhere) of the truth of a certain concept, you yourself 
need to appreciate all of those stages, and lead your 
‘pupils’ up the mountain of knowledge one tentative step 
at a time. 
 So let’s see how this could be applied to a 
discussion about wargaming. 
 

Nom Nom Lovely Crunch. 
 
 To start with, I want to look at how we might 
potentially use Bloom’s to present a discussion on a topic 
from the ‘crunch’ side of 40K. In this case, it’s going to be 
looking at the preponderance of 3+ saves, the ubiquitous 
feature that makes MEQ armies so very MEQ. 
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 IMPORTANT NOTE: The arguments and discussion 
points I’m going to cover in this do not represent my own 
opinions on the topic; they are used for illustrative 
purposes only because the topic itself is one with which 
most gamers would be familiar.7 
 So, we start at the beginning, with the Knowledge 
stage. Here, we just have a simple piece of data: Space 
Marines have a 3+ save. They’re so butch. 
 The next stage is where things gain a touch more 
complexity. The Comprehension stage requires us to 
understand, interpolate, and interpret that knowledge. In 
simple terms, for this argument, we’re going to state a 
problem in simple terms: Marine armies are ubiquitous, 
meaning 3+ saves are ubiquitous; as a result, if everyone 
has a 3+ save, then armies are all very similar, which 
makes games dull. 
 This is where a lot of arguments about Marines 
tend to begin – look at their similarity! They’re all the 
same! I’m sure you’ve gotten involved in arguments 
about strength 4, about armour penetration rules, all 
those things which could mitigate this (potentially) 
tedious similiarity. If so, you’ve reached the Application 
stage, you can use concepts you’ve learned to change, 
overcome or improve situations you find yourself in. In 
this example, the Application stage would be to point out 
that there are actually counters to 3+ save in the game 
already: it’s possible to counter 3+ saves through the 
careful use of AP3 weapons. So, to pick an example, a 
Deathwatch player – who has easy access to AP3 melee 

                                                           
7
 Editor’s note: this column was written roughly four months before the 8th 

edition Warhammer 40,000 was released in June of 2017, so all references to 
rules are necessarily referring to rules from the outdated 7th edition of the game. 
However, whilst the rules and tactics are no longer relevant, the core logical 
structuring of the argument remains a sound illustration of the critical thinking 

process. 
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weaponry – might elect to give every model in their 
Deathwatch army power weapons. Boom! Problem solved 
forever, right? 
 Obviously no. But someone who’s at the Analysis 
stage is capable of separating concepts into component 
parts and considering the organizational structure… which 
is a posh way of saying they can look at individual 
elements more closely. So, they see the problem of too 
much 3+ armour, and instead of offering a simple, blanket 
not-solution, they offer a slightly more refined solution. 
Our hypothetical player’s analysis point out that those 
AP3 power weapons are only useful in assault… which 
means that any model with a power weapon which 
doesn’t enter assault has had points wasted on them. 
Given that not every model is likely to enter assault, it 
would therefore be points-inefficient to equip the whole 
army, simply on the off-chance a random model might get 
the chance to smash face. 
  However, our analyst offers a more refined 
solution to the issue of AP3: only equip models that they 
have specifically designed to enter assault with power 
weapons. 
 The next stage of this, Synthesis, involves building 
a structure from diverse elements. In simple terms, this 
would be where our hypothetical player starts putting 
disparate parts together to form a whole, with emphasis 
on creating a new, more effective structure. At this point 
of the argument, someone with a grasp of Synthesis will 
realise that the preponderance of 3+ saves cannot be 
dealt with by assault troops alone. So, in order to be able 
to tackle 3+ at both assault and range, they elect to equip 
some models with Plasma pistols, whose increased range 
will give them more ranged control of the battlefield… 
plus cook them alive in their own armour. 
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 And here is where we reach the final Evaluation 
stage, making judgments about the value of things. 
 After a few games, out hypothetical player judges 
that the Plasma pistols are effective in assault, but less 
effective at range because their range is too short, 
meaning they aren’t actually any better than a simple 
power weapon… so giving them to troops who already 
have power weapons is overkill. Plus, the ‘Gets Hot’ rule 
has claimed important troops at the worst possible time. 
So, while they are happy with their use of the occasional 
power weapon to tackle 3+ saves, they still require a 
ranged hard counter. They have two real option: Plasma 
guns, which will leads to an overall drop in the assault 
effectiveness of their troops, due to the lost attack, or 
Grav weaponry. Grav weaponry will be less effective at 
wounding, but lacks the ‘Gets Hot’ rule. So, the options 
break down to: 
 

 A plasma pistol: points expensive, short ranged, 
and has ‘Gets Hot’, but is super-killy. 

 A plama gun: the same points and ‘Gets Hot’ 
problem of the plasma pistol, but with decreased 
assault effectiveness on top; however, all of 
which is compensated for by a good range. 

 A grav pistol: short range and effective in assault; 
marginally less killy than a plasma weapon, but 
without ‘Gets Hot’. 

 A grav gun: all the strengths of the grav pistol and 
the plasma gun, with the only downside being the 
decrease in assault effectiveness. 

 
 Looking through all these criteria, our player 
decides that the extra range the guns have over the 
pistols brings an additional advantage: the ability to 
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control significantly more of the board, which not only 
makes their men more deadly, but also forces their 
opponent to think carefully about the risks of position 
their men too, allowing our player more board control. 
Having chosen to take the gun, they then have to decide 
which one, which will obviously depend on their local 
meta. 
 But who are we kidding, it’s going to be grav. No 
‘Gets Hots’, and absolutely beast at getting rid of 
Monstrous Creature nonsense? Of course grav wins. 
 Now, for those of you going ‘Well all that stuff 
seems pretty bloody obvious to me’, well, yes. This is a 
very simple logical chain, used to illustrate the ways that 
each level of Bloom’s facilitates the next. For our next 
example, I’m going to take you through a cultural 
argument rather than a gameplay one. 

 

Ooooh, Pretty Pretty Fluff! 
 
 For the example of Fluff analysis, I’m going to use 
the perennial topic of female space marines, firstly 
because it’s an argument that everyone is familiar with, 
but mostly because it’s an argument where I can clearly 
lay out my own thinking (because it’s an argument I’ve 
spent approaching three decades having). Bizarrely, it’s 
seen as the worst thing that could ever happen to 40K 
according to some, so I think it’s always a useful 
discussion to have. 
 The Knowledge stage of this argument begins 
even more simply than our last one. We start with the 
simple statement that all Space Marines are male. 
 The Comprehension stage is where we first 
express the problem. Games generally have players of 
both genders. Space Marines are the most popular 40K 
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army; therefore, if all Space Marines are male, then 
female gamers are being treated unfairly. 
 Now, this is the stage that people’s rage kicks in, 
and turns the argument nasty. That’s because the 
Comprehension stage is simply the expression of a 
problem. We need to take the argument significantly 
further to reach a fully thought-out response, whether 
that argument be in favour of female Astartes or against. 
So, the hard work really begins at the Application stage, 
where we first start to think in abstractions. In this case, 
one Application would revolve around the abstract 
concept that Warhammer 40,000 isn’t real, and that 
therefore, Space Marines aren’t real. As a result, the in-
universe ‘fact’ that ‘All Space Marines are male’ can be 
ignored if I, as a player, want to ignore it. 
 The Analysis stage, where we separate concepts 
into component parts so that we can understand the 
structures which justify the existence of the concept 
being discussed. For example, in following our argument, 
we can now look at the origins of the game: the people 
who created Warhammer 40,000 were males, working in 
the 1980’s, when society was undoubtedly a sexist one. 
The men responsible for the game probably didn’t expect 
that women would ever play their games; given the world 
they lived in, that belief was probably true. This means 
the in-universe ‘fact’ that all Space Marines are male… 
well, it exists as a logical response to the specific time, 
place, and people involved when the game was created. 
In the same way as novels from Victorian England contain 
horrifying racism that would be unacceptable in the 
modern world, Warhammer 40,000 comes with the 
legacy of the world that existed when it was created. It’s a 
product of its time. 
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 Synthesis is where we begin to probe that 
concept even more deeply by pulling together various 
ideas from widely differing places, creating a new 
structure from pre-existing older ideas. Here, for example, 
we could create an argument that synthesises disparate 
ideas from the real world. If we accept that 40k’s roots 
were necessarily inadvertently sexist, we can also realise 
that the real world has moved on from there. Culture has 
changed. In computer games, another traditionally male-
dominated domain, women now account for 54% of all 
gamers worldwide; female gaming has made those 
companies which embraced it huge profits. In comics, 
another bastion of one-time purely masculine culture, 
Marvel and DC comics have achieved financial success by 
overtly appealing to the female market (Kamala Khan, 
Harley Quinn). Those female readers have brought both 
companies mad money (not to mention providing comics 
which are equally enjoyed by all genders). Given that 
different areas of geek culture whose psychographic and 
demographic groups overlap with Games Workshop’s 
have achieved huge financial success, it therefore follows 
that by ignoring even the possibility that women might 
play tabletop miniature games, Games Workshop is 
missing out on huge money. When we then factor in 
several years of low profits for Games Workshop 
(combined with a global economic downturn, and the 
undoubted financial impact of Brexit on the primarily UK-
based company), GW cannot afford to be sniffy about 
money which could just be lying there waiting to be 
made. Put simply, female marines make financial sense. 
After all, people are already paying other companies (like 
the excellent Statuesque Miniatures) for the bitz… 
 The Evaluation stage of the argument finishes the 
argument off. As established, the in-universe ‘fact’ that 

http://www.statuesqueminiatures.co.uk/p/8774376/sma301-heroic-scale-female-heads.html
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‘All Space Marines are male’ is unfair to female gamers. 
As established, it is a byproduct of the era in which the 
game was released, and because the game is fictional, it is 
not a fact, but a choice regarding a piece of fiction, and 
therefore able to be changed. As established, changing 
this ‘fact’ to allow for female Space Marines would be 
likely to make Games Workshop money; morally, it would 
be fairer for all gamers. It would also be undeniably true 
that male gamers would lose nothing: any as established, 
any gamer can assemble any army they choose, including 
an all-male Space Marine army if they like. Now, should 
the change to fluff be made and female marines be 
embraced by GW as canonical, then there’s no doubt that 
GW would lose some customers. This is the same 
community which featured a member who infamously 
burned his entire army when WHFB became AoS. Some 
players would undoubtedly respond to such a change 
with such horror that they might leave the game, and 
badmouth the company. This would hurt profits, and so 
the question becomes: do GW stay the same, embracing 
these more conservative members of their community, or 
does GW embrace change, risk losing them and having 
them conduct what will undoubtedly be a loud and toxic 
campaign that could easily turn very nasty? 
 Looking at all the issues from a dispassionate 
place, the choice boils down to two core motivations: 
either profit or morality. From a profit standpoint, as 
established, female space marines represent a financial 
risk, but also a possibly huge financial gain. From a moral 
standpoint, to the traditionally-minded player, female 
marines represent an unthinkably appalling concept; to a 
progressive, the current fluff is equally despicable. 
 From my own personal point of view, the choice 
to introduce female space marines seems obvious. If 
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female marines exist, then I can get the girls who are 
currently playing Perudo, Ghost Castle and Poker at my 
school games club into 40K. I know this, because every 
discussion about 40K I’ve had with the girls always starts 
with them being amazed at how awesome the figures are, 
and ends with them being disappointed that there’s no 
women. So they keep playing the games that don’t 
exclude them, GW misses out on a school that would 
otherwise be entering its tournament scene, the school 
doesn’t give my club any more money to buy new stuff, 
and the three remaining 40K players are forced to keep 
using battered dictionaries as scenery instead of having 
actual scenery. Seems obvious to state it, but a rising tide 
lifts all boats… 
 

Caveat: Mister Garak’s ‘Misconception’ 
 
 So, the two examples above hopefully 
demonstrate the way to best structure your own 
arguments, and have modelled a potentially useful way to 
order your thinking to better explain it to other gamers. 
 However, the thing to always remember is that 
encouraging higher-level thinking and intelligence isn’t 
necessarily going to encourage the result you expect. Just 
because you set up an activity using Bloom’s Taxonomy, 
don’t expect your truly clever students to necessarily 
reach the same conclusion you do. High-order thinking 
like Synthesis and Evaluation, by nature, isn’t learning by 
rote. Your pupils will take the pieces you give them and 
assemble them in ways which are logical to them… ways 
that may not have been obvious to you. After all, there 
exist genius-level scientists of equal intelligence who are 
Christians, Muslims, Atheists, Zoroastrians… all of them 
unable to convince the others to change their opinion. 
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Intelligence doesn’t necessarily make a person better at 
seeing objective ‘truth’, but it definitely makes them 
better at defending emotionally-based positions. 
 In ‘Deep Space Nine’, Cardassian super-spy and 
sociopath Garak was told the story of ‘The Boy Who Cried 
Wolf’, and decreed that the moral was not ‘never tell lies’; 
it was ‘never tell the same lie twice’. So, you know, be 
prepared that if you’re teaching people to actually think, 
they may think some very unexpected things. 

__________________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 

 As well as being a primer on an interesting aspect 
of education, this column is my latest attempt to argue in 
favour of Games Workshop introducing female Astartes. 
 Honestly, I don’t think it’ll ever happen. I don’t 
think Games Workshop has the capability – or the courage 
–  to actively confront the very worst members of its 
gaming community. It contents itself with mumbled 
rationalisations about female characters in Black Library 
book… as though the men spouting this bullshit would 
ever be satisfied with such paltry crumbs were the 
positions ever reversed. 
 For that moral cowardice, I will always be utterly 
disappointed in them. 
 
 … 
 
 Guess I’m never getting that job as a Black Library 
writer, eh? 
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I’m Calling It Right Now: ’Get Out’ 
Is The Greatest Horror Film of This 
Generation. 
 
Originally published April 2017 
 
Disclaimer: So let’s get this out of the way right at the start: I’m a white 
Englishman. A really white one. Worse, I’m a white man with left-wing leanings, 
and that’s absolutely going to colour my discussion of this film. However, given 
that one of the most critical of critical thinking skills is the ability to know 
oneself, and that ’Get Out’ is – in my opinion – a desperate attack on the 
indolence of left-leaning white folks who really, really don’t… Well, I feel 
comfortable sharing my thoughts about this most superb cinematic effort. 

 

” A black mirror, made to reflect everything 
about itself that humanity will not 
confront.” – Neil Gaiman on the perfect 
nightmare. 
 
 I love horror. Truth be told, I love horror more 
than anything, but the genre has a huge problem. Put 
bluntly, much of it is crap. 
 And not just a little bit crap, mind you, but mind-
meltingly, ass-wreckingly crap. The kind of crap that 
leaves you furious that two hours of your life has been 
wasted on watching YET ANOTHER group of generic 
teenagers get killed, even though ‘Cabin In The Woods’ 
proved once and for all that Hollywood should stop 
making that exact same damned film because, as a genre, 
it’s been won. 
Anyway, where was I? 
 Oh yes, horror. I just love it. One of the things I 
love most about the genre – the thing, in fact, leaving 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2017/04/02/im-calling-it-right-now-get-out-is-the-greatest-horror-film-of-this-generation/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2017/04/02/im-calling-it-right-now-get-out-is-the-greatest-horror-film-of-this-generation/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2017/04/02/im-calling-it-right-now-get-out-is-the-greatest-horror-film-of-this-generation/


428 
 

apart those moments when I’m forced back into my chair 
away from the screen, practically browning my trousers – 
is the potential it has for symbolism. Almost more than 
any other genre, metaphor has always been horror’s 
greatest strength. 
 Because, of course, the monsters aren’t really 
monsters. They’re just whatever we’re afraid of, hidden 
behind a smokescreen of symbolism. Dracula might not 
be real, but our every nameless, unspoken, ridiculous fear 
of the foreigner is. Seen this way, the Count isn’t a just 
character, but a coagulation of every xenophobic anxiety 
from the Old World, come to our country to buy our 
property, steal our women, spread disease and kill our 
men. In the same way, Frankenstein is the walking 
personification of or fear of science and the evils that 
intelligence without wisdom can create; his monster, the 
purest representation of how ‘normal’ people victimise 
those who aren’t, learning only too late that ignorance 
and violence inevitably rebounds on the wielder. 
The best writers can really exploit our nightmares to ask 
important questions about the human condition. 
 And I think this is why the majority of the stuff 
that gets produced and released to Netflix is so very, very 
depressing. All that potential to show us unpleasant or 
troubling truths about ourselves… and it’s usually nothing 
more than teenagers in a wood getting killed by 
transphobia. 
So, I cannot begin to express how much I love Jordan 
Peele’s ’Get Out’. Not just because it’s scary (and it is; the 
whole two hour run-time’s infused with a dread so thick 
you can taste it) but more than that: because it’s about 
something. Specifically, racism. However, unlike every 
other Hollywood film, where the racists are nice, obvious 
Others – the kind of people who wear white hoods, burn 
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crosses and are Not Us (no, never us) – ’Get Out’ dares to 
go where lesser films do not. 
 A perfect nightmare, it dares to do something 
both audacious and meaningful with its cruelties. Rather 
than simply presenting its Grand Guignol as simple 
emotive spectacle (though it is both emotive and it is 
spectacular), its true audacity is to hold up that black 
mirror to a white, liberal America that’s denies any 
examination of itself and go ‘You. You are the problem’. It 
left me feeling awkward, uncomfortable, and chilled to 
the bone. 
 Christ I fucking love this film. 
 

SPOILER ALERT: 
This is not a review of ’Get Out’. You don’t need one. Just go see it, it’s great. 
What this is, is an analytical essay, exploring the themes, ideas and concepts the 
film presents (from my aforementioned, White, middle-class, and like, maybe 
60% heterosexual male perspective). As a result, there’s not just spoilers – 
there’s literally no point reading this unless you’ve seen the film. So, watch the 
film, then come back here. 

 

Horror Traditions. 
 
 So there’s this story in horror which gets told 
and retold ad infinitum. Older than dirt, the ‘Don’t Go 
Into The Woods’ genre is so ubiquitous that if you’ve ever 
watched a horror film, you’ve probably seen it. The genre 
has a long and powerful tradition in literature and 
cinema, but the modern version of the story doesn’t 
really get defined until the ‘Texas Chainsaw Massacre’ 
(1974) lays out all the tropes that all the later films will 
employ. The isolated, hostile location; the a big house 
which already seems weird to start with, but which holds 
unrelenting horrors inside; the evil forces inside the house 
which seek to destroy those interlopers foolish enough to 
have gotten lost on the way. 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/DontGoInTheWoods
http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/DontGoInTheWoods
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 ‘The Texas Chainsaw Massacre’ may be the very 
first to truly lay out all the narrative tools, but later films 
built on them. Everything from ‘Evil Dead’ to ‘Cabin In The 
Woods’… even the first ‘Alien’ film is a ‘Don’t Go Into The 
Woods’ film, only the ‘Woods’ are a mysterious planet, 
and the scary house is a crashed spaceship. 
 The genre represents a story which plays on our 
subconscious fears in simple, easy to spot ways. The 
‘house’ is somewhere unwelcoming, most usually 
represented by its crumbling façade and an interior filled 
with nightmares. The inhabitants are, mentally and 
morally, Not Like Us; most often they will be disfigured or 
physically different as a way to show their ‘Otherness’. 
There will usually be some kind of motif to link the 
monsters to Patriarchal fears of queer or violent sexuality. 
Norman Bates is a crossdressing lunatic. Leatherface is 
trans panic personified – a psychopath with a flayed 
woman’s face, flailing his chainsaw-cock at the world. The 
Evil Dead possess trees to rape women. Giger’s Alien 
literally has a penis for a head, hiding another rape-
erection inside. 
 Teenager victims are then punished with death 
for going where they shouldn’t, and doing things they 
shouldn’t. As The Director puts it in ‘Cabin In The Woods’, 
they’re punished for “being young”. 
 The genius of ’Get Out’ is that is employs all of 
these tropes, but then confounds them by casting the 
white middle-class characters as the villains. ’Get Out’ 
forges an entirely unique horror film by repurposing 
clichéd tropes with an unapologetically black perspective 
on where ‘The Woods’ are, and who the horrors within 
them might be. 
 In this piece, I’m going to be taking ’Get Out’ 
apart, and looking at just exactly how it uses its 
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metaphors to ask some difficult questions of white 
America. 
 

“We know too many Trayvon Martins, Oscar 
Grants, and Abner Louimas, know too many 
Sean Bells and Amadou Diallos. Know too 
well that we are the hard-boiled sons of 
Emmett Till.” – Javon Johnson 
 
 Any discussion of ’Get Out’ must necessarily begin 
with the audacity of that opening scene. As with so many 
horror films, it opens with a scene of a young, attractive 
person, caught out alone in a hostile location, and ends as 
that person is attacked by a man in a mask, their body 
disappeared into the night. 
 However, unlike those films, ’Get Out’ chooses to 
invert audience expectations in a number of powerful 
ways. Firstly, the more conventional victim-figure of a 
white woman – that most vulnerable of creatures (or so 
White America would have you believe) – is replaced with 
a black man. Black men are so rarely presented as 
vulnerable in cinema, so often shown as the aggressor, 
the ones most adept with physicality. The switch 
confronts the audience from the outset, demanding they 
recognise the essential humanity of a demographic which 
is all-too often Othered and demonised into caricature. 
 It’s a well-worn trope that in horror, ‘The Black 
Dude Dies First’, but ’Get Out’ presents this cliché in a 
significantly more political way than I’ve ever seen in a 
mainstream film. 
 Firstly, instead of the usual poverty, the scene’s 
mise-en-scen bespeaks nothing but wealth. The streets 
are well-lit with clean, aesthetically attractive lighting 
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obviously designed to remind a viewer of the boulevards 
of a gated community. The road is clear and clean, well 
maintained, without a hint of graffiti or poverty in sight. 
There are trees and hedges, all perfectly lovely. It might 
be night-time, but it’s clear: this is a safe neighbourhood. 
This is somewhere well-to-do. This is somewhere where 
Bad Things just don’t happen. In any other, more 
conventional, Hollywood film, this would be where the 
bumbling middle-class family gets ready to go on 
vacation. Every house is large and expensive, all 
beautifully done in that peculiar, tastefully vast style of 
American wealth… the monster even drives an expensive-
looking sports car. 
 All this use of carefully crafted aesthetics makes it 
impossible to read this scene without seeing Trayvon 
Martin, Emmet Till, or any of the thousand 
unremembered black men murdered for the simple crime 
of frightening a trigger-happy gun owner with their 
blackness. 
 Which is, of course, the point. Horror films are a 
repository of subconscious, unspoken fear. Hollywood has 
– with only depressingly rare exception – made films by 
white people, for white people. Usually, presumed white, 
straight, cis-het men. Where those films play on the 
subconscious fears of the white, straight, cis-het men who 
make them (hence the preponderance of transgendered 
serial killers and gay-panic induced queer murderers.) 
 ’Get Out’ on the other hand, represents an 
entirely different cultural paradigm and viewpoint: the 
black fear of white supremacy. For the first time in a 
mainstream American popcorn film, we have a 
representation of the unspoken terror that must grip a 
vast majority of black American men: the horror that 
white people may do as they wish with black male bodies, 
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and with impunity. Seen not from the presumed white 
viewpoint, but instead from an unrepentantly black 
perspective, the white suburbs become as alien and 
hostile as any isolated rural murder-farm. 
For the first time, a horror film screams: “Hey middle-
class white America: you are scary as Leatherface”. 
 And that’s not just transgressive; it’s shocking 
because we’re so used to racism being equated with 
white hoods and back woods, not lovely suburbs with 
well-kept lawns. 
One particular touch I liked was how Jeremy Armitage, 
brother of the protagonist’s girlfriend and this film’s 
Leatherface equivalent, wears a knight’s helmet as he 
bundles his victim into the boot of his car. Knightly helms 
have connotations of wealth, privilege, aristocracy, 
courtly romance, skill at arms… all traits that Jeremy 
undoubtedly perceives in himself. 
 But the terrorists of the KKK explicitly call 
themselves ‘White Knights’ and undoubtedly fancy 
themselves as possessing all those same traits. Visual 
puns like this help clearly draw parallels between white 
liberal elite America’s ‘unconscious racial bias’ and the 
more overt active racialized violence of murderers like the 
Klan’s. Right from the start, in incredibly subtle ways like 
this, the film lays out its central thesis: that white liberal 
America is not so different from the Klan as it likes to tell 
itself. 
 

“Freeing yourself was one thing, claiming 
ownership of that freed self was another.”― 
Toni Morrison, Beloved 
 
 There’s a saying: ‘Britain thinks 100 miles is a long 
way; America thinks 100 years is a long time’, and as a 
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man who lives in a city that remembers Rome, I think 
there’s some truth to that. Slavery’s legacy infects 
America. There’s no escaping this, but there is a lot of 
denial about it. One of the things that people – white 
people – like to ignore is how recently slavery was still a 
thing in that nation. Slavery only ended 152 years ago, 
which sounds a lot, until you put it into actual human 
terms: that could be someone’s great-grandmother, who 
remembers her the scars on her great-grandmother’s 
back. 
 When I was born, there were still people alive 
who remembered family members born as slaves. 
 White America hates thinking about this, or if it 
does, it does so in terms of guilt. ‘Why should I feel guilty 
about something I didn’t do?’ Well, you shouldn’t. That’s a 
ridiculous idea. We mustn’t feel guilt; we weren’t (I 
assume) a slave owner. The sins of the father are not 
passed to the son. The appropriate response is not guilt, 
but a sense of responsibility. A sense that there are still 
wrongs in the world which we white people benefit from, 
to the detriment of black people; wrongs that are within 
our power to right. 
 What wrongs you ask? 
 Well, ’Get Out’ presents a number of them in very 
clear terms. 
 As I’ve established, horror is predicated around 
fears, and most powerfully about unspoken, subconscious 
fears that are often extremely hard to even name, let 
alone process or rationalise. Where white horror cinema 
tends to be built around a fears of emasculation and 
vulnerability in the face of a more primal world we cannot 
control, ’Get Out’s thematic concerns instead present a 
powerful look at two very specifically Black fear-myths. 
Firstly, the power of white people to subordinate black 
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bodies. Secondly, the power of white people to deny such 
subordination has ever occurred, gaslighting black culture 
into thinking the war against racism has been won when 
it’s as far from conclusion as its ever been. 
 

“Why is equality so assiduously avoided? Why does 
white America delude itself, and how does it 
rationalize the evil it retains? The majority of white 
Americans consider themselves sincerely committed 
to justice for the Negro. They believe that American 
society is essentially hospitable to fair play and to 
steady growth toward a middle-class Utopia 
embodying racial harmony. But unfortunately this is 
a fantasy of self-deception and comfortable vanity.” 
– Martin Luther King 
 
N.B: Because she’s such a significant character, we’ll be coming to Rose and the 
specific tropes she invokes later.  

 
 So the opening of ’Get Out’ establishes that we’re 
going to be dealing with a very different kind of murder-
family than is entirely usual in horror. 
 To begin with, Chris’ every interaction with the 
family very effectively establishes how they’re not just 
white middle class – even before they’re revealed as 
absolute monsters, they’re the very worst of those 
indolent white liberals who Martin Luther King lamented, 
the ones for whom the time is never now. They fawn over 
Chris. They talk about how they wanted to vote for 
Obama for a third term, make a big show of how they’re 
well-travelled, how they embrace alternate world 
cultures. They’re educated, sophisticated, well-to-do; in 
every way, they couldn’t be further from the stock 
hillbilly-cannibal characters of your standard gore-fest. 
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 However, intriguingly – especially for a fan of 
horror – Peele has written the Armitages as, essentially, 
the middle-class version of the Texas Chainsaw 
Massacre’s ‘family’. The parallels are undeniable. 
 Chainsaw’s family has Leatherface, a violently 
unbalanced murderer who wears a mask as he carries out 
his crimes; the Armitage’s has Jeremy. Leatherface has a 
sibling, Hitchiker, who’s out in the world, causing trouble. 
The Armitages have Rose. Leatherface’s big brother runs 
the family, a horrible patriarch whose genuine evil drives 
his damaged little brother. Dean Armitage runs his family 
in the same way, organising and orchestrating their acts 
for his own grotesque purposes. The Chainsaw family is 
headed by Grandpaw, rendered infirm by age, but whose 
legendarily brutal past inspires and informs all his 
descendants’ actions. Roman Armitage may be forced to 
hide in the body of a Coagulated man for the majority of 
the film, but it’s revealed that he’s the one who’s driven 
everything. 
 The meta-textual point is that the two families 
are essential mirror opposites, separated only by class – 
and the wealth and respectability that class brings. After 
all, at a whole-family level, the two share terrifyingly 
similar behaviour. For example, in ‘Chainsaw’, the family 
uses trespassers as literal meat; in ’Get Out’ the 
Armitages are, likewise, interested in the flesh of their 
victims. Not as food, perhaps, but they definitely don’t 
see their victims as people. The Coagula, the film’s 
combination of hypnotism and brain surgery the 
Armitages inflict upon their victims is the purest kind of 
body horror. It invokes the classic horror trope of ‘And I 
Must Scream’, and is easily as vile as ‘Chainsaw’s 
cannibalism. The scene where Chris is powerlessly bound 
to a tastefully gauche leather chair can straightforwardly 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/AndIMustScream
http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/AndIMustScream
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be read as the middle-class parallel to the scene in 
‘Chainsaw’ where Terry McMinn’s Pam is hung, kicking 
and screaming, on Leatherface’s meathook. 
 Where ’Get Out’ dares to go further than 
‘Chainsaw’ or other such slashers is in the politicisation of 
the Coagula; where Leatherface will simply kill you, the 
Coagula will destroy you. Peele’s direction of those poor, 
co-opted black characters who’ve been Coagulated is 
masterful, and the actors’ deft work at conveying the 
misery and despair of the Coagula’s victims really drives 
home the horror of what’s been done to them. 
 (As a related side note, Betty Gabriel’s 
performance as the Armitage’s ‘house maid’ Georgina is 
an absolute masterclass in acting. Her performance is so 
good it’s worth the price of entry alone.) 
 The thing is, beyond simple horror, the Coagula is 
one of the film’s key satirical elements. Subtextually, the 
Coagula’s victims are instead a metaphor for the way 
black people are diminished by being forced to assimilate 
themselves into white culture – a culture they never 
wanted to be a part of. On the surface, all the Coagulated 
black characters are happy. They smile, they primp 
themselves, they go for runs, they hold hands with their 
white friends… 
 But it’s all so obviously unnatural, so obviously 
wrong. 
 This is most driven home by Chris’ interactions 
with the character of Logan – who turns out to be an 
acquaintance named Andre. As Logan, the character 
speaks with the same cadence and vernacular as the 
white people around him. He carries himself as they do, 
has the same sort of ‘well-to-do’ mannerisms… The effect 
is genuinely strange; actor LaKeith Stanfield deserves 
huge credit so effectively invoking the uncanny valley. He 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uncanny_valley
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makes it clear that Andre’s essential black identity has 
been utterly shredded by what’s been inflicted upon him. 
 A key demonstration of this is the shift when 
Andre is briefly able to break free from the Coagula’s 
‘sunken place’ and shout a warning to Chris is profoundly 
disturbing, and the key signifier is Andre’s use of AAVE, 
that most distinctive, beautiful (and endlessly parodied) 
dialect. AAVE is, as with so many elements of black 
culture, alternately vilified and admired by white culture, 
that the way the character shifts between the two can’t 
be read in any way but a political one. 
 The film’s metaphor makes it clear: the only way 
for black people to truly be completely accepted by well-
meaning white people? Is to give up your black identity 
entirely. You’re not allowed to dress black, or think black, 
or talk black. You have to literally give yourself up. 
Surrender. Submit. Replace the blackness within you with 
pure white, because the goal of these white middle 
classes isn’t so much the equality they claim it is, as it is to 
ensure that deep down ‘we’re all the same’. 
 How rarely do those with cultural power 
acknowledge that ‘same’ might carry connotations of loss 
for minorities? That the powerful ask the disenfranchised 
– not necessarily deliberately, but through every snide 
comment that denigrates minority culture – to give up an 
essential part of themselves? Society would never ask 
white people to give up their essential whiteness, but it 
doesn’t hesitate to denigrate black speech patterns, black 
hairstyles, or any element of black culture that’s too far 
removed from the acceptable mainstream. For white 
people, that kind of horrifying loss of self-identity would 
never need to happen. 
 In this way, the film’s Coagula procedure operates 
as a powerful metaphor for the crushing of black culture 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African_American_Vernacular_English
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under white values; black people only truly accepted by 
the white community as ‘family’ once they’re utterly 
white on the inside, the only blackness remaining a lone 
voice screaming in misery at what’s been lost. 
 As with the opening scene, the film uses 
implications through its visuals, primarily the use of its 
mise-en-scen, to show where the roots of the Armitage’s 
attitude come from. Above ground, the family house is 
traditional, but modern. Despite this, the Coagula videos 
that Chris is forced to view are shown to him on a big old 
Radiation King TV, explicitly tying the Coagula to the 
1950s: the era of white picket fences, boys named Chip, 
girls named Judy… and strange fruit dangling next to 
burning crosses. It’s an era that, for much of white 
American media, is held up as nostalgic; the kind of place 
where Richie and the Fonz might run into Marty McFly’s 
dad. ’Get Out’ shows us the flip side of that white utopian 
vision: a place where horror lurked for those who weren’t 
so privileged. The Coagula video shows the Armitage 
family’s Grandpaw explaining the procedure, while 
surrounded in visuals that are utterly rooted in the 50’s 
and the values of that era: neat gardens, happily coloured 
clothes, the perfect nuclear family… As a result, the 
Coagula can be seen as representing the darkness within 
the American white liberal elite. A time that was, for the 
kyriarchy, a cultural heyday was, for everyone else, a time 
where terrible ideas left unacknowledged were allowed 
to fester into modern problems of spectacular 
unpleasantness. 
 It’s interesting as well, because the film presents 
the idea that liberal values aren’t actually enough to save 
someone from the prejudiced attitudes of their 
upbringing. While Dean Armitage may be superficially a 
meritocrat – he’s not targeting black people deliberately, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kyriarchy
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they’re just in fashion right now! – his actions give the lie 
to that. His family’s targeting of black people is an 
obvious, racist pattern, and one that’s obviously been 
passed down from father to son. As Dean says, his father 
Roman – who innovated the Coagula procedure – never 
got over losing to Jesse Owens at the 1936 Olympics. As 
the aphorism goes, when someone shows you who they 
are, believe them. Actions speak louder than words, and 
all Dean’s petty rationalisations regarding fashion do is 
serve to prove quite neatly how much racism exists simply 
because of a lack of critical thinking, which is, of course, 
the point. Saying black people are chosen because they’re 
‘in fashion’, is a neat way for Peele to represent white 
middle class indifference to black suffering. To be able to 
say ‘I’m not racist’ without ever questioning the myriad 
ways we benefit from systems and power structures that 
exclusively target black people to the benefit of white is a 
key pillar of the white supremacy that has always 
dominated American culture. 
 The film is also not shy about looking at the 
failings of white liberal parenting. Ignoring (for the 
moment) Rose’s obvious psychopathy (because we’ll get 
to her in a bit), Jeremy Armitage is shown to be the most 
unstable member of the family, and the film makes it 
clear that his instability has a definite weird racial edge. 
Aside from the visuals of his knightly helmet signifying his 
as a white supremacist, in his biggest scene, we see 
Jeremy baiting Chris. He’s obsessed with Chris’ physicality, 
by turns jealous and prideful. He brings the conversation 
to MMA, leers at how Chris could be ‘a physical beast’. It’s 
obvious that he wants to fight Chris, made explicit when 
he comes over and tries to ‘playfully’ assault him. Given 
the delight with which he mocks Chris after he’s collapsed 
under hypnosis, it seems that Jeremy’s driven by a 
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desperate need to be better than Chris… which, 
considering he’s only just met the guy, would be weird. 
 Unless Jeremy’s an overt racist, which, and let’s 
be honest here, he is. He’s jealous of Chris’ blackness, and 
clearly wants to assert himself over it. Chris challenges 
him in a way that he never states or explains, but which 
can only be resolved through Jeremy asserting his 
dominance through violence… at which point the subtext 
is pretty much just text. Jeremy’s a racist prick, raised by 
middle-class liberals who’ve taught their son that not 
saying racist things is the same as not being a racist. 
 But it isn’t, and the film shows that. It’s also 
interesting that when Jeremy’s desired fight comes – 
when he locks on the sleeper hold, attempting to live out 
his MMA fantasies – he loses. He’s not as good as he 
thinks. Chris – a non-violent photographer, remember – 
wins through luck, determination and grit, not because of 
any inherent racial advantage. Jeremy doesn’t lose 
because he’s white; he loses because, like every racist, 
he’s a hateful loser and the audience wants to see him go 
down. 
 And it’s at this point we get to the film’s most 
terrifying villain: Rose. 
 

MY FEMINISM WILL BE INTERSECTIONAL OR 
IT WILL BE BULLSHIT!” – Flavia Dzodan. 
 
 While the Armitage family as a whole is a satirical 
skewer through the heart of white ‘liberalism’, it’s in the 
character of Rose that the film really drives home its 
theme that the problem isn’t just the obvious racists, but 
those indolent left-wingers for whom the time is never 
now. 
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When we’re first introduced to the character of Rose, 
she’s shown to be, in every way, a Good Person. She’s 
funny and charming, and pre-emptively embarrassed for 
her family’s clumsy attempts to bond with Chris. In a 
masterful piece of meta-casting, the role is played by 
Allison Williams of ‘Girls’ fame. On that show – one 
entirely concerned with the lives of white liberal elite 
women and the difficulties they go through (to the 
somewhat infamous exclusion of people of colour) – she 
plays a relatively prissy, uptight character who’s still more 
responsible than the series’ lead. This role cannot help 
but inform the reactions of those audience members 
more familiar with Williams’ work, helping to immediately 
establish the character as trustworthy, reliable, and – 
most importantly – not a threat. 
 But Rose is a psychopath. The film takes great 
pains to show us this through her actions. Post the film’s 
reveal of her evil nature, she evinces a staggering lack of 
empathy. From the photographs of her victims, it’s clear 
she’s led many, many innocents to their doom. Literally as 
Chris is being Coagulated (or so she believes), she’s 
online, browsing for her next victim – this after being in a 
relationship with him for five months. The film reveals her 
as a consummate actor and masterful liar, able to 
convince Chris she’s looking for her keys even as she’s 
stalling him. When the façade finally falls, not just her 
expression changes, but her entire manner. Body 
language shifts, tone of voice changes… it’s an incredible 
performance from Williams, easily the equal of the actors 
portraying victims of the Coagula for its shocking 
difference to what has come before. William’s 
performance makes it clear through every movement and 
microexpression that the character is an abject monster. 
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 If the film as a whole is a clear repurposing of the 
‘Don’t Go Into the Woods’ genre from a black perspective, 
then Rose’s luring of so many, many men (and one 
woman) to their doom is basically the hoary old 
Bluebeard narrative, made shiny and new because, as 
with all the tropes in the film, it’s coming from a black 
perspective. The classic narrative is played so straight, it 
even has Bluebeard’s secret room of dead partners in it, 
albeit as photographs rather than corpses. 
So in this sense, Rose is nothing we horror fans haven’t 
seen before. 
 However, the reason we’re discussing Rose’s 
psychopathy before we look at the ‘nice’ things she does 
at the start of the film, is because of the satirical light it 
throws on every one of her interactions with Chris. Before 
the reveal, Rose is funny and charming… a delight in every 
way, but – and this is what the reveal exposes – she’s was 
never once on Chris’ side. Looking at her actions from a 
post-reveal point of view, every single thing she does is 
only ever a move in a game, all designed to leave him 
ultimately reduced to a tool for her own class of people. 
 This is where the film really hammers its satire 
home. In the scene where Chris is pulled over by a – 
presumed openly racist officer – we see Chris co-operate 
with the officer. He doesn’t like it, but he smiles, he’s 
deferential and polite… he does everything America’s 
system of white supremacy has taught him he needs to 
do to survive. The tension in the scene is gut-churning, 
and I was sure that the officer was being set-up as a 
Chekov’s Gun, most likely for a final scene where he’d end 
up shooting and killing Chris as he ‘Got Out’. 
 But ’Get Out’ isn’t interested in making obvious 
points about overt racism, or police brutality. That 
tension, that sense that if Rose wasn’t there, Chris would 

http://[url/
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be brutalised or dead? That’s all the film needs to say on 
that issue. ‘Police are scary if you’re black’ is so obvious, 
the film doesn’t waste time belabouring, justifying, or 
rationalising that point. 
 Your white comfort is not its concern. 
 Instead, the film shows Rose boldly standing up to 
the police officer, calling out his overt racism in an act of 
unconcealed allyship which establishes she is a Good 
Person. She can’t be racist, because she told a racist off 
for his racism! 
 …or so the indolent logic goes. Of course, post 
reveal, we can see this for the very superficial allyship it 
is: Rose is saying all the right things, not because she 
believes in them, but because they benefit her. In-
universe, the character doesn’t want the police to know 
who the black man was, because once Chris becomes a 
missing person, the cop might come asking questions. 
Rose’s refusal to let the police see Chris’ ID protects her 
family. 
 Taken on the meta, satirical level, however, the 
film skewers lazy allies, showing that white liberals who 
will speak out against racism as a way to make themselves 
look good are no friend to the black community. 
 Later in the film, Rose’s selfish behaviour takes on 
a much more insidious edge. As Chris sees and 
experiences more of the weirdness-verging-on-horror of 
the Armitage house, he comes to the woman he loves, a 
woman he trusts because she spoke up for him and says 
‘My lived experiences have shown me something bad is 
going on’. 
 Rose’s response is to gaslight the absolute shit 
out of him. ‘Honey, there’s nothing wrong. Your lived 
experiences aren’t as important as the words I’m saying 
to you.’ 

http://everydayfeminism.com/2015/08/things-wish-known-gaslighting/
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 In refusing to acknowledge what her boyfriend is 
saying, the film drives home a further salient point about 
the dangers of white allyship, and actually listening to the 
people we purport to stand by. 
 People see things from their own perspective, 
and it’s truly difficult to put your own experiences aside 
and put yourself in someone else’s shoes. It takes work, 
intelligence and empathy and some people just don’t 
have the capability. But, white people are so used to their 
voice being the one of authority, so used to speaking and 
having their words heard, that they talk over the 
legitimate, true fears of people with different life 
experiences, delegitimising real anxieties and sweeping 
serious problems under the carpet in the name of a quiet 
life. Any of us could be Rose, hushing someone in pain 
because, to quote Ultron, we’ve “confused peace with 
quiet”. 
 Rose’s refusal to listen also carries another, more 
awful betrayal. Chris might be in fear – literally for his life 
– but no matter what, no matter how much she might 
claim to love him, Rose will always put his needs second 
to her family’s. Why is this significant on a satirical level? 
 Because it contains the horrible truth that white 
women will side with abusive authorities as long as it lets 
them hold onto their privilege. Last November, 53% of 
white women voted for Trump, a man who brags about 
grabbing women by the pussy and sees nothing wrong 
with abusive his position of power to do what he likes 
with the bodies of Miss World contestants. A self-
admitted abuser of women is voted into power by white 
women because they “don’t think racism is a big deal”. 
 When 94% of black women voted for Clinton, 
well, a disparity like that makes you wonder. Like, maybe 
there’s more than a few Roses out there, who say they’ll 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/10/white-women-donald-trump-victory
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/10/white-women-donald-trump-victory
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/10/white-women-donald-trump-victory
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stand with you in public, but who’ll betray you the second 
standing by you threatens their own status. 
 

“I have the people behind me and the people 
are my strength.” – Huey P. Newton. 
 
 It’s telling that Rod, Chris’ awesome TSA friend, is 
the one who saves the day. 
On a metaphorical level, Rod represents the black 
community. Rod is woke, and his journey shows – in a 
fairly comedic, but also frustrating way – the difficulties 
facing the black community when trying to explain the 
problems facing them. 
 Rod very quickly works out exactly what’s going 
on. He realises what the Armitage’s are going to do with 
Chris, and yeah, while his ‘sex slaves’ line is played for 
laughs, he’s right about that too. 
Remember Andre? Andre who was coagulated with 
Logan’s brain? Logan who was married? Logan who still 
wants to have sex with his wife? Andre who screams at 
Chris to ‘Get Out!’ because every night, Andre has to 
watch from the sunken place as he’s raped by Logan’s 
ancient wife? 
 There’s a long history of white fascination and 
exoticisation of the black body, from the 
creepily hypersexualised presentation of Sarah Baartman 
as the ‘Hottentot Venus’, all the way through to a 
lingering legacy of racist tropes invented in the name of 
‘protecting’ white women. Rod’s aware of this. Sure, he 
phrases his fears and knowledge in ways which lead 
others – including Chris – to not take him seriously, but 
that doesn’t mean he’s wrong. 
 The film rubs our nose in this when Rod’s ignored 
by the police. He shows up with a photo of a missing 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/woke-meaning-origin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sarah_Baartman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sarah_Baartman
http://everydayfeminism.com/2016/07/protect-white-womanhood/
http://everydayfeminism.com/2016/07/protect-white-womanhood/
http://everydayfeminism.com/2016/07/protect-white-womanhood/
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person he’s found, but because his truth seems too 
ridiculous to be believed, the police laugh at him. This 
serves two purposes. Firstly, it shows how useless the 
authorities are when it comes to crimes committed 
against black people. Even nice, ‘good’ ones like Chris. 
 Secondly, and more importantly, all the police 
Rod speaks to are black. Significantly, the first officer he 
speaks to is a black female detective. He comes to these 
supposed professionals with actual evidence of a crime, 
but because he doesn’t report it in exactly the right way, 
he is laughed out of the building by people who look like 
him. 
 The film’s point is that of course the police aren’t 
onside, because sure, they might be black, but they’re 
police first. It’s a chilling thought to contemplate that the 
authorities won’t automatically be on your side – even 
when they look like you – because the institutions they 
serve will have changed them. In this way, the film points 
out that just having black officers will not help solve the 
problem of a racist police force (or any racist institution, 
for that matter). Internalised and institutional racism 
needs to be overcome consciously; it doesn’t just 
disappear by magic. The characters of the disbelieving 
police also serve to highlight that the film isn’t attacking 
white people; it’s attacking white supremacy, which is a 
system that exists within the minds of black people as 
much as it does white. 
 At the end of the film, Rod’s final glory is that he 
saves his friend. This was a lovely subversion of my 
expectations that I genuinely didn’t see coming; as I said, I 
was sure the police car was due to contain the evil officer 
from earlier. Not to mention, the lingering spectre of 
‘Night of the Living Dead’ was looming large in my mind, 
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that film’s black protagonist shot to death by witless 
police who mistook him for a dangerous threat. 
 But that never happened. Chris got out and the 
satire concludes by telling us that, at the moment, the 
only people black folks can rely upon is each other. The 
black community, woke and engaged, taking the initiative 
and putting in all the effort is the only thing that will save 
black people. Not the police, not white people; only the 
black community, because white supremacy is 
everywhere and in everything. 

 

“First, I must confess that over the past few 
years I have been gravely disappointed with 
the white moderate. I have almost reached 
the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s 
great stumbling block in his stride toward 
freedom is not the White Citizen’s Counciler 
or the Ku Klux Klanner, but the white 
moderate, who is more devoted to “order” 
than to justice; who prefers a negative 
peace which is the absence of tension to a 
positive peace which is the presence of 
justice; who constantly says: “I agree with 
you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree 
with your methods of direct action”; who 
paternalistically believes he can set the 
timetable for another man’s freedom; who 
lives by a mythical concept of time and who 
constantly advises the Negro to wait for a 



449 
 

“more convenient season.” Shallow 
understanding from people of good will is 
more frustrating than absolute 
misunderstanding from people of ill will. 
Lukewarm acceptance is much more 
bewildering than outright rejection.” – 
Martin Luther King “Letter from a 
Birmingham jail”, 1963 
 
 If you think ’Get Out’ is a film about how terrible 
white people are, you haven’t been paying attention. The 
Armitages are exactly as representative of white people 
as Leatherface is of Texans, which is to say, not at all. ’Get 
Out’ isn’t about white people, because white people 
aren’t even really in it. White actors are, but white people 
aren’t, because it’s not about us. 
 It’s about black subconscious fears. 
 As I said at the start, horror films – the most 
effective ones – are all about the things we’re afraid of, 
but that we can’t quite put into words. ‘Subconscious’ 
literally means ‘beneath our awareness’: a subconscious 
fear is a fear you’ve got but that you can’t quite articulate 
because you’re not fully aware of it. 
 ’Get Out’ is a catalogue of everything black people 
are scared white people can do; not on a literal level, but 
on a metaphorical, subconscious one. They’re afraid of 
being gunned down by a scared citizen with no gun 
training and even less self-control. They’re afraid a police 
officer will gun them down because of the colour of their 
skin. They’re afraid the partner who claims to love them 
won’t support them because of the colour of their skin. 
They’re afraid that partner might turn on them because of 
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the colour of their skin. They’re afraid of being reduced to 
slavery again because of the colour of their skin. They’re 
afraid they won’t be believed because of the colour of 
their skin. They’re afraid the authorities will ignore them, 
even if they tell the truth, because of the colour of their 
skin. 
 And based on the evidence, it’s kind of hard to 
argue that those fears aren’t completely and utterly 
rational. The manifold legacies of slavery, of 
disenfranchisement, of exploitation, of police brutality, of 
being betrayed by supposed white allies… it all means the 
black community lives with fears which are entirely 
sensible, because time and time again, lived experience 
has proven that they are true. 
 So if you’re white and feeling defensive or angry, 
let me turn you from ’Get Out’ to another cinematic 
masterpiece: 
 ‘The Lego Movie’. 
 At the end of that film, there’s a confrontation 
between two people. One has all the power, the other 
doesn’t. One defines how the world is supposed to be, 
the other is forced into complicity through threats and 
aggression. 
 Then the dominant one of the pair finds his Lego-
figure analogue: a cartoonish, ridiculous asshole named 
President Business, with a sweeping cloak, flaming crown, 
and boots so tall he towers over the weaker figures. And 
on seeing his analogue, the dominant human figure is cut 
to his core. 
 “This is how you see me?” 
 White people: this is how black people see you. 
 Not consciously. I shouldn’t have to say it, but just 
in case: it’s not fucking literal. They’re not worried you’re 
going to hypnotise them and cut their brains out. 
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 But they are worried you won’t support them. 
 They are worried you’ll sell them out. 
 They are worried you won’t actually do anything 
meaningful to help advance their needs, even when you 
claim to be a friend and ally. 
 The point of ’Get Out’ isn’t to go ‘ALL WHITE 
PEOPLE ARE LIKE…’, but to show us just how scared a 
huge portion of our community is. The villains of ’Get Out’ 
are to white people as President Business is to the Father 
in ‘The Lego Movie’. They’re every unspoken fear that 
white people have created, not through cruelty, but 
through indolence. Through laziness. Through a refusal to 
leave the house and challenge the structures which have 
kept black people down for the better part of four 
centuries. 
 To get angry about the way white people are 
presented in ’Get Out’ is to be the real villains of the 
piece.  

__________________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 

 Yeah, I know it’s not a wargaming article. But I 
don’t care. ‘Get Out’ is frickin’ amazing. 
 #sorrynotsorry 
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One Life, Steeped In Early Rogue 
Trader 
 
Originally published May 2017  
  
 It starts with John Barry. 
 It’s some time in late 1989 and he’s holding out 
what looks like a small collection of bones. They’re 
strange to see – in truth, I’ve never seen anything like 
them before, but the smoothness of the pieces is 
compelling. They’re tinier than any  toy I’ve played with; 
barely millimetres across, I’m immediately sure that he’ll 
drop them by accident, spilling the pieces across the floor, 
never to be found again. 
 John Barry (always referred to by both names) 
was one of my very few friends in Primary School. A fat, 
arrogant sort of boy with pudding bowl hair, covered in a 
constant sheen of sweat, he lives a life that eleven-year-
old me envies with a burning passion. His father’s rich, 
and travels constantly. What this means is that John Barry 
is constantly disobedient, but, more importantly, knows 
more about cool new toys than anyone else I will ever 
meet. In the past, John Barry’s shown me treasures from 
around the globe. Everything from a remote-controlled 
tank with a built in cap-gun for a cannon, to special 
Transformers you can only get in America – his house 
remains the only place I’ve ever seen an original 
Megatron figure. John Barry’s the person who told me 
that Action Force – the toys we both played with when 
our love of He-Man finally began to pale – is properly 
called GI Joe. I do not believe him when he says this, until 
time and licensing proves him correct. 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2017/05/07/one-life-steeped-in-early-rogue-trader/
https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2017/05/07/one-life-steeped-in-early-rogue-trader/
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 Of course, by the time Action Force has become 
GI Joe, John Barry has shown me the handful of bird 
bones that will become my addiction for the next thirty 
years. 
 I ask him what these mysterious skeletal pieces 
are. 
 “It’s called a Space Marine.” 
 After a few weeks, I’ve learned everything I can 
through third and fourth hand sources. There is no 
internet, and no-one I know owns a copy of the rulebook. 
Uncovering  information is like investigating the occult, all 
knowledge forbidden. Secret. There are space soldiers 
called Space Marines, I know this. They have weapons 
called bolt guns, which are awesome because they look 
like real-world guns – they have banana clips! – and, 
come on: bolt guns. That’s a weapon sounds like it could 
mess you up. There’s other stuff I’ve uncovered too, 
things like mowlty-melters and something to do with 
librarians… I don’t understand any of it, but there’s a 
power to it all. It’s dark, and adult and somehow 
dangerous. I can’t explain the pull of it, but the more I 
find out, the more I want to know. 
 By the end of my first term at the Boys’ School, 
I’ve finally managed to locate some actual reading 
material. My old friend Martin, who used to be my best 
friend, but who has drifted away from me in the way 
friends do when you both start at a new school, has 
loaned me the Warhammer 40,000 Compendium. The 
Warhammer 40,000 Rulebook Is Required To Use This 
Book, but I couldn’t care less. It is the most exciting book I 
have ever read. There are stats and numbers and charts 
like it’s some kind of bloody grimoire; reading it feels like 
reading magic. 



454 
 

 And then I’m reading about Dreadnoughts. About 
how they’re gigantic robots with human pilots inside… 
and that once a human is inside, they can never come 
out. There’s an exploded technical diagram, showing me 
the internal workings of the Contemptor-Class “Chuck” 
Dreadnought. 
 It is the most horrifying, beautiful picture I have 
ever seen. 
 In the centre, a man curls in on himself, like a 
baby, holding his knees. Cabling, the rainbow-coloured 
kind that spilled out of the side of my old school’s BBC 
computer and into the LOGO turtle punctures the man’s 
sides like a tragic, murderous Jesus forever on the tip of 
Longinus’ spear. 
 I study that picture for hours. Hours. Sitting in my 
first lessons as a Secondary School Pupil, the heavy paper 
wonderfully solid in my hands, I shiver at the thought. 
What must it feel like to be entombed inside so small a 
compartment, your body stabbed and agonised, steel 
wires in your spine, as the robotic flesh of your new form 
shrugs off bullets and bombs, colossal hydraulic fists 
pulping enemy bodies like a hammer into overripe fruit. 
As a child weaned on the horrors of Doctor Who and late 
70’s BBC children’s programmes which never quite 
understood that children shouldn’t be terrorised, the 
concept hits my imagination like a bolt of unadulterated 
brilliance. It’s a perfect idea: a human, made into a 
robotic monster, his flesh sacrificed for superior skill at 
murder. 
 Unwrapping presents on Christmas, Martin’s is 
my favourite. It’s the smallest, but weighs as much as the 
largest. Shredding the wrapping paper, I look down at the 
very first blister pack I’ve ever seen. A Contemptor-class 
“Chuck” Dreadnought, the little £3.99 price sticker still on. 
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The model is everything I could have wanted, and the 
excitement, the raw exhilaration is so much that every 
detail becomes electrifying. Turning the packet over in my 
hand, I admire all of it. The hard, transparent shell; the 
strange square of grey sponge; the glossy cardboard with 
the picture of the hand-drawn Space Marine on the front; 
the matt back, covered in tiny text. I read all of it. 
Warnings jump out at me: PRODUCT CONTAINS LEAD, and 
THIS IS NOT A TOY and that it is NOT RECOMMENDED FOR 
CHILDREN YOUNGER THAN 11. 
 At the sight of this, I’m worried, because I’m only 
ten; I won’t be eleven until March. And, annoyingly, I’m a 
good little boy. Where every other child seems delighted 
at the thought of mischief – or playing at being a grown-
up –  I just get anxious. So I do the only thing I can and 
take it to an expert. 
 Showing the model to my Dad, I fidget while he 
appraises it coolly. Warning me that lead is, indeed, very 
dangerous, he says he doesn’t think there’s going to be 
any problem. That I should be fine. I open the packet and 
they heavy pieces tumble into my hand. They’re not so 
small as the bone fragments that make up a Space 
Marine, but compared to my Action Force figures, they’re 
tiny. 
Over the rest of Christmas holiday, I come to know what it 
is to struggle with lead. Not even knowing where to start, 
I turn to my Dad again. A mechanic and technical author, 
to my child’s mind, my Dad’s skills with machinery is so 
innate, so intuitive, it verges on the supernatural. If he 
can’t fix a thing, well, that means it can’t ever be fixed. 
But even he’s never assembled anything like this before, 
his only prior experience being a childhood spent in Airfix 
kits and Meccano. 
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As instructed, we try superglue, but the pieces collapse 
the moment the thing’s picked up. We try superglue 
again, and it’s exactly as unsuccessful as before. Dad 
recommends Evo-Stik Impact, and I spend an unpleasant 
few hours inadvertently making small balls of the stinking 
stuff; balls which look and feel exactly like the contents of 
my nose. While the box brags about how this two-part 
epoxy can stick anything to anything, all the vile stuff 
seems to do is reek like the inside of a tramp’s bottom 
and stick nothing to nothing. 
 Eventually, I give it up as a bad job. 
 I remember that I read an article on something 
called ‘pinning’ in the back of that book I picked up from 
the car boot sale. The article was from a thin, typed 
volume called ‘Warhammer Fantasy Battles’; on finding it 
had nothing to do with Space Marines, I was so 
disappointed I pushed it to the back of my reading pile 
and left it alone. But coming back to it, I find it’s got a 
typed piece on how to connect heavy metal parts 
together using something called a pin vice, which is 
apparently a tiny drill, then filling the gap with modelling 
putty. 
 Sadly, the only shop I know that sells anything 
remotely geeky is a small local place called Uncanny 
Comics. Amongst the ‘Aliens’, ‘Hellraiser’ and ‘2000AD’ 
comics and Punisher-skull T-Shirts, there’s not a single 
Warhammer item. When I ask, no-one there knows what 
a pin vice is or where I can get one. When I ask about 
modelling putty, they ask if I mean plasticine. Recognising 
a dead end, I say no, thank politely them, and leave. 
 Defeated, I ask my Dad if maybe we could use the 
soldering iron to weld the model together.  I already know 
it’s a bad idea, but it’s nice to have confirmation as he 
shakes his head. 



457 
 

 Eventually, I use superglue again, resigning myself 
to never touching or moving the model from my house. 
After hours of work, the pieces are together and they’re 
not falling off at random. Covered in great blobs and 
striations of glue, some with my fingerprints in, it doesn’t 
look great. 
But despite this, despite everything… despite the fact the 
shoulders don’t quite fit, despite fact the feet are at 
wonky angles on the base, despite slight bend in the rear 
vent that I can’t quite make straight? My Dreadnought – 
my very first Warhammer 40,000 model – is incredible. 
From this point on, under the wobbly gaze of a 
haphazardly assembled lump of lead which threatens to 
fall to pieces if I so much as breathe on it, I am utterly, 
hopelessly lost. 
 I start playing the game. 
 Not that I’m playing properly. With maths not 
exactly my strong suit and no-one able to explain the 
arcana within the supplemental rulebooks, I’ve been 
playing a vague approximation a game. It’s not really 40K, 
and it’s based more around my expectations of how the 
rules work than anything else. Even when we finally get a 
copy of the Warhammer 40,000 rulebook, my friends and 
I are the first generation of schoolboys to ever play the 
game. Which means there’s no veterans to tell us what 
the rules are, what dice to roll, what figures to use. We 
are the entire history of the community, and not a one of 
us can make head-nor-tails of the specifics of the Rogue 
Trader rules. 
During this time, I constantly feel like I’m failing. That I’m 
not doing it right. The near-constant arguments about 
even the most basic of rules do not help this feeling. 
 Later, of course, I will discover we are not alone. 
As the internet connects me to fellow 1st edition gamers, I 
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will learn that the Rogue Trader book is infamously poorly 
laid-out. That the rules were frequently wonky, overly 
complex, unnecessarily convoluted and frequently ill-
conceived. I will learn that it seems Rogue Trader was a 
game where nearly everyone was forced to cobble 
together a vague kind of game that worked for them, just 
as my friends and I did. 
 After a few months, though, we’ve got out local 
game invented, and we’ve all got something 
approximating an army. Not that my miniatures collection 
is what you could call inspiring. With only £1.25 a week 
pocket money, and the nearest Games Workshop a £2 
bus ride away – a bus ride that I’m still too young to take 
– the idea of going out to buy miniatures is an 
impossibility. Which means I have my Dreadnought, and a 
handful of models bought second hand from John Barry. 
As is his way with diversions, he’s quickly grown tired of 
Forty Kay, and his disinterest allows me access to 
miniatures I could never otherwise acquire. These second-
hand models are all ugly first edition sculpts; less figures, 
these are more like twisted plasticine horrors from some 
godawful Soviet film on corn targets and the glory of 
Comrade Stalin. Nonetheless, they’ll do. Especially when 
my ‘army’ is rounded out with nothing more than a few of 
my old Action Force vehicles repurposed for the 
Emperor’s Service. 
 After my birthday has been, visiting me with the 
unimaginably vast sum of nearly twenty five pounds, I am 
delighted to discover we are going to visit my 
Grandparents in Oxford. 
 Because Oxford has a Games Workshop. 
 Knowledge of my new obsession has spread 
through the family by now, and I find my grandparents 
have set me up on what won’t be called a play-date for 
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another decade, with a boy named Tarrick. He’s the son 
of my Grandad’s secretary, and has played 40K for as long 
as me. 
When I meet him, he is a little standoffish and strange. 
Tarrick is barely a year older than me, though fancies 
himself an adult, a conjecture which I find baffling in its 
inaccuracy. Tarrick takes me into Oxford city centre, 
where we visit shops more varied and fascinating than my 
hometown will ever have. Music shops and comics shops 
and somewhere called HMV. 
 Of course, I only care about one particular shop. 
 When we arrive back at Tarrick’s house, all my 
birthday money is gone. My Mum’s going to be furious, 
because I’ve ‘wasted’ it on a box of Space Marines, as well 
as the ‘Terminators and Tyranids’ boxed set. In a cloud of 
excitement, Tarrick and I unbox my two purchases 
together. To this day, I can recite the boxes’ contents like 
a litany: two terminator librarians, six terminators, ten 
space marine scouts, three tyranid warriors, twelve 
genestealers, four genestealer hybrids and, of course, 
thirty six Space Marines. With the last of my money I have 
bought the first issue of Marvel UK’s short-running comic 
‘Overkill’. Twenty five pounds gone, and I have seventy 
three models to my name. 
 I never imagined I could own so many miniatures. 
 The terminators are used most often, chasing 
orks each other round a small cardboard box over the 
next three months. The genestealers will eventually 
become a Genestealer Cult army of almost bestial 
ferocity, which will one day fight the Imperial Guard for 
control of my lounge floor. A single genestealer will make 
it through the withering fire of twenty seven lascannon to 
butcher three squads of Guards in a single assault phase, 
only for the game to be lost when my little sister wanders 
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off to find herself a rusk, leaving me to play alone, and 
without her giggling as she rolls the dice, the game 
doesn’t seem quite as much fun. 
 The Space Marines will be my first lessons in 
painting. I will learn that you can highlight Salamander 
Green paint with Bad Moon Yellow if only you drybrush it 
hard enough. My models will look dreadful, but I will be 
inordinately proud of them. I will learn that Bolt Gun 
Metal looks amazing – like actual, real metal – but even 
better if drybrushed over black. I will experiment with 
black lining my models, before deciding it looks beyond 
dreadful and sticking to drybrushing. I will learn that no 
matter how hard I try, Chapter decals will never, EVER lie 
flat on a Space Marine shoulder pad, so I will give up using 
them, telling myself the old lie ‘I’ll do them later’. 
I will never base a single one of my models. 
 As for Tarrick, I’ll only ever see him once again, a 
few years after our day shopping together. Not knowing 
what we have in common any more, I’ll awkwardly bring 
up the subject of 40K. He’ll laugh at me, then brag about 
all the sex he’s having with girls now. Later, I will learn 
that he’s gotten a girl pregnant, and that it’s been quite 
the scandal. 
 Part of me will feel vindicated. Part of me remains 
jealous. 
 Loneliness is a constant companion. 
 By my second year at the Boys’ School, I will have 
a bits box of almost heroic proportions. Finally 
abandoning Space Marines for the plentiful lascannon of 
the Imperial Guard, I’ve steeped myself in the game to 
the point that when second edition is announced, I nearly 
lose my mind. 
 Sat by the fireplace, as Meatloaf warbles throatily 
about what he won’t do for love, I read the 
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announcement over and over again. It’s in an issue of 
‘White Dwarf’ with a particularly horrible picture of a 
Space Wolf Terminator on the front, and it is amazing. 
New Space Marines are promised… and the models are 
amazing. No longer the small, dinky beakies of the RTB01 
set, the plastic models of the 2nd edition starter set are 
instead the glorious Mk VII Marines of my dreams, and 
the level of detail is insane. Bolters, where you can see 
every shell in the magazine; missile launchers, just like the 
ones from the metal Devastators boxed set; a sergeant 
with an actual chainsword…. Christ, even the models’ 
hands. The fingers aren’t vaguely modelled gloved hands, 
but fully articulated armoured gauntlets – every finger 
joint is modelled. Every single one. 
 Looking back, from a modern vantage point, the 
kits are almost absurdly basic. Monopose marines, 
monopose orks… and awkward monoposes too. 
Everyone’s holding their weapons either right in front of 
their chest, or out to the side like some kind of bizarre 
Norse longship seen in profile. Seen from twenty five 
years on, they are obvious as the precursors of the ‘two-
dimensional’ style of models that will become absolutely 
ubiquitous for nearly a decade. But at the time? 
 At the time, it is the greatest thing I’ve ever seen. 
 What’s crazy is that the more I read about the 
rules, the more exciting it gets. Gothic card scenery in the 
box. Three (three!) books, with one on rules, one on 
background, and one on weapons. Dice for explosives and 
dice for fully automatic weapons. Datacards for vehicles, 
with every vehicle getting its own unique damage tables. 
Cards for a hundred unique pieces of equipment. The 
Black Codex, with new army lists for every faction in the 
game. Proper card templates, not something photocopied 
and glued to a packet of Crunchy Nut Cornflakes. 
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 When I unbox the game on Christmas Day, my 
delight is as boundless as it was when I opened my copy 
of Epic Space Marine the year before. A few years later, 
I’m unboxing Adeptus Titanicus and the thrill is the same. 
Twenty years from now, I’ll be unwrapping Forge World’s 
Horus Heresy books and spending the entire day 
luxuriating in fictional nonsense. Christmas time becomes 
a synonym for a day spent, lost, in The Imperium of Man. 
 Time passes. 
 The nearest Games Workshop to me is still that 
unaffordable £2 bus ride away. Desperate to play games, 
but with that option closed, I do the only thing I can and 
begin a Games Club at school. I am too young and naïve 
to know what a terrible idea this will be. 
 The teachers don’t understand the concept, 
barely understand me, and certainly don’t understand 
what we’re playing, so we’re largely left to our own 
devices. As a result, Games Club is, for the most part, 
horrible. Every lunchtime is spent with friends who are, in 
practical terms, not. This is my first experience with the 
worst side of the gaming community. 
 My amateurish, beginner’s paint jobs are judged 
and found wanting; I am mocked for ever having dared 
pick up a brush. My conversions are laughed out of the 
room. Any miniatures I bring are ridiculed for being cheap 
plastic, which – as everyone knows (apparently) – are not 
as detailed or as impressive as the metals ones my friends 
own. When I play Imperial Guard, my army is laughed at 
for being so weak. When I play Space Marines, my army is 
laughed at for being unoriginal, because everyone else 
plays Marines. When I bring in the latest White Dwarf to 
read, I’m told I’ve wasted my money, because it isn’t as 
good as it used to be. And Warhammer 40,000 isn’t as 
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good as it used to be. And Games Workshop will be going 
bust any day now, charging the insane prices they do. 
Twenty years later, I will be astonished to discover that 
the conversations of my youth are still happening. 
 Despite this, I go every day, play 40K every day. 
Well, it’s that or loneliness, so I might as well go. We play 
half-hours snatches of games that never really go 
anywhere, but which are better than nothing.  After a few 
years spent in the hate-pit that is the Games Club I have 
founded, my perceptions of human interactions have 
become so warped that I assume friendship comes from 
mutual loathing. I become convinced that human beings 
are garbage, and start to hate the world. 
Eventually, I will grow up, pull my head out of my 
backside, and see this as the self-absorbed teenage angst 
that it is. I will make real friends, and learn how mistaken I 
was. When I become a teacher, I will learn that the 
problem wasn’t Games Club, but that teenagers are just 
dicks. 
 I will never stop wondering why people talk about 
teenage years being the best of their life, and judge 
anyone who makes such a claim as being soft in the head. 
 One Saturday in my third year at the Boys’ School, 
I will go into town to buy the latest issue of ‘Overkill’. It’s 
not a great comic, but I like it. On the way, I will randomly 
run into and be attacked by another boy from school. He 
will punch me in the head, break my glasses, scar my face. 
After this, because neither I nor anyone in my life knows 
what the letters PTSD stand for, I will become a 
hikikomori. 
 Between the ages of thirteen and sixteen, I will 
never willingly leave my bedroom for any reason except 
school. With everything outside now a place too terrifying 
to go, Warhammer 40K becomes my entire world. 
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 I spend my evenings sat at a desk whose surface 
is gouged and ruined by my craft knife. Never having 
heard of a cutting mat, in the centre of the desk is a 
seven-inch crater torn into the chipboard, the edges of it 
liberally spattered with paint. While my nine-inch 
portable black-and-white television plays out CITV, 
Children’s BBC, Neighbours, and Knightmare, I will 
dutifully create armies of absurd size. 
 My mother becomes concerned. She thinks I 
should be out meeting people, wonders why I don’t want 
to make friends. I can think of nothing more appalling 
than either prospect. She blames my hobbies for keeping 
me inside. One evening, after an argument with my 
brother turns particularly nasty, she confiscates my 
collection of fantasy and science-fiction books, because 
they’re what’s turning me nasty. I am spending too long in 
fictional worlds, she says, and not enough time in the real 
one. 
 She’s partly right, but removing a problem isn’t 
the same thing as solving it. I sit in my room and watch 
telly and paint models and wait until my books are 
returned. 
 Eventually, though, familiarity will have bred 
contempt. By the time I’m sixteen, I’m sick of Games 
Workshop. Of their money grabbing bullshit. Of the 
horrible red paint jobs on everything. Of goofy, cartoonish 
sculpts. Of the rules. Of having to spend time with other 
gamers. Warhammer 40K has become the prison I must 
escape. 
 Desperate to change my life, I begin to hang out 
with my brother and his friends. I’ve avoided this before, 
because he’s younger than me, but it turns out to be a 
good idea. He’s a lot cooler than me, has a lot more 
friends and they – astonishingly – all like each other. 
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 Our interests don’t really overlap. I’m into science 
fiction and they… well, they’re into all sorts of things: 
jumping through hedges, wandering out into fields to look 
at cows, going to petrol stations late at night, and, most 
of all, underage drinking. I’m too rule-abiding to consider 
drinking before I’m old enough, but I come along with 
them when they’re pissed. 
 Despite this, I’m having a good time. My brother’s 
friends are fun, and kind, and they invite me along to stuff 
even though there’s Clearly Something Wrong With Me. 
Wanting to offer fun activities of my own and be part of 
things, I make occasional references to Games Workshop 
games, but these are always met with a polite but firm 
refusal. My brother will usually give me a disapproving 
look, but never stays angry for long, because while I might 
be a dickhead, I’m his dickhead, and shit that means 
something. 
 One day, his friend Adam lends me a rulebook. 
It’s for a new game, called ‘Vampire: The Masquerade’ 
and it’s as much of a thunderbolt as that dreadnought 
picture was. 
 My life changes. I don’t become a Goth or 
anything; I’m far too rule-abiding for that, and the idea of 
wearing make-up horrifies me on the genetic level. But in 
the face of V:tM, 40K just doesn’t cut it any more. 
Masquerade is everything that 40K isn’t. It’s real. It’s 
personal. Best of all, it’s resolutely NOT competitive, and 
after a lifetime of competition, I’m more than ready for 
something that isn’t. 
 Losing myself in tabletop roleplay, I drop Games 
Workshop completely. I don’t even think about it. My 
armies are sold off to Year Seven pupils for pennies. 
When I pass a Games Workshop, I feel nothing beyond a 
mild sense of embarrassment that I was ever into 
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anything so lame. When, at a meeting of the Hallam 
University roleplaying society, someone pulls out a box of 
plastic Warhammer Beastmen, my heart swells with pity 
for him. Doesn’t he know? 
 How can he not know? 
 He gamely tries to convince me that it’s still good. 
I raise my eyebrows and nod. Just like any addict, he’s 
trying to sell me the needle so he doesn’t feel worthless. 
They want you to fail so they’re not alone. 
 I nod and smile, and look at the models and nod 
and smile and then that’s about it for nearly a decade. 
There’s the occasional twinge. One day, I pass by a charity 
shop and see a copy of 2nd edition Space Hulk for £20. 
Momentarily, I think of buying it, but then walk on and 
get my groceries. Another day, a friend from roleplay 
gives me a box of old plastic Imperial Guard. I say I’ll paint 
them up for old times’ sake, but then they’ll go in a plastic 
box, where they lie until I break up with my second 
girlfriend. As I clear my things from her house, I bin them 
without a second thought. No point taking rubbish with 
me. 
 At the tail end of my twenties, there’s nothing left 
to buy. 
 I’m not really a hikikomori any more, but I’ve 
never become the kind of man who goes out a lot. As a 
result, I’ve got money; more money than my teenaged 
self would ever have believed. Sure, it’s not actually much 
– mostly, it’s spent on saving for a house (a task that will 
take fifteen years). That said, some of it’s disposable, and 
I treat myself to fun stuff. But White Wolf have mostly 
wound down the World of Darkness, so what’s left’s been 
going on computer games. First on a PS1, then on a 
Dreamcast, then on the PS2, Xbox, Xbox 360… 
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 But now? Now there’s no games left that I want. 
A ‘Doom’ gamer in a world coloured first in ‘Halo’, then 
‘Call of Duty’, the world has moved away from what I like, 
and modern gamers would rather kill poor brown people 
than demons. So it is that, as my fun funds burn a hole in 
my pocket, I walk past the York Games Workshop. 
 I’ve not been into one in years. Not since their 
staff started talking to me. Unwilling – unable – to answer 
the ‘What army do you collect?’ question, I’ve assiduously 
avoided them. But there, in the window is a squad of 
Space Marines, and… 
 …and I sort of stop, and look at them. 
 They’re bigger than I remember. Prettier too, the 
sculpts more defined, the details more impressive. And 
look, there’s one with a Mk VI helmet! Oh my God, a 
beakie, a proper beakie! Just like they used to look, only 
better. Wow. 
 It’s amazing. 
 Walking home, I find myself thinking it might be 
fun to buy a box. Just a box. And assemble them. Just for 
old times’ sake. Because I’m nearly thirty now, and it’s 
sometimes fun to look back at where you’ve come from. 
 So I do. Just a tactical squad. And I’m not going to 
game with it or anything, just going to assemble and paint 
it, and maybe put it away in case any of my gamer friends 
want it for Xmas or something. 
 But the glue does it. The moment the smell of 
that polystyrene cement hits, I’m a boy again, child again. 
That stench, so powerfully awful, but powerful too, tied 
into all the old delights. I smile as the arms go on, smile as 
the first model – of course a MkVI beakie – comes 
together, is completed. 
 By the time the squad’s completed, I’m hooked. 
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 The next week I go back and buy that Techmarine 
box. I was always in love with the Adeptus Mechanicus, 
and he’s got four Servitors too… plus that servo-harness! 
What a model! Better than anything we had back in my 
day. 
 Then I get… 
 But you know how this goes. 
 Before long, there’s a small mountain of 
unpainted plastic and metal in my study. I’ve a Space 
Marine army I didn’t expect and I’m already picking out 
the next thing. I’m converting again, only this time with 
the money and tools to do it properly. I buy a pin vice and 
a cutting mat. Devouring articles online, I begin to 
develop painting skills beyond the cack-handed fumblings 
of my youth. I start to sculpt, first with the Milliput I used 
to use, then with the Green Stuff GW favours, until I 
realise that each has different uses. 
 My girlfriend shakes her head and smiles to see 
me so happy. 
 When we finally take her father to court for 
raping her – and I will not call it ‘childhood sexual abuse’, I 
will call it what it fucking is – I am a witness on the stand. 
My legs fail me, my voice dies in my throat. I’m not the 
man I want to be. Not brave, like I wanted to be. I tell the 
court what he told me: that he did it, that he’s guilty. 
Cross-examined, his defence holds up pictures I did of a 
Terminator Captain, back when I was a boy. I’d posted 
them on social media, shared them with friends, for 
laughs and for approval. 
 She asks: what’s wrong with you? What kind of 
man draws this sort of thing? This many skulls? 
 Turning to the jury, she makes the implicit, 
explicit: how can we trust a man who draws anything this 
violent? 
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 Walking from the court into the bilious sunlight, 
my girlfriend and I walk around Manchester. I’m too 
ravaged to go back to our hotel, so we go where I feel 
safest. 
 The game shop smells like they always do. The 
dice are a satisfying weight in my hands. I am me, and I 
don’t need to cry any more. I buy models, convinced that I 
will one day get round to painting them, but they end 
their days in a ratty cardboard box, unpainted, destined 
not even for eBay, but for the car boot sale. 
 Even though he’s guilty, her father is let free. 
Justice done, life darkens. My girlfriend knew it was 
coming; her counsellor explained as much and so she’s 
ready for it. Like life forces every woman to, she’s 
redefined the terms of victory; justice was always 
impossible, but confronting him was not.  She 
contents herself with that. 
 I try to, but I can’t. I want the world to work to be 
the way it should be, but it’s not. Here’s the proof that it 
favours the liar, the chancer, and the unjust. 
 I cope poorly. 
 My work suffers. I enter a deep depression and 
I’m young again, boy again. Just like in those days, I crawl 
into fantasies, climb back into old comforts. 
 From the outside, it must look strange. The worse 
I feel, the better my painting becomes. But it’s not 
strange. When I’m painting, I don’t have to think about 
how unjust the world is. When I’m making models, 
everything is about the art, the creativity, and creativity is 
the highest, the purest of all joys. I do some of my best 
hobby work in the worst times. Adrift, 40K is my life raft. 
 Eventually, after much work, much effort, much 
therapy and counselling, my depression passes. 



470 
 

 By now, my youth is a memory, my twenties past, 
and my thirties approaching their end.  Warhammer 
40,000 has passed through three editions. From 
devouring the 5th edition rulebook with a song in my 
heart, I’ve gone from buying the 6th edition rulebook out 
of a sense of duty to avoiding the 7th edition one entirely. 
It’s not that I don’t want to play the game. It’s just that 
there’s no-one to play with, most of my interactions with 
other players are online, and anyway, I always preferred 
the modelling. 
 Inevitably, my girlfriend becomes my then-
girlfriend. It’s not a surprise. She’s been distant; I’ve gone 
from being the support that kept her up to the bars of her 
prison. I’ve been distant; as she’s drawn away, I’ve drawn 
inside, choosing art over her. 
 So she hates my models, hates that they kept me 
from her. It’s not a surprise to me. Like my mother, it’s 
easier to hate the symptom than the disease. Even so, 
even knowing this, when she’s finally gone, I don’t paint 
anything for six months. 
 Instead, I spend time elsewhere, inside the life of 
someone else. I travel a lot, visit people, making vague 
acquaintances into true friends. I roleplay for the first 
time in years. 
 When I come back to the modelling table, things 
are different and the same all at once. 40K’s always been 
my safe space… or so I told myself. Thought of it as the 
place I come when I’m scared, or in pain. 
 But it isn’t. It’s my passion. It’s where my art lives. 
Where I’m happiest. 
 A week ago, eighth edition has just been 
announced. Already, the community is tearing up as 
though the sky is falling. Imperial Guard are weak. Space 
Marines, too boring, everyone plays them. White Dwarf 
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isn’t as good as it used to be. Warhammer 40,000 isn’t as 
good as it used to be. Games Workshop will be going bust 
any day now, charging the insane prices they do. 
Twenty years later, and the conversations of my youth are 
still happening. 
 But I’m more excited about this new edition than 
I have been for any other. Because it’s a new start. Can 
you imagine that? An entirely new start. 
 Back when John Barry first passed me that 
handful of bird bones, I’d no idea what he was really 
passing me. Because 40K isn’t something that “I’m into”. I 
can’t even say ‘it’s a huge part of my life‘, because it’s so 
much more than that. It’s been the bad times, it’s been 
the best days of my life. It’s cut me off from the world, 
turned me into a misanthrope, a hermit. It’s kept me 
going when there was literally nothing else there: my safe 
space, my happy place. 
 It’s the thing by which everything else I love is 
judged. It colours everything. 
 As a younger man, I’d have felt the need to 
apologise for that. But in eleven months, I’m forty. I’ve 
lived half my life in the Imperium’s shadow, and I can’t 
see ever leaving it. Even if I suddenly stopped, its reach 
into my thinking and reactions would be unavoidable. In 
the grim darkness of the far future there is only war; in 
the strange tones of our current times, we live in a golden 
age of gaming. The models are better, the rules are 
tighter, everything’s just so much MORE than it was thirty 
years ago. 
 It’s glorious. 
 As of this writing, I own fifty Dreadnought 
models. 
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The Bonus Material 
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The Strange Case of the Warheads 
and The Grey Knights. 

Originally published January 2015 
 So this thing called the 90's happened. 
 I was eleven at the time and just starting my first 
year of secondary school. Action Force had just been 
renamed GI Joe for some reason, but we were all growing 
out of that and leaving it behind us now. Especially since 
one of my friends had brought in this thing called a 'Space 
Marine' that was small, came in kit form, and seemed so 
much more grown up by comparison. 
 Rogue Trader was two years old, and Marvel 
comics was conducting a bold experiment in the UK. You 
see, it had its sights set on tapping into that sweet, sweet 
2000AD money that Tharg and his buddies were making 
hand over fist. 
 The thing about British Comics, is, well... That 
they're not like American ones. American comics are full 
of heroes; bold, muscular white men who reduce the 
difficult problems of a complex world to simple issues 
that can be resolved through the relentless application of 
physical violence. 
 (In the Dark Age of the mid-nineties, they would 
do so while wearing a lot of pouches, and the less said 
about the anatomical impossibility of the ladies the 
better, but this story is from the early months of that 
decade, and those sad days were a ways off yet.) 
 British heroes, by contrast, tend to be somewhat 
more… complex. Which is a polite way of saying 'fucking 
insane'. The longest running British superheroes are, in 
order: Sherlock Holmes (a social introvert and cocaine 
fiend who solves crimes through sheer mindpower), 
James Bond (a rapey misogynist and borderline 
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psychopath), Doctor Who (a space alien who defeats 
jobbing Rada actors in rubber suits using increasingly 
unlikely Deus Ex Machinae) and Judge Dredd.8 
 Judge Dredd, you see, is the closest 
approximation a British comic has ever managed to make 
of an American superhero, but he's basically nothing like 
any of them. In politics, he's probably closest to Batman, 
if Batman was a clone who used guns and only upheld the 
law while utterly ignoring the idea of justice... Okay, 
ultimately, he's not a hero at all. He has no personality, no 
character to speak of, and is best described as the purest 
form of fascism imaginable, as written by mildly 
inebriated, chuckling Brits who find the whole concept of 
America equal parts ridiculous and charming. 
 In short, he's pretty fantastic, but he's not the 
kind of character you can make a whole lot of children's 
merchandise about. (Gotta sell those Spidey pyjamas!) 
 Unfortunately for British comics, he's the biggest 
name we have as far as superheroes go, and as a result, 
Marvel saw this strange little series with its lantern-
jawed, psychopathic lead and thought: "Must be what the 
UK wants. Fuck it: give 'em more of that". 
 Thus it was that on the very same day I bought 
my first box of RTB01 Marines, I also bought 'Overkill' 
issue 1. 
 'Overkill', you see, was Marvel UK's first real 
attempt at creating original content. It was part of the 
greater Marvel universe – although ultimately all this 
meant was that occasionally Wolverine would have a 
cameo to boost sales – but being set in England, was 

                                                           
8  Yes, I know that three of those aren't really superheroes in the 'conventional' 
(i.e.: spandex and steroids) sense, but come on - I'm not going to start talking 
about characters like The Spider and Captain Hurricane. This is obscure enough 
without getting into things so occult that only Alan Moore's daughter knows 
about them. 
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largely free of the predominantly New York-based Marvel 
mythos. 
 This was because there had been literally no 
Marvel stories written set in the UK before. Well, none 
anybody cared about. 
 Taking this absolute creative freedom from Stan 
Lee and Jack Kirby's American template quite entirely to 
heart, 'Overkill' was positively epic in ambition. Each week 
would have four separate strips (copying the model 
established by 2000AD), each running to a few paltry 
pages – usually about four a week. However, where 
Marvel US's characters were trapped in designs 
influenced by the positively heroic amounts of LSD Jack 
Kirby must have been taking during the psychedelic 60's, 
the Marvel UK's characters would be influenced more by 
the nascent UK rave scene. As a result, most of their 
characters could not be more nineties if they tried. 
 Seriously, take a look:  
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 It’s like if the singer of ‘Four Non-Blondes’ 
decided she was going to become an interdimensional 
pirate-mercenary.  
 Now, where am I going with all this meandering, 
you may ask? 
 

Grey Knights. Grey Knights Is Where. 
 
 A brief foray to Lexicanum will reveal this little 
tidbit: 
 “Aegis Armour is a specialized protective device 
mounted on the Power Armour of members of the Grey 
Knights and Ordo Malleus. Worked into their Armour, 
each Aegis Suit is a lattice of psychoconductive filaments 
and amulets, wrought into hexagrammic wards and 
inscribed with anti-daemonic prayers. Aegis Armour 
allows Daemon Hunters to better combat Warp Entities 
and Rogue Psykers by protecting them from psychic 
attack. The technology incorporated into The Aegis 
represents the most potent anti-psychic defences in the 
Imperium of Man.” 9 

                                                           
9 source: http://wh40k.lexicanum.com/mediawiki/images/f/f3/GK1.jpg 
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 Grey Knight armour is also significantly different 
to most other Marine armours. It's famous for being 
polished steel, with inlaid gold lettering – the 
hexagrammic wards mentioned above. As you can see in 
the picture, it also has a high gorget to protect the neck. 
 So far, so "What are you on about? This is a long 
and meandering load of bollocks." 
 Well, bear with me. 
 You see, one of the very first artists to work for 
Marvel UK was a Scottish artist called Gary Erskine and his 
work was fucking fantastic. Seriously, give the man a 
Google and have a look at some of his stuff. 
 

 Great, right? All his stuff is this good. 
 It's also the very first concept sketches he did for 
a series called 'Warheads', which would be one of the 
more successful strips. 
 You see, the gimmick 'Overkill' had, was that all 
the heroes were fighting the same villain – or group of 
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villains in this case. They were called MyS-TECH, and were 
a coven of black magicians who had sold their sould to 
Mephisto, Marvel's analogue for the Devil, in exchange 
for immortality. They had then parlayed their skills at 
magic into science, finance, and political power, to the 
point that in the Marvel universe, they essentially owned 
the UK, along with a level of magic-based-science that 
would make HYDRA crap its fetchingly green pantaloons. 
 MyS-TECH, you see, weren't content with just 
having Earth science, and that's why they founded the 
Warheads units. In a comic series that was basically a far 
more amoral version of 'Stargate SG-1', each week, 
readers would follow the adventures of Kether Troop as 
they journeyed through a mystically-opened portal 
(generated by Master Key, their psyker) and greeted 
whatever was on the other side with a hail of small arms 
fire before nicking all their stuff. 
 They were basically a group of interdimensional 
D&D Munchkins. 
 Whatever they brought back would be delivered 
to MyS-TECH, and they would be paid according to its 
value. It was quite an awesome idea, but it never really 
lived up to the promise, running for the equivelant of 12 
American-sized issues before dying a sad, unlamented 
death. 
 The thing about 'Warheads' was that the art was 
all. The stories were absolute cack, but Gary Erskine's art 
was bloody amazing. 
 Now, how does this connect to Grey Knights, I 
hear you ask? 
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 Well, you can see it better in these concept 
sketches: 
 

 
 The woman in the middle, Leona, is wearing 
standard Warheads armour. The other two aren't 
(Gregory, the chap on the left isn't, because that's a 
sketch of him off-mission, and Misha, the crazy-looking 
witch-lady in her underpants isn't, on account of she's 
bonkers) so just focus on Leona. All Warheads wore that 
armour pretty much as standard, and when they coloured 
it right, it wasn't camouflage or anything. It was polished 
metal; 'data files' published weekly in the comic revealed 
it was actually silvered for purity against spirits – MyS-
TECH were all about magick, you see. The rituals that sent 
the Warheads off on their kleptomaniac quests had a 
tendency to lead them into actual outstretches of Hell 
itself, where they would frequently be forced to fight off 
daemo... Sorry, demons. To keep them safe, you can see 
from the pictures that Warhead armour was also inlaid 
with gold bands that had a variety of protective hexes and 
wards carved into it. 
 Sound at all familiar? 
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 Oh, and it also had a conspicuously high gorget. 
 The Warheads also had a technique called 
'Tempest Formation', which was mentioned in a datafile 
but never used in a story, where the soldiers in a 
Warhead troop could form an occult pattern, and the 
runes on their armour would magically generate a 
cleansing flame – issuing from the troop commander no 
less - which could destroy anything, although at the risk of 
killing them with its perilously warping energies. 
 Here's the kicker: at the time 'Overkill' came out, 
Grey Knights looked entirely different. They looked like 
this: 

  Their aesthetic was a lot more 'samurai' by way 
of fluted Renaissance armour plating than it was 'knight'.  
 It wouldn't be until the 3rd  edition of 40K that 
they would become the Daemonhunters we know them 
as today. 
 So am I saying that the modern Grey Knights are 
ripped off from an extremely obscure 90's comic that 
approximately twenty people remember and five still 
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like? No. Of course not. It's an utterly tenuous link, and 
there's no way you could say the two things are the same. 
But despite that, I still think it's interesting that the 
'Warheads' fluff and designs are so suspiciously similar to 
the modern incarnation of the Sons of Titan. 
 Not to mention: look at that fucking artwork. Gary 
Erskine is the man. 

___________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 So this was kind of the first ‘column’ I ever wrote, 
and it wasn’t really a column at all. More a sort of thing 
I’d noticed. 
 At the time, I was posting a weekly blog about 
characters I was developing for the campaign for my 
school’s Games Club campaign. As a result, this article 
was originally posted on the ‘Bell of Lost Souls’ lounge as 
something for the people there to share in. 
 I’ve included it here as it predates my first ‘proper’ 
column by nearly a month, and I think it’s kind of an 
interesting historical curio. I’d been writing my campaign 
blog for nearly two years prior to this, but this was the 
first time I think I found my “writer’s voice”. 
 Not that I think this is a terribly good column. I 
don’t think it argues anything, and the information it 
contains is basically just a funny little connection, but you 
can see how all the building blocks of what my blog would 
turn into are all there, waiting. 
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Loginquintas 
 
Originally published Feb 2016  
 
 Fuel cell’s taken a hit. So, not only do I no longer 
have power to the leg actuators, but now I’m actively 
venting plasma. The suit’s HUD says I’ve got maybe 
twelve seconds of power remaining in the arm actuators 
until those go, and seven seconds after that, the suit 
powers down completely. 
 Mathieu’s sacrifice bought me time, but it’s 
seeming pointless now. After all, what does three 
minutes’ pause buy me when my armour isn’t working 
any more? 
 No: stop these shameful thoughts. Fear is 
unworthy of those who do the Emperor’s work. You have 
eighteen seconds of suit power left, and three minutes 
until the Orks reach you. 
 That’s all the time in the world. 
 Time to make some changes. 
 The armour’s data spirits scream at me as I 
disengage plate linkages, decouple the joint locks and 
detach the spinal connections, but the armour’s not 
armour any more. It’s dead weight. Unlike a suit of 
standard Mark VII which you can still walk about in when 
the power’s done,  Tactical Dreadnought Armour is called 
that for a reason. Even Astartes can’t lift two metric 
tonnes of ceramite unaided. 
 The plates hiss, giving off little plumes of the last 
clean air I will taste as the armour unfolds itself, and I step 
out, naked, into the darkness. The air stinks of hard 
radiation and rust. Looking at the damage from the 
outside, things are even worse than the suit’s datafeeds 
said. The plasteel of the rear plates is shredded,  cooling 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/02/07/loginquintas/
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pipes dangling out like the ropey intestines of a 
slaughtered grox. Vox Dominus took too much of the blast 
and without looking, I can tell its mechanism is ruined… 
Even if it did have more than a handful of bolts left in 
either mag, it couldn’t shoot. Manus Veritas may be 
undamaged, but there’s no way to use such a venerable 
power fist separate from the suit; its spirits have spent 
too long in the armour’s systems. They won’t know what 
to do when disconnected, and I don’t have the time – or 
resources – for a full recoding. Which leaves only Astacus 
Ares, who seems utterly undamaged… But she’s hanging, 
lifeless, her mighty pistons and servos utterly bereft of 
motion. That makes no sense; even with minimal power, 
she should still… 
 I quickly move to the rear of the armour, looking 
at the areas I modified, reworked and welded in order to 
fit her here, and 
 No. 
 Oh Throne, no. 
 Astacus… What have they done to you? 
 The servo-arm’s primary actuators have been 
slagged, reduced to a bubbling steel paste that has 
dripped down the rear of the armour like melted wax. The 
synaptic command feeds are similarly ravaged, arterial 
cabling fused and melted. She smells of ozone and burned 
plastic. I scan for her machine spirit, but… Nothing. From 
Mars to Macragge to a hundred worlds and now, she dies 
here. 
 At least she did not die alone. 
 Two minutes thirty until they arrive. Seventeen 
seconds of power. No gun. No grenades. Not even a 
combat knife. 
 Just me, my bare hands, and the Emperor’s Will 
against however many of the eighty Orks remain after 
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Mathieu’s final rampage. 
 Defeat may have been inevitable, but revenge is 
still attainable. Two options. First: run, find cover, and 
hunt these beasts down, one by one. Scavenge 
equipment from the ship, see how far I can get before 
they send me to my brothers. A good death. 
 But this is no longer about me. Not since Mhark 
decrypted the hulk’s trajectory. These old Defiant-class 
cruisers … When the machine spirits become aware that 
the crew is gone, standard operating procedure is to 
return to harbour… And the orks have somehow tricked 
the spirits into thinking they are not aboard. This ship 
lands on Cadia in approximately two days… And once the 
Orks are on the planet’s surface, we’ll never get them off. 
 So: I need to stop this ship now, by any means 
necessary. The population of a planet is counting on me. 
Which means the second option. 
 I turn to the suit of armour, my stomach twisting 
with guilt. It’s been so long since I just admired it, just for 
the sake of it. Not looking at the dents and the dings, or 
worrying about lubricant levels and coupling strength… 
Just looked at it and saw it for the work of art it is. 
 This suit – my suit – dates from 843M35. It was 
created by the then Grand Artificer of Macragge, Adept 
Robehr and displays all the hallmarks of her own personal 
idiosyncrasies; everything from the thinner sheaths 
around the fibre bundles (to allow for swifter haptic 
response time at the cost of mild overheating when under 
heavy use) to the ormolu detailing on the underpads that 
support the ceramite pauldrons. There’s no need for 
those details to be there; no-one ever sees them except 
the serfs and servitors, but she put them there anyway, 
just because she believed in her work: that when the 
Emperor commanded his Astartes march in the best 
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armour, he meant it. 
 Five thousand years old, it is a work of the most 
devoted craftsmanship imaginable. Adapted specifically 
for me, it includes a full sensorium, analytical suite, and 
poor, dead Astacus Ares, all to aid me in my duties 
tending to the machines of the chapter when off-world. 
Made for the Astartes, rebaptised in the service of the 
Emperor and Omnissiah both, it is utterly, completely 
unique. It has prosecuted wars on worlds unnumbered, 
saved precious human lives, preserved this, our great 
Imperium. It is the finest, most wondrous armour I have 
ever – or will ever – wear. 
 Two minutes and 0.0003% power left. 
 I begin the work. 
 Footsteps start echoing off the walls after one 
minute forty five. 
 Footsteps? 
 Not bellows? Not the sound of shooting or the 
clank of axe against axe? 
 If I were a scout in the chapter, I’d be terrified. I’d 
wonder what this meant; what strange new breed of Ork 
charges into battle silently… Especially after earlier, when 
they roared and screamed, trying to drown us in their 
green flesh. As scout, I would be confused, unsure, 
panicked. 
 But have not been a scout in nearly three 
centuries, and for all their ferocity, Orks are 
uncomplicated. They never behave against their baser 
emotions unless something forces them to. If they are co-
ordinating, it can mean only one thing: their Warboss has 
joined the fray. 
 And if they are silent? Then their Warboss is a 
Kommando. 
 That may make what happens next more difficult. 
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 The steps get closer. Which lets me know that 
while their leader may be familiar with stealth, its minions 
are not. In its desire to demonstrate its cleverness, the 
creature has overplayed its hand. 
 I know you now, beast. 
 The steps get closer. The last wire connected, the 
work is finished. I spend a final second in communion 
with the machine spirits of Manus Veritas, thanking them 
for their good service, and praising their warlike nature. 
They laugh. Even now, in defeat, they only want to kill in 
the Emperor’s name, and are joyously unfussed about 
how. Five thousand years of service. Five thousand, and 
serving the Emperor still. I place a single kiss on the suit 
and bid the machine spirits all speed to the Throne, then I 
flee. 
 But not because of the Orks. 
 The innards of the nameless cruiser are winding, 
the blackened gunmetal walls are pitted, dripping with 
stinking grease and poorly improvised plating, hammered 
into place by some lunatic Mekboy or other. My heart 
weeps at the sight of such perfect machinery so 
grievously wounded; the ship’s engines sing their agonies, 
their off-note harmonies a testament to the mutilations 
here. 
 I don’t have time to leap for cover when the blast 
hits; even at this distance, the shockwave sends me 
sprawling to the floor. Smiling, I wish the deceased 
machine spirits of Manus Veritas well; the screaming of 
those few Orks who survived the explosion tells me just 
how many of them my noble suit took when the Power 
Fist’s field imploded. 
 A roar, atavistic and primal, echoes all the way 
from hell and down the corridor to me. Undoubtedly it 
comes from the beasts’ master, enraged at having been 
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caught in such a trap. My smile broadens at the sound of 
my enemy’s pain. 
 Come then, beast. Let us see the which of us now 
has fury enough to end the other. 
 I move quickly. My memory of the schema to this 
class of cruiser is imperfect, but like all structures 
descending from STC designs, they follow a similar 
pattern. Dodging through doors, the air is colder on my 
skin than before. Frost nips at my feet, and the sound of 
wind howling comes from somewhere. 
 A hull breach? 
 Perfect. 
 I just need to get what I came for, and then… 
 Ah. Here we are. 
 The storage locker is protected by some fairly 
useless datagheists, and I offer up thanks to the 
Omnissiah for sending me this small mercy. Tapping in the 
codes of supplication, lights click green and the door 
slides aside. I search through four crates before I find 
what I need. It’s a little the worse for wear; the damp 
atmospherics have corroded the outer shell, but a quick 
inspection reveals that it’s perfect inside. 
 No time to waste; I need to get to that breach. 
 I follow the direction of the wind, the howl 
turning to a shriek and then a cacophonous reverberation 
that sets my teeth on edge. Reaching the source of the 
hellish sound, a safety bulkhead seals my path. Pressing 
my face to the heavy-gauge glass, I see the sideways spiral 
of an artificial cyclone; air spins and twists at appalling 
speed through a pinprick in the metal of the hull. Safety 
bulkheads have sealed automatically. 
 Patching in, I commune with the machine spirits 
inside; they are helpful, smiling at me as they explain in 
the politest possible terms that the area has been sealed 
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for my safety. I explain I am a repair-servitor, sent to fix 
the breach. They smile again, asking for confirmation. 
 Throne on Terra, let these codes work. 
 I give the authentication sequence used on all 
Maccraggian vessels, offering up a prayer to the Emperor. 
 The machine spirits thank me for my codes, and 
unlock the door, wishing me success in the Omnissiah’s 
service. 
 Then there is a blade sticking out of my belly. 
 “Alright there, Beakie?” 
 The blade disappears, and I turn to see my 
murderer. It can only be the Warboss; thick sinews of 
muscle, like knotted steel, flex underneath heavily 
stitched brown leather fatigues. Huge blades, each the 
size of a small sword, their edges jagged and flecked with 
blood, sparkle in the bilious light. It wears a mask, the 
eyes gleaming green, a pair of heavy respirator plugs 
keeping the beast fed with precious oxygen. 
 “Dat was a clever trick you pulled wiv yer armour, 
mate. I ain’t never seen a beakie do dat before. Youse 
almost as kunnin’ as me.” 
 He stabs me in the gut again. 
 “Almost.” 
 I grab its wrist as it presses the blade further into 
me. 
 “Ya killed my boyz. Ya nearly killed me. Ya gotta 
die slow for dat.” 
 I look up into what passes for its face, seeing my 
smile reflected back in the sickly green lenses. 
 “After you, beast.” 
 I hit the bulkhead door release, and the roaring 
cyclone inside pulls us into the room. The Warboss 
screams, a hideous, high-pitched wail of pure terror as it 
tumbles towards the tiny hole that leads out into the 
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nothingness beyond. 
 Cruisers this size, they can survive a small hole. 
Anything too large, though, and the bulkheads won’t 
hold. Anything more than a metre and that’s it: the walls 
collapse under the pressure and the whole ship goes. 
 I pull the pin on the meltabomb I retrieved from 
storage, and offer up my thanks to the Emperor for a 
death this good.  

__________________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 
 Back in June of 2015, I applied for a job as a writer 
at Games Workshop. In order to apply, you had to submit 
a 2000 word story about a fight between Ultramarines 
and Orks; this was my attempt. 
 I got through to the final stages, where I was 
interviewed by Nick Kyme and George Mann, both of 
whom were personable and lovely. 
 As is probably very obvious, I didn’t get the job, 
which is probably for the best. Still, it was an interesting 
thing to have done, and I still think this is a pretty solid 
story. 
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The Warhammer 30,000 Film List 
 
Originally published March 2016  
 
Hello and welcome to this month’s bonus content; this 
time, we’re going to be looking purely at those films 
which fit the Space Marine Legion lists of the Horus 
Heresy. 
So, without further ado, let’s go through the list! 
 

Alpha Legion – ‘Girl, Interrupted’. 
 The Alphas have a gimmick which manages to be 
both effortlessly cool, but also quite frustrating. As the 
enigmatic Legion, they get to have the same kind of 
brooding mystery that made Wolverine into the top 
superhero of the 90s. Because we don’t know anything, 
we’re free to imagine everything about them and their 
goals. 
 But what if, underneath all that mystery, there 
isn’t actually anything? 
 ‘Girl, Interrupted’ is a film about young women in 
an asylum, dealing with a variety of mental illnesses. The 
chief ‘villain’ of the piece is Lisa Rowe, a charismatic 
sociopath who pulls everyone in with her dark glamour. 
Over the course of the narrative, Lisa’s Machiavellian 
scheming and plotting – all of which is both relentless and 
never fully explained – are eventually revealed to be a 
mask for the person underneath… Only for it turn out that 
there’s no-one really there. The film ultimately suggests 
that when you’re always presenting a persona to the 
world, hiding who you are in the name of playing games, 
it might mean there’s nothing actually to you… And that’s 
kind of pathetic. 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/03/06/bonus-blog-the-warhammer-30000-recommended-film-list/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dW7tN9Lz77s
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Death Guard – ’Jacob’s Ladder’. 
 This was another tough one, as I’ve always found 
the Death Guard to be a fairly bland sort of Legion. 
However, in the end, I’ve plumped for this film. 
 ‘Jacob’s Ladder’ is about a Vietnam veteran, 
plagued by visions of demons after his return from war. It 
turns out that during Vietnam, a variety of chemical tests 
were done, and this is what may have left him so 
deranged. While it’s a tenuous link, the Death Guard are 
well known for their use of chemical weapons, and this 
film manages to get in both that, as well as demons which 
eventually turn out to be ‘friendly’… Albeit not in a 
friendly way. 
 

Emperor’s Children – ’Black Swan’. 
 This is a Legion almost literally consumed by the 
search for perfection. An army of aesthetes and artists, 
they work tirelessly to perfect themselves and their 
skills… And of course, we know exactly where that path 
leads: almost directly into madness. 
 ‘Black Swan’ is a very tight narrative of personal 
horror, as a highly talented ballet dancer refuses to settle 
for simply being good at her art. Told to make herself into 
the unrestrained, unfettered Black Swan of ‘Swan Lake’, 
as the film progresses, that need to be better than 
perhaps she is capable of being drives her into ever-
increasingly extremes of behaviour. Unable to keep a grip 
on herself or reality, by then end, the borderline demonic 
Swan has taken almost complete possession of her, 
making her perfect, but destroying her in the process. 
 Aside from being a brilliant look at the kind of 
minds that make up the Emperor’s Children, this also 
works brilliantly as a look at what it might have been like 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rJztRnDxdM8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5jaI1XOB-bs
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for Fulgrim himself, constantly berated and undermined 
by the daemon inside the Laer blade talking to him. Well 
worth your time. 
 

Imperial Fists – ’The Bridge On The River 
Kwai’. 
 The Imperial Fists are a Legion whose gimmick 
could be summarised by the word ‘determination’. They 
simply don’t give up ever, and that kind of thinking is both 
admirable, but also fatally flawed, leaving one capable of 
falling into blinkered thinking and actions while never 
questioning them. 
 In this film, captured British POWs are made to 
build the titular bridge, which sounds terribly dull… But 
it’s actually an incredibly focused character study, looking 
at how relentless dedication to both duty and excellence 
can leave a person blind to the terrible mistakes they are 
making. It’s not long until the British have lost themselves 
completely in their task, their commander determined to 
create something permanent – a legacy – no longer 
seeming to even care that his single-mindedness is 
leading him into outright collaboration with the enemy. 

 

Iron Hands – ’Lawrence of Arabia’. 
 After the Dropsite Massacre, the Iron Hands 
become a chapter lost in their emotions. Following the 
death of their Primarch, to a man, they essentially go 
mad. While they remain loyal, their rage at their 
mistreatment sends them screaming into the arms of 
their own brutal nature, and leads them into calamity and 
madness. 
 This film follows a man who’s very similar. A 
victim of indescribable trauma, Lawrence spends much of 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SFMmJMNRv-Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SFMmJMNRv-Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zmr1iSG3RTA
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the film terrified of his own capacity for violence, and 
infuriated by the incompetence and bickering of those 
around him. By the end, he has allowed his fury to take 
over, and while he’s managed to achieve incredible feats 
on the battlefield, none of it really counts for anything, 
especially as he’s lost himself along the way. A tragic film 
in the truest sense, it neatly shows what it might be like 
to be a person who allows their anger to make them 
capable of anything. 

 

Iron Warriors – ‘Redacted’. 
 The Iron Warriors are, essentially, an object 
lesson on the nature of soldiery. While we live in a culture 
that extols and praises the virtues of military service, the 
truth is that not every soldier is a hero, and not every 
battlefield is simple. The Iron Warriors are a Legion whose 
own brutality become their downfall – they serve in the 
worst, most horrible places without thanks, praise, or 
even acknowledgement, and eventually, their resentment 
at this breaks them. 
 This film is about a group of soldiers, sick of being 
constantly scared, bored by being reduced to little more 
than doormen, wishing things were easy and that they 
had an actual battlefield with an enemy they could face. It 
looks at how this creates a perfect storm of cruelty and 
violence, as the men decide that it might be fun to 
alleviate the grind of their lives with a little fun at the 
local civilians’ expense. The film takes a hard look at the 
often-unacknowledged truth that the sheer brutality of 
military service can twist men into monsters, and gives a 
good look at what a group of Iron Warriors, lost in their 
own ennui, might end up capable of, as well as what it 
might mean to be a Loyalist caught amongst Traitors. 
 Trigger warning: if you’re the kind of person who 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J9pASqOR6Ag
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can’t stand to see American soldiers presented as less 
than heroic, this may be a film you’d prefer to avoid. 
Nuanced, it presents them as both capable of decency and 
great inhumanity, and as a result, it is not going to be to 
everyone’s taste. 
 

Night Lords – ’You’re Next’. 
 The Night Lords have terror tactics as their 
gimmick; when you’ve got Batman for a Primarch, such a 
thing is almost guaranteed. They’re an army that revolves 
around horrifying their opponent into submission, and 
while that may well work nine times out of ten, in the 
Heresy, there’s the fact that terror tactics in and of 
themselves, are insufficient to win a battle. Not to 
mention that they can, in fact, backfire. 
 This film is a wonderful little subversion of the 
slasher genre. A masked maniac shows up to disrupt a 
family gathering, ready to go like Jason on everyone in the 
house. And while his early kills are efficient, his desire to 
scare the family ends up working against him when it 
turns out that one of them Knows No Fear. From there, it 
becomes a vicious game of cat and cat, with the killer now 
in as much danger from one of the family as they are from 
him. 

 

Raven Guard – ’Leon: The Professional’. 
 This was a difficult one. In the end, I settled for 
the obvious; the Raven Guards are the masters of stealth 
as a combat tactic. I went for a film about that. 
 Leon is a ‘cleaner’: a professional assassin, and 
one who is never ever seen. While the film is concerned 
with his attempts to get justice for a young girl whose 
family is murdered, the combat scenes are really where 
this film does something most action films don’t: shows 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ufUQWpEkbf0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DcsirofJrlM
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someone using stealth and actually succeeding. Leon is 
almost always invisible, taking out his enemies without 
them laying eyes on him, and if you want to see what a 
Raven Guard must be like in action, you probably won’t 
find a better film than this. 
 

Salamanders – ’Singham’. 
 The Salamanders are fairly unique amongst the 
Astartes, because they don’t keep to their fortress-
monasteries. Instead, they move and live amongst those 
humans of their homeworld, walking amongst them, in 
many ways the most human of the Legions. 
 This film takes a good look at how it might be if a 
Space Marine spent the majority of his down time living 
amongst regular the people he had sworn to protect. 
Inspector Singham is, essentially, a ridiculous badass, 
capable of fighting fifty men on his own. However, this 
isn’t played for laughs, or with the kind of camp you might 
expect from an Arnie film. A lot of the film is about 
Singham’s interactions with the people around him, which 
are played absolutely straight. As a result, it’s an excellent 
window into what it might be to be a Salamander: better, 
stronger, faster, harder, but still deeply human. 

 

Sons of Horus (also Black Legion) – ’There 
Will Be Blood’. 
 Of all the Legions, the Sons of Horus are the ones 
most dedicated to the idea of Chaos itself. Rather than 
the worship of a single Ruinous Power, like their 
Primarch, they dedicate themselves to themselves. Chaos 
is ultimately all about putting yourself ahead of everyone 
else, and they embrace that. 
 This film is a three-hour character study of just 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mp-XqCrCi6I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FeSLPELpMeM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FeSLPELpMeM


496 
 

such a person. It’s not got a story as such, instead 
choosing to just show the price of living a life entirely 
dedicated to yourself. Daniel Plainview is a monstrous 
man, presenting himself as a larger than life hero, when 
the truth is something else entirely. The brilliance of the 
film lies in Plainview’s ambiguity. While there’s much 
about him that is monstrous, he has moments of deep 
and painful vulnerability, and so he ends up being much 
more than the simple psychopath he could have been 
presented as. An excellent look at the kind of razor-edge 
that the Sons of Horus must dance down in their daily 
lives. 

 

Thousand Sons – ’Twelve Monkeys’. 
 Possibly the most tragic of the Legions, their 
Primarch was, to all intents and purposes, a genuine hero. 
Able to use tools his brothers couldn’t even understand, 
Magnus The Red remained loyal for far longer than 
perhaps he should… But, of course, that’s his tragedy: the 
foolishness of believing that just because you’re telling 
the truth, people will listen, and the hubris born of an 
inability to let that truth go. 
 This film features someone in an almost identical 
situation: holding imperfect – but irrefutable – knowledge 
of a future event, James Cole has been sent back in time 
to stop the apocalypse. The film explores what the actual 
ramifications of such knowledge might have on a person, 
as well as showing that without a system of structures set 
in place to support change, any efforts to bring change 
are doomed to fail, because one man will never be as 
powerful as many. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=15s4Y9ffW_o
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White Scars – ’Crouching Tiger, Hidden 
Dragon’. 
 The White Scars are known for their bikes, and I 
was tempted to include ‘BMX Bandits’ on this list, but I 
didn’t. That’s because what the White Scars really are, is 
cultured. Yes, their culture may appear savage on the 
outside, what with the haircuts, the moustaches and the 
Mongol imagery, but the truth is, that this is a Legion of 
poets, thinkers and literate individuals, not just a bunch of 
power-sword wielding Hell’s Angels. 
 A film with stunning visuals, ’Crouching Tiger, 
Hidden Dragon’ looks in details at what it might mean to 
be such a cultured warrior. The fights are pure fantasy, 
and the characters stylised to the point where they can’t 
be called realistic, but as a myth which looks at the ways 
people pursue various ideas of what heroism means, this 
is a dreamy, lyrical look at the kinds of worldview the 
White Scars must embrace. 
 

Word Bearers – ’Excision’. 
 The Word Bearers are all about hubris. Erebus is 
so convinced he’s found the path to ultimate knowledge, 
he’s ready to unleash Chaos on the Imperium because 
he’s so sure he can control it. Of course, as the Heresy 
and later events categorically shows, while Chaos may be 
a useful weapon, it’s one that’s utterly beyond control, no 
matter how clever you fancy yourself to be. 
 ‘Excision’ starts off as a typical ‘angry teen sees 
the world as it really is’ black comedy. As it progresses, it 
slowly and brilliantly goes off the rails, when it turns out 
that while angry teen in question certainly sees the 
problems with the world, that doesn’t mean she’s actually 
any cleverer than the people around her. While she likes 
to think she is, her viewpoint is just as limited, and her 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oEaGsdiA0y0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oEaGsdiA0y0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vwPbdYE9tZY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rWJHOdjuOlY
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inability to see that is a terrible flaw. The film becomes a 
deconstruction of the whole genre of ‘snarky teen’ films, 
showing how foolish – and dangerous – it can be to think 
you’re better than others, when all you have a different 
perspective, not superior knowledge. 

 

World Eaters – ’Beyond The Mat’. 
 I didn’t feel sorry for the World Eaters until I read 
about them in the Heresy era, where the background 
makes it clear: they’re not monsters because they like it. 
They just wanted to make their daddy happy. Angron’s 
head is full of the Butcher’s Nails, driving him to ever-
more-lunatic acts of violence, and leaving him incapable 
of caring about the men the Emperor has left under his 
command. In a desperate desire to get closer to their 
father figure, the World Eaters start to inflict the 
Butcher’s Nails upon themselves, and from there it all 
ends in madness. 
 ‘Beyond the Mat’ is a documentary about what 
goes on backstage in pro wrestling. It’s very old and 
outdated now, but it’s a fascinating window into a time 
that was. The reason it’s here is because of the wrestler 
Jake ‘The Snake’ Roberts. Like the World Eaters, he 
wanted to impress his father, a famous wrestler, so he set 
out to be just like him. In the process, he became, bigger, 
more successful, and a legitimate wrestling legend. And 
just like the World Eaters, his father didn’t care. Be 
warned: it’s a hard film to watch at times, largely because 
Roberts is such a dysfunctional figure. 

__________________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 

 Not sure if it’s clear, but I bloody love film.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YfBnF484Qc0
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My OCD 
 
Originally published October 2016  
 
 As you probably don’t know, what with 
everything having a day, week, or month assigned to it, 
this is OCD Awareness Week and in the interests of 
promoting education about this frankly horrific condition, 
I am being brave. This is the first time I have ever written 
at length about what my experience of OCD has been like. 
This is all true, and a lot of it makes me deeply 
uncomfortable to think about/admit. However, this is 
bigger than my worries, because there are several people 
I know and love who are still, to borrow a metaphor, 
‘closeted’: they live with the condition, but hide it, refuse 
to admit they have  a problem – in some cases to 
themselves – because of the appalling social stigma that 
still surrounds mental illness, and, sometimes, a deep 
personal shame. 
 That’s completely unfair. 
 So. The article’s about me, but this isn’t . I haven’t 
really told anyone about any of these things before, and 
honestly? I’m REALLY worried about what people might 
start to think. But I am being brave. I hope you find it 
interesting, and if you’re one of the people I know who 
suffers from this but hasn’t talked about it, then this is 
kind of for you. 
 *takes a VERY deep breath* 
 So I had my first, actual OCD freakout at the age 
of around twenty four. 
 If life was like those horrible TV shows where OCD 
simply means you’re a charming, quirky individual who 
simply likes things to be clean and orderly, the scene 
would have been played for laughs. I’d be saying 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/10/10/my-ocd/
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something charming and quirky until, oh no! A black 
pencil in a tin of red pencils! And because “I’m a little bit 
OCD”, I’d do something charming and quirky, like 
shuffling them around, maybe making some kind of 
‘never bet on black’ pun or something, and we’d be done. 
My charming quirkiness established, my condition would 
never be mentioned again, except for the occasional 
throwaway joke, and that one Very Special Episode in 
season three, where the actor looks sad, to show us he 
has range, and is deserving of the Emmy win. 
 Yeah, so it’s nothing like that, and my freakout 
wasn’t anywhere near so whimsical nor remotely so 
pleasant. There were no delightful escapades with 
differently coloured pencils, no excessive hand-washing, 
no avoiding cracks in the pavement or, indeed, any of the 
nonsense they tell you is OCD in TV land. 
 What happened was: I saw a craft knife. That was 
it. Not even a unique or meaningful one; just a bog-
standard, nothing-special-about-it-at-all craft knife of the 
kind regular people use for cutting carpets, and the kind 
that nerds like me use to cut up Space Marines for our 
Warhammer armies (#NeverAshamedAgain). One of my 
housemates had used it for some chore or other, and, job 
done, simply forgotten to put it away. And the moment I 
saw it, I knew 
 knew 
 that this was the knife which I was going to use it 
to slit my then-girlfriend’s throat. 
 Not that I wanted to, you understand. Our 
relationship wasn’t bad (though by now, it was far from 
good). And the last time I hit anyone was in 1987 – back 
when, at the age of nine, I knocked out another boy’s 
front teeth in an act of violence I found so horrifying, I’ve 
never been able to raise a fist – even in much-needed 
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self-defence – since then. In every fight since, my tactic 
has been to fall to the floor, bleed, then cry. Oh, I may 
love violent films, but in real life? Never. I may love to 
make jokes about hitting people (for the same reason I 
love ‘Tom and Jerry’) but, actually? I just don’t do 
violence. 
 I hadn’t even argued with my then-girlfriend. And 
I don’t mean I hadn’t argued with her that day; I mean I 
hadn’t argued with her ever. Because, basically, our 
relationship was the kind of perfectly serviceable, 
hideously mundane making-do that people get into in 
their early twenties, when there aren’t any other options 
and neither can find anyone better. 
 But still, looking at that £2 from Wilkinson’s craft 
knife, I just knew: this was the blade I would use to slit her 
throat. I didn’t think this. It wasn’t like thinking words. 
The image of her neck splitting open just sort of fell into 
my mind, a bit like a bag of broken bricks dropped from a 
three storey window and about as painful. One moment, 
nothing, the next, bam! There, in the centre of my 
imagination, I could see the two sides of the wound I 
would inflict: thin, translucent, something not unlike a 
paper cut, only with a thicker flow of blood. The picture 
was so vivid, so utter, that in a moment, there wasn’t 
space inside my head for anything else. And the details… 
 Because the blood wasn’t red of course; flow 
from a gash of that size would be too thick for any colour 
but black. It fell from her, like midnight fabric thrown over 
a balustrade, all the while my fingers holding her jawbone 
tight enough to silence her screams… Possibly tight 
enough to crack the bone. As I slash, perhaps the tip of 
the blade grates against the interior of her neck bones, 
maybe nicking the cartilage deeply enough that, one 
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overzealous shake later, her head might even threaten to 
fall off. 
 If that description makes you feel uncomfortable, 
trust me: it was worse to experience. I didn’t want to be 
imagining this. 
 No-one would want to be imagining this. 
 At first, I simply tried to blink the horror away. I 
mean, it’s not like this was the first time a horrible image 
had come into my mind, unbidden. We all think horrid 
things some times. But this was the first time I had an 
image that stayed. An image that thought, ‘Hey, this guy 
seems vulnerable; let’s mess with him’, and decided to 
hang around, play with me for a bit. 
 Then the words came, and what had been merely 
sickening got really nasty: You’re going to kill her with 
that knife. You’re going to kill her with that knife. You’re 
going to kill her with that knife. You’re going to kill her 
with that knife. You’re going to kill her with that knife. 
 I’m not. 
 You’re going to kill her with that knife. You’re 
going to kill her with that knife. You’re going to kill her 
with that knife. You’re going to kill her with that knife. 
You’re going to kill her with that knife. 
 No. I’m not. 
 You’re going to kill her with that knife. You’re 
going to kill her with that knife. You’re going to kill her 
with that knife. You’re going to kill her with that knife. 
You’re going to kill her with that knife. 
 On and on it went, and like a child who walks in 
on his parents watching the finale of a late night horror 
film, I couldn’t do anything to turn it off. It just played and 
played and played, in horrible, full HD – because just like 
Willy Wonka said, there is no life I know that can compare 
with pure imagination – and I just had to take it; a 
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horrible thought, stuck in my head like the world’s worst 
pop song. (Incidentally, my OCD is also why I have always 
hated pop music. Just hated it. Because when it gets stuck 
in my head, it really gets stuck. After three weeks of 
hearing ‘Wannabe’ play through my mind on a loop 24/7, 
the Spice Girls’ debut hit had become almost a literal, 
physical pain. Even just writing that title word brings it 
back. Literally, right now, it’s trying to play in my head 
over the music I’m listening to. I’m having to force the 
sound down and away from me, focusing on the words 
I’m typing, the song I’m listening to.) 
 When my then-girlfriend came upstairs with a cup 
of tea, asking me why I was under the duvet crying 
because I’d seen the kind of craft knife I use most days to 
make every kind of toy plastic soldier, I’ll be honest with 
you: I really didn’t want to tell her. It wasn’t just the 
shame of being a man crying. It wasn’t a fear that I’d 
actually do it – with OCD, you have no loss of control; you 
always know when it’s the condition talking. 
 No, I was crying because, seriously: what kind of 
fucking pussy cries just because they get an unpleasant 
image that pops into their mind? 
 Well, apparently, me. 
 Eventually, after (what felt like) fifteen minutes or 
so, she managed to get me to explain what was up, and, 
give her credit, she was terribly kind about it. She didn’t 
call me silly; she didn’t laugh; she didn’t report me to the 
police. She just told me that it was okay. That I was going 
to be okay. That just because I’d imagined something 
horrible, that didn’t mean I was going to DO something 
horrible. 
 But of course I felt ashamed – and I still do. And 
of course I felt sick. And like there was something terribly, 
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horribly wrong with me. Because what kind of person 
imagines such a thing? What kind of person? 
 I didn’t know then that the answer to that was 
‘Someone with OCD’. Actually, I didn’t find out until 
literally two years ago, at the age of thirty six (and roughly 
fourteen years after this incident) that when you have 
OCD, these kind of intrusive, unwanted ideas are a very, 
very common experience. That imagining awful, horrible 
things is part of the condition. That apparently, if you’re a 
parent, these images are even worse. 69% of female OCD 
mothers and 51% of OCD fathers have experienced similar 
ideas, but instead of it being a partner they hurt, it’s their 
child. 
 I didn’t know, because I didn’t have any 
information. I didn’t know, because they never show you 
that on TV. 
 In my years of reading about the subject since, 
I’ve discovered that for many OCD sufferers who 
experience these intrusive ideas, they often take a 
sexualised form. That they combine, sex, violence, murder 
and death in the worst ways imaginable, just because 
that’s how the condition expresses itself. I’m very 
thankful that I haven’t experienced that yet. I hope I 
never do, but, well. I know it’s something that’s inevitably 
on the way. 
 OCD is not a cute character quirk. It is not 
charming. Whatever TV might tell you, there is no upside 
to this piece of shit condition. No silver lining. No bright 
side. It doesn’t make you cleaner, or tidier, or better at 
paying attention to detail, or any of that Hollywood 
nonsense. 
 I’ve had it as long as I can remember, back so long 
ago that I didn’t even know it had a name… And after 
that,  when I knew the name, but didn’t know that not 
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only did I have it, but I pretty much had it at the disorder 
level, and was coping – badly – entirely on my own. 
 But how could I have it? I’d think. I’d come from a 
good, middle-class family of Nice, Normal People. Nice, 
Normal People aren’t insane. We’re not crazy. No, good 
God no. Other people are crazy. Others. Those different, 
weird, Not-Us people you imagine in padded cells, 
screaming and giggling. People like me, we simply don’t 
get mental health issues. After all, how could we? We’re 
Nice. Normal. And that’s how the world works, isn’t it? 
Everyone knows that. The Nice, Normal People aren’t 
dealing with anything. That’s why they’re so Nice. 
 Of course, I wasn’t ignorant of the condition’s 
existence. I’d seen those sad BBC documentaries – the 
ones with the crazy people on. But they were in hospitals, 
washing their hands every day, paranoid about germs that 
weren’t there. I wasn’t like that. I didn’t need help. I 
wasn’t suffering. That wasn’t me. 
 I mean, sure, I may have had the ‘no stepping on 
cracks’ thing. And the ‘touch everything with both hands 
to make sure its balanced out’ thing. And there was that 
time I had a song stuck in my head for three years 
(Soundgarden’s ‘Postman’. It started around 1995, and 
finished some time in 1998 or so, after I’d discovered 
Metallica, when it got replaced by ‘The Memory Remains’, 
which lasted until around 1999). 
 And sure, sure: maybe I do like to keep my hands 
clean… But I didn’t wash obsessively. So I wasn’t insane. 
To be insane…? Well, that would mean I was weak. 
Shameful. A sign of failing. And I was okay. Everyone 
knew my strangeness was just an act I was putting on. I 
was normal, and all the weird stuff I did was just attention 
seeking. Best to just ignore it, or he’ll only keep doing it. 
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Of course, I did have OCD, and I had it really, really bad. It 
wasn’t because I was weak, or because I was attention 
seeking, or because my parents hit me (my parents were 
never anything but lovely), or because I was picked on at 
school (all that gave me was two decades of depression). 
No, I just had it, the same way I have short-sightedness, 
or prematurely grey hair. In my case, I’m 90% sure it’s an 
inherited trait. I’ve had OCD all my life. 
 I just didn’t know, because no-one told me. 
 The thing about my OCD is that people who don’t 
have it, just don’t get it. The clichés about handwashing, 
all that bollocks… OCD isn’t like that. It definitely can be, 
but it’s not limited to that.  It’s a chimerical beast. A 
creative one; after all, it uses your own creativity against 
you, always thinking of new ways to mess with you. It 
changes, evolves, adapts. Overcomes. Every time I think 
I’ve got it beaten – and believe me, I have to try literally 
every day –  it re-emerges in a new, even more virulent 
form. 
 From 1998 to 1999, it was mostly quiet. I was 
generally happy then – enjoying Uni, in a happy, stable 
relationship – and so it had no anxiety to latch onto. Of 
course, it was still there: I had to do certain things (sleep 
on one side only, always; hug my girlfriend only with my 
right arm; take my glasses off in exactly the right way; tap 
and whistle at certain times), but they were only small. 
 By 2000, after having been dumped for the first 
time and not having seen another human being socially 
for nearly six months, I had gone totally off the deep end. 
By the end, it would take me twenty minutes to turn my 
light off at night; I had to stand on exactly the right floor 
tile, flick the switch just right, and then get into bed 
perfectly, or get out and repeat the whole procedure. 
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You have no idea how wonderful it was when I finally got 
a carpet and didn’t have to see that fucking floor tile any 
more. 
 Then there was that time from 2005 to 2013 
when I couldn’t listen to music. I mean, I could… But only 
until my OCD decided that ‘now this song is unlucky’, and 
once that happened, well, that was it. Cut and pasted into 
the music folder on my PC labelled ‘archive’, where I 
could lie to myself, tell myself I’d listen to it again one 
day. 
 Of course, if I did, terrible things would happen. 
Shapeless, formless, terrifying things. Family members 
getting cancer, maybe. Or simply dying. Or myself being 
caught in a car crash, limbs and genitals amputated, the 
horror never the wound of course, but the smooth, 
featureless leftover stump. You don’t want to know how 
awful it was the day I decided to be brave, listen to a 
Bryan May song I loved as a teenager, then get a call from 
my dad the very next day telling me he had cancer. I knew 
it wasn’t my fault, but there was the OCD, telling me it 
was. 
 When I finally managed to beat that trick (to the 
point where now I’m able to listen to nearly 90% of the 
music I like now, unimpeded, though Skunk Anansie is still 
off-limits, and I’ve had to skip past three ‘unlucky’ songs 
while writing this), my OCD returned to the ‘horrible 
mental image’ trick. 
After I started to cope with that by including anything it 
showed me in my horror story writing, it evolved again, 
and its current favourite trick is to wake remind me I’m 
going to die. Maybe once a week, I’ll wake up, normally 
around 3am, with the absolute, certain knowledge that 
one day I’m going to die. This current trick is proving very 
difficult for me to fight indeed, because, well, it’s true, 
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isn’t it? Waking up in a cold panic knowing your life will 
end and nothing you accomplished will ever matter? Just 
not a lot of fun to think about. 
 And, of course, not easy to talk about. 
 The OCD doesn’t like it when I talk about it, 
because then I find it easier to resist. As with everything 
awful, admitting there’s a problem helps fight the 
problem. Admitting there’s a little voice constantly 
shouting obnoxious stuff at you makes it easier to ignore. 
 Of course, saying it’s a little voice is an imperfect 
metaphor to describe how OCD feels. Mercifully, Pixar 
have released ‘Inside Out’, which I love for two reasons. 
One, because it’s a wonderful film, and two, because it’s 
given me a really useful way to explain how my OCD 
works. In the film (which you should absolutely watch, 
BTW) a little girl’s personality is expressed in the form of 
the five cute emotions that live inside her head. There’s 
Joy, Anger, Disgust, Sadness and Fear.  They all interact 
with one another, and they’re all useful in their own way. 
 If the film had been about me, instead of just five 
cute characters chattering away, there would be six. OCD 
would be there, and you would hate him. He would turn a 
cute little film into an 18 certificate nightmare. 
 See, OCD – for me, at least – is like an emotion in 
a lot of ways. If disgust tells you what to avoid, joy tells 
you what to enjoy, fear keeps you safe, then OCD? He 
does nothing… Apart from try to ruin everything about 
life. He shouts random, horrible stuff. He burbles a 
constant stream of horror, misery and annoyance. He 
demands you do/do not do things on a completely 
arbitrary basis. Of course, he’s not in charge, and he 
serves no purpose. He just never shuts up. EVER. His voice 
is a constant drone, an omnipresent background radiation 
of toxic emotional waste. 
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 Now, while you might think that means he’s easy 
to ignore, oh, my friend: you would be so wrong. He is 
utterly exhausting, because he never tires. There are no 
days off for good behaviour. He’s always, always there. 
 And of course, you ALWAYS know what he says is 
bollocks. When he says ‘If you listen to this song, your 
family will die’, I know he’s lying. I’ve always known 
everything this dumbass has ever told me is completely, 
patently false. But because he’s more like an emotion 
than a thought, I still have to listen to him. 
 Now if that sounds strange, think of it like this: 
could you switch of the feelings you have for your 
mother? Just by deciding to, could you will yourself into 
not loving for her? Could you turn off all your feelings like 
a tap, or a lightswitch? 
 If that’s too much, maybe this comparison will 
help: could you make yourself stop enjoying your 
favourite food? Not stop eating it: stop enjoying it. It’s 
difficult. You can’t make yourself go against your 
emotions. Oh, you can control your behaviour – you don’t 
have to eat the cake – but that doesn’t stop the feeling. 
Just because you don’t eat the cake, doesn’t mean you 
don’t want the cake. 
 Now if it seems bleak, it kind of is, but there are 
things you can do to cope. Strategies. One of mine, is that 
I actually named my little OCD voice. He’s called Greg, You 
Piece Of Shit Condition a while back, to remind myself 
that my OCD isn’t me. That whatever it says, it’s not 
saying it with my voice. That it’s no part of me. 
 Whenever Greg, You Piece Of Shit Condition 
sends out an instruction, and if I’m feeling brave enough 
to resist him, I’ll tell him to shut up. I will call him his full 
name, then tell him to go away. That I’m not going to do 
what he tells me. 
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 I usually have to do this about twenty times a day. 
Sometimes, it’s as few as five. Others, it’s a lot more. 
 Sometimes it works. If I’m in a good place 
emotionally, there’s a good chance of success. If I’m worn 
down after a week of teaching, or if we’re coming up to a 
Performance Management review (which is usually the 
period from June to October, not including August), I can 
expect Greg, You Piece Of Shit Condition to win much, 
much more often. He’ll get me doing all kinds of pointless 
crap. I won’t be able to listen to songs I like. I’ll have to 
open a cupboard with one hand, close it, then use the 
other. I’ll have to jump through his hoops, dance to his 
tune, or Something Terrible Will Happen. 
 Now, I have had counselling, so I know that 
ignoring Greg, You Piece Of Shit Condition will work. It 
actually is the best way to deal with him, because OCD 
only grows stronger the more you give into its stupid 
demands; by ignoring it, you forge new neural pathways – 
literally reshaping your brain – so that in the future, 
resisting his commands becomes easier. 
 Never easy, you understand. Just easier. 
 It’s OCD Awareness Week. I’ve got OCD, and I 
know enough now to know I’m never going to be rid of it. 
It’s just going to be something I have to fight every day 
until I’m in the grave. Which, you know, is better than 
some problems I could have; those of you who know me, 
know I’ve had many friends with serious disabilities, and 
for me to make out that I’m in some way seriously 
impaired by comparison would be deeply insulting to 
them. Please understand: I’m not after a sympathy 
cookie, a pat on the back, or anything like that. I’m 
actually pretty good as far as OCD sufferers go. I flatter 
myself that I’m high-functioning because 
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 It makes me sound like Sherlock and for all its 
unpleasantness, my OCD doesn’t actually make my life 
unliveable. 
 I mean, it has in the past. But as I write this, I’m 
pretty okay with it. 
 No, the reason I’ve written this is because it’s 
OCD awareness week, and when I was growing up? 
Neither I, nor anyone around me, was aware. And 
because of that, my OCD was free. It festered. Gained 
experience. Levelled up. If I’d known, I could have begun 
to fight it earlier; had a better set of emotional tools to 
deal with it. Maybe them I wouldn’t have cried under a 
duvet, at the age of twenty four, sick to the stomach with 
a queasy mix of horror, shame and embarrassment 
because Greg, You Piece Of Shit Condition decided to 
torment me with something horrible, just for giggles. 
I’ve written this because I know other people with OCD. 
Most of them are ‘in the closet’, so to speak, because as a 
society, we still haven’t cracked that awful stigma around 
mental health. That sense that mental health issues are 
somehow shameful. Or our fault. 
 Not to mention, that disgusting myth that some 
people? They’re just ‘nutters’ who are likely to go kill 
crazy any second. And the act of me simply talking about 
how sometimes my mind makes me imagine pouring acid 
in someone’s eyes in graphic, horrifying detail, well. That 
might be enough to make some people wonder if perhaps 
I am dangerous. Until I knew about OCD, I was sometimes 
one of them. I was genuinely worried, because I didn’t 
know enough. I wasn’t aware, not like I am now. 
 I am not Greg, You Piece Of Shit Condition. Greg, 
You Piece Of Shit Condition is not me. He’s just a sixth 
little person in my head, only unlike the others, he’s 
absolutely worthless. And he’s not going to make me do 
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anything violent. He’s going to make me open the 
cupboard door twice. He’s going to make me switch the 
lights off just right; he’s going to make me do that seventy 
eight times, until I’m crying and begging, please Greg, You 
Piece Of Shit Condition, please, just let me sleep. He’s 
going to make me stop listening to System of A Down 
because otherwise I’ll fail my Performance Management. 
 He’s going to stop me playing F.E.A.R. because 
otherwise I’ll in trouble with my head of department. Or 
the head of my school. Or my family will get sick. Or I’ll be 
mutilated. Or any one of a thousand other torments. 
 If you know someone with OCD, you don’t need 
to be scared of them. Just, you know: be nice to them. 
Maybe occasionally check if they need any help with 
turning the light off, or whatever their personal bete noir 
is. 
 God knows I’d have thanked you for that back in 
2001. 
 *exhales* 
 Thank you for reading. If you want to know more, 
here’s a link to some useful further reading: 
http://www.ocduk.org/ocd 
 If you think you’re suffering from OCD – and if 
you think you are, you probably are – and live in the UK, 
then the NHS is also a good place to start; you can discuss 
it with your GP, and they can recommend counselling 
services, although you WILL have to pay, because despite 
how debilitating mental illnesses are, that stigma is still 
there, and as a culture, we refuse to accept that mental 
illness is as significant as physical. 
 Which it is.  
 
 
 

http://www.ocduk.org/ocd
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__________________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 

 Originally, I published this on my real-life 
Facebook page, out-of-character. It was written for my 
family, who have grown up seeing mental health issues as 
a sign of the most appalling weaknesss. Mental health 
problems were heavily stigmatised growing up. 
 So, I suppose you could say this was a kind of 
‘coming out’ story. 
 It achieved its purpose; I managed to get the 
people it was aimed at to admit that, yes, they’d gone 
through these same things themselves, and that yes, they 
recognised a lot of what I’d written about in themselves. 
 If you recognise any of this in yourself, please: 
seek help. You don’t need to suffer through this bullshit 
condition alone. 
 You don’t need to suffer through this bullshit 
condition at all.  
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Thanks Mantic! 
 
Originally published October 2016 
 
 So you may recall a few months back, I wrote a 
blog outlining my reasons for being, essentially, an 
exclusive GW fanboy. 
 Now, I meant every word I said there, and a lot of 
it was, to say the least, rather harsh critique of a variety of 
other miniature manufacturing companies, most notably 
Mantic Games. 
 Imagine my surprise, then, to find this in my 
blog’s inbox: 
 

 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/10/30/thanks-mantic/
http://redirect.viglink.com/?key=bbb516d91daee20498798694a42dd559&u=https%3A//yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/08/03/tldr-why-i-only-really-buy-games-workshops-products/
http://redirect.viglink.com/?key=bbb516d91daee20498798694a42dd559&u=https%3A//yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/08/03/tldr-why-i-only-really-buy-games-workshops-products/
http://redirect.viglink.com/?key=bbb516d91daee20498798694a42dd559&u=https%3A//yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/08/03/tldr-why-i-only-really-buy-games-workshops-products/
http://redirect.viglink.com/?key=bbb516d91daee20498798694a42dd559&u=http%3A//www.manticgames.com/mantic-shop.html
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 My immediate first thought was ‘bloody 
GamerGaters, phishing for my details so they can kill me’; 
after all, in my article ‘On Maturity’, I’d expressed my 
personal opinions about the idea of nudity in games. In 
daring to have an opinion, I had drawn notice to myself, 
including from GamerGate. 
 As a result, I elected to do nothing about this 
mystery message. 
 But of course, who can refuse free miniatures? So 
I reached out to Mantic, curious to know exactly who this 
‘Ronnie’ might be. 
 Imagine my surprise to discover he’s Mantic’s 
CEO! 
 Imagine my further surprise upon discovering that 
the offer of a free game was legit. Not in a million years 
can I imagine GW doing anything like that. They’d never 
even acknowledge you existed, but here’s Mantic, being 
classy as hell. 
 After a brief exchange, a couple of weeks ago, my 
copy of the game arrived and I can confirm: it is exactly as 
excellent as any of Mantic’s previous offerings. Fun, 
concise, with tight rules… If you’ve played any of their 
other games, you very much know what you’re getting 
into, so I won’t belabour the point any further than to say 
that if you’re a gamer who likes games, then you should 
absolutely check it out. 
 However, in my original column I had already 
acknowledged as much; I am a huge fan of the rulesets to 
both Deadzone and Mars Attacks, so I was under no 
doubt that this would be worth playing. 
 No, the issue here is the models: are they any 
better than Mantic’s previous offerings (which, as we all 
know, I am not a fan of)? 

http://redirect.viglink.com/?key=bbb516d91daee20498798694a42dd559&u=https%3A//yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/06/05/on-maturity/
http://redirect.viglink.com/?key=bbb516d91daee20498798694a42dd559&u=https%3A//yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/06/05/on-maturity/
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 Well. 
 Yes, actually. 
 Rick’s still in true-scale… But he’s 35mm, not 
28mm, and actually, this makes a huge difference. If you 
compare him to something like a Games Workshop 
Astartes figure, you’ll notice that he’s just ever-so-slightly 
taller, and that subtle shift is what elevates this model 
from a fragile, teensy display piece at best to an exciting 
and worthwhile sculpt. 
 And it is a worthwhile sculpt. The detailing is 
great; some lovely CAD work has all the folds in the fabric 
of his trousers, all the lines on his jacket, and a face which 
actually looks like the Rick of the comic…. Which is a 
bonus for fans of the comic over the TV show like me. 
Honestly, I want TV! Rick to just die, not to mention the 
walking charisma-free abyss he laughably refers to as a 
son. 
 The zombies are equally good, with a ‘delightful’ 
variety of exposed gibs, missing limbs, and all the usual 
glutinous good stuff. The manufacturing processes have 
been good as well; mold lines are either subtle or non-
existent, meaning that you could easily shift these from 
the box to the paint station with minimal prep work. 
They’re also all single-piece models – an obvious nod to 
the fact the game’s clearly targeted at non-hobbyists – 
but which will be an absolute godsend to anyone who just 
wants to play the game. 
 So I’ve got a gift horse. Dare I look in the mouth? 
 Well, it’s me, so obviously, yes. 
 But my issues with the game are minimal. Firstly, 
they’re all one-piece models, which for more serious 
hobbyists like myself, will limit the creative potential of 
these somewhat. If you just want to play the game, then 
they’re great, but if you view your miniature purchases as 
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the collection of materials rather than models, they’re not 
perfect. The fact they’re hard plastic goes a long way to 
countering this, however. 
 The second issue – and rather more the severe 
one if you are just interested in the game is the fact that 
beyond Rick and The Abyss Which Walks Like A Boy, you 
won’t recognise any of the other humans. 
 Seriously, who are these jabronis? Derek and 
Patrick and Liam and SERIOUSLY, WHO ARE THESE 
JOBBERS? I’ve read most of the comic and I can’t 
remember any of them. Where’s Michonne? Or Herschel? 
Or Carol? Or Tyreese? Or Glenn? 
 TWD comic has some absolutely superb 
characters, people I genuinely cared about (unlike the 
increasingly wretched TV show) and is by far the better of 
the two potential source materials to draw from. I 
understand the need to sell game expansions later on, but 
seriously: Rick is the only big name human character in 
the initial box? 
 It’s a little disappointing, especially because 
COME ON! MICHONNE SHOULD OBVIOUSLY HAVE BEEN 
IN THERE! 
 There’s also the traditional problem of true-scale 
weapons being teeny-tiny. I spoke about this in my 
previous column on the subject, so it’s very much a 
personal taste thing, but even at 35mm, the models’ 
weapons are just too dinky for me. 
 That’s about all I can meaningfully critique, 
though. This is a damn fine game and a damn fine release 
for the asking price of £35 (roughly $42, or, what, 
probably $5 by January, given the way Brexit’s wrecking 
my country’s currency with the unfettered fury of a honey 
badger whose dinner got spiked with PCP). It’s bags of 
fun, the models are great, and – hopefully – a positive 
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sign for future things from Mantic. I especially like the 
move to 35mm, and hope it’s the direction they choose to 
take all their models. 
 I also have to re-iterate that this was a bloody 
classy move from Mantic. Given that I spent nearly 5000 
words savaging their work, for them to behave this way 
tells you all you need to know about this company. 
 I said in my previous column that I was waiting for 
Mantic to make me a fan of their models. And if I’m being 
truthful, I’m still not all the way to being a fan of their 
truescale aesthetic; I probably never will be – personal 
taste and all that. But I am a huge fan of the company, in 
terms of both their game designs and the way they 
conduct themselves too. They’re decent people, invested 
in the community, and I think they deserve a great deal of 
respect for that.  

__________________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 

 ‘The Walking Dead: All Out War’ remains a great 
game; like the comic, it’s a lot better than the dreaful TV 
show. 
 You’d do a lot worse than to give it a go. 
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The Demon and Michael Gove 
 
Originally published November 2016 
 
 The Demon stood next to Gove. 
 “What’s… What’s going on? What is this?” asked 
the terrified little man. 
 “This? This is Hell.” 
 “It doesn’t look like Hell. It looks like a 
classroom.” 
 “It is,” replied the Demon, gesturing for him to 
take a seat.“It’s a classroom in the North of England; 2012 
to be precise. You’re at the height of your powers as 
education secretary.” 
Nervously taking a seat, Gove watched as the class 
entered, wondering if the Demon was going to use its 
oversized scythe to chop off his arms or legs first. 
 “Oh this? No, you needn’t worry. I’m not going to 
use this on you. Not yet.”   And with that the Demon 
gestured to a small girl at the back of the class. At the 
sight of the girl, Gove recoiled in disgust. She was 
everything wrong with England: loud, brash, with huge 
hoop earrings and a chunky signet ring. The moment the 
teacher turned her back, the girl began talking loudly to 
her friend about which boys they were going to have sex 
with. 
 “Disgusting,” muttered Gove under his breath. 
 “Oh, I agree,” nodded the Demon. “Her name’s 
Sharon. At this point in time, she’s sixteen, and 
desperately alone.” 
 “Doesn’t sound like she’s going to be alone 
tonight,” sneered the politician under his breath, mostly 
to himself. Realising his indiscretion, he turned to the 

https://yorknecromancer.wordpress.com/2016/11/18/the-demon-and-michael-gove/
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Demon, terrified of some hideous infernal punishment, 
thankful to find none was forthcoming. 
 “That’s the thing about young women who’ve 
never had anyone explain their true value to them. They 
think the reason the world has abandoned them is their 
fault,” said the Demon. “That they somehow earned the 
world’s disregard. It’s only a short mental leap from there 
for company to evolve into a synonym for validation.” 
 The Demon sighed. 
 “She’ll do anything to stave off that utter 
desolation of the soul. If it means she gets 
to feel real, even if it’s least for a little while, she’ll do 
anything. 
 “Even things she’s not ready for. Things she’ll 
have to justify to herself afterwards, convincing herself it 
was what she wanted, digging herself deeper into self-
hate because the alternative is to admit she made a 
mistake that cost her something she shouldn’t have given 
away.” 
 The Demon leaned back, and watched the girl 
chat to her friend. 
 “And no-one can easily admit that. Certainly not a 
girl who – in her most secret heart – honestly knows 
herself to be less than nothing. She learned the lessons 
you taught her well, Michael.” 
 Gove shivered as the Demon exhaled smoke, a 
wistful expression coalescing on the brute architecture of 
its face. 
 “What none of her friends know – what you 
didn’t know – is that Sharon is a genius. It’s why she feels 
so out of place. Why she’s so alone. When your IQ is 169, 
you stand out… and the nail that stands out gets 
hammered down. Growing up with the misfortune to be 
born to a drunk mother and an abusive father, Sharon 
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had no chance. Without them to guide her, the education 
system was all she had to fall back on… But there’s no 
money for a girl like her. You saw to that. Money is only 
for the right kind of people – the best kind of people – 
and not for a loud, brash girl with extremely special 
needs.” 
 The Demon leered at him, and at the sight, Gove 
felt an overwhelming urge to loosen his own shirt collar. 
 “Why take the time guiding such a loose cannon, 
giving her boundaries, carefully nurturing her when it 
could be better spent on those who co-operate without 
thinking… After all, no-one’s got time to treat the 
disobedient like they matter. Not when their line 
managers are leaning on them because there are OFSTED 
targets to hit. 
 “Abigail, the teacher here, she’s been working 
sixty hour weeks. She’s trying her best, but she’s just got 
too much to do, and no time to do it in. The school can’t 
afford enough teachers. So Abigail does her best. She 
helps the ones she can, copes with the ones she can’t, 
and then goes home and plans for the next day. 
 “You penalise her if she fails the middle, so she 
does what she has to – she ignores the bottom. Ignores 
girls like Sharon. Well. It’s just how you play the game of 
efficiency maximisation. If the pupils whose lives OFSTED 
have decreed are of import pass their exams and the rest 
fail? Abigail’s winning. 
 “It’s also why she needs two kinds of pills to get 
her through the day, and another to stop the panic 
attacks in the evening. Most nights, she cries herself to 
sleep at the whore you’ve made of her. More than once, 
she’s thought of running herself a bath, sliding beneath 
the surface, and breathing water until her cares are finally 
washed away.” 
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 Gove sneered. 
 “I still don’t see why you’re telling me this.” 
 “Well, ethical myopia always was your particular 
hamartia, Michael,” replied the Demon, leaning back and 
fixing Gove with an impassive stare. “The reason I’m 
telling you this is because you’re dying.” 
 Gove gasped. 
 The Demon rose from its chair, and stepped 
across to the girl with the hoop earrings. 
 “Yes. From a very rare, very aggressive condition. 
It’s got a complex Greek name with over seventeen 
separate syllables. Obviously it’s quite incurable. Your 
death is going to be long, slow, and quite spectacularly 
agonising. Your private physicians will do what they can, 
but ultimately, what they can do is limited.” 
 The Demon reached out a hand for the girl, close 
enough to touch her hair. Gove was surprised to see the 
beast’s fingers trembling, as though nervous. The 
Demon’s expression was more shocking still; the simian 
horror seemed somehow awestruck. Like an artist who 
beholds something rare and exquisitely beautiful – 
something almost too beautiful to be near for fear that 
one’s own presence might somehow taint it. 
 “Your condition’s genetic. You’ve passed it to 
your children. They, in turn, will pass it to their 
grandchildren. Oh, a cure will be found. But by the time it 
is, you and forty eight of your descendants will have died 
in shrieking, wretched agony, praying to an unconcerned 
universe for your pain to stop.” 
 The Demon’s eyes sparkled like black fire. 
 “But it won’t. Not until the end, and for you? Not 
even then.” 
 Gove felt himself chill. 
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 “The reason we’re here, is because Sharon is the 
inventor of your cure. Or rather, she would have been, if 
she’d been nurtured properly. Protected from unworthy 
parents by a state which upholds the dignity of its people, 
no matter the ugliness of their origins. Nurtured by the 
right sort of care and attention in a supportive 
environment, with boundaries provided by decent people 
who respected her, wanted her to succeed, and weren’t 
worn down by endless impossible targets designed more 
to please voters than help the vulnerable. Provided 
with financial support to get her through university, she 
would have grown to be one of the finest doctors in 
British history. A towering light of the medical profession, 
she would have saved countless lives, including yours and 
all of your children down the ages. The cure to 
your particular condition would have been a very 
minor achievement in a lifetime of astonishing 
accomplishments.” 
 Gove is astonished to hear the demon’s voice 
crack. 
 “But she won’t heal you, your family, or anyone 
else now.  She died seven months ago. There was pain. 
Terrible, shameful pain. She was alone, cold in a watery 
bedsit, with a needle in her arm and poison in her veins. 
No-one noticed her light leaving the world, and no-one 
misses her now she’s gone.” 
 His blood icy, Gove looked at the girl; he tried to 
imagine her as a doctor. A professional, clean, smiling, 
pristine in her white. But all he could see was the ugly 
jewellery, the ridiculous hairstyle, the braying laugh that 
set his skin on edge. 
 “You’re lying,” he hissed. “You only want to hurt 
me. You’ll say anything.” 



524 
 

 The Demon turned to him, and smiled, and in the 
blade of that smile, all Gove’s bravery and defiance 
evaporated. 
 The Demon was most assuredly not lying. Not 
even a little. 
 “Oh Michael,” it crooned, its tones syrupy 
with limitless, perfect hatred, “Michael, you’re 
almost right…I do want to hurt you. And I will. Over and 
over and over again…  even on your birthday.” 
 The demon gave a little shiver of arousal. 
 “And very soon now.” 
 Lifting its hand, it held out an admonishing finger 
crusted with rotten blood. 
 “But ‘soon’ isn’t the same thing as ‘now’. I’m 
not showing you this to hurt you now, oh no. This is for 
afterwards. For when we’re finally together, alone in my 
room. This is so that during every second of what I do to 
you, during every violation, every debasement, 
every infinity of screaming, you know.” 
 “Know what?” stammered Gove, barely able to 
form the words. 
 “That none of it needs to be happening. That she 
would have kept thee from me.” 
 Gove felt himself grow cold, his insides thick 
with hollow realisation. 
 “Please…” he whispered, his voice tremulous, his 
hands shivering. “Please, I’ll do anything. 
 “A little late for that now, Michael. Broken eggs 
are only good for omelettes, and you’ve already enjoyed 
eating yours.” 
 Boundless fury vanishing, the demon smiled, 
but in a very different way than it had earlier.  Before, 
its grin had been a leer of mockery. Now? 
 Now, its expression was hungry. 
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 Taking a step forward, its cloven hoof left a 
seared footprint in the floor. It crouched low, squatting 
on its haunches, its leering grin so close to Gove’s eyes he 
could see every one of its hundred serrated, shark-
like teeth. 
 “Still, why not keep telling yourself it’s her fault 
for being born poor, eh? After all, it’s worked for you so 
far. ” 
 Gove’s eyes open, and he looks down at the ruin 
of his body in the hospital bed. The putrescence of his 
skin laid open, flesh falling away from the muscle in awful, 
meaty strips held together only by white gauze thick with 
the morning’s yellow stickiness and suppurating blood. 
 And as he closes his eyes, trying to squeeze down 
the pain which clamps him between its teeth, the only 
sound is the echo of a mocking laugh, ringing through the 
hospital ward, off into the indifferent dark.  

__________________________________ 
 
YorkNecromancer looks back: 

 For those who don’t know, Michael Gove is a 
former Conservative Secretary For Education. His legacy is 
widely regarded by teachers as the most wilfully stupid, 
destructive and witless trampling of the profession in 
living memory, and he himself will remain a despised 
figure in the profession until long, long after his death. 
 I wrote this in an evening after he’d said 
something typically horrible. I doubt the real Gove would 
ever show as much regret as the one in this story, though. 
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Afterword 
 
 This all began as a vague idea that I’d like to begin 
writing something, and that I’d like to write something 
analytical about the things that interested me. Since then, it’s 
spiralled into the two and a half years’ worth of nonsense 
you’ve been reading here. 
 Every month, I tell myself ‘Maybe now’s the time to 
stop writing it’. Because honestly, it’s an absolute pain to do. 
Not the writing; that bit’s easy. No, it’s coming up with a new 
topic every month that’s an absolute shit. It’s getting harder 
each time to say something I haven’t already gone over a 
hundred times before. 
 As of the time of writing, I’m thinking that I might keep 
doing this until maybe Xmas this year. But I suppose we’ll see. I 
said that this time last year as well. 
 If you’ve enjoyed this, and want me to keep doing it, 
then please, feel free to drop me a message on my Facebook 
page and say so. Seriously, there’s only about thirty people on 
there at the moment, and I know at least twenty of them. 
 And if there’s a topic I haven’t covered that you’d like 
to see me develop in more detail, let me know. I’m not 
promising anything, but I’m happy to have a think and see what 
happens. 
 Finally, if you’ve enjoyed my writing here, why not give 
one of my reasonably-priced ebooks on Amazon a go? I don’t 
know if anyone else but me will like them, but I’m honestly 
pretty proud of them. 
 Either way, thank you for taking the time to have a 
read through this. I hope it wasn’t too boring. 
 

- YorkNecromancer, 23
rd

 May 2017. 
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Also by the same author: 

 
 When they came for Edie, she screamed. After all, she was just an 
office worker; the last terrorist she’d seen was on the news. When they 
interrogated her, she begged. After all, how does a boring woman trapped in a 
boring life, dreaming of infidelities she dare not act out know anything of 
military value? When they kept her sealed in a cell, she cried. After all, what 
else is left when you’re trapped in a secret blacksite prison, cut off from your 
family, fed dog food and forgotten? But when they took her from the cell and 
threw her into the village… It wasn’t until then that she became truly afraid, 
because beneath the façade of quiet English cheeriness lurk horrors far beyond 
anything she’s experienced so far.  
 Now, if Edie is to survive, she must rely on the only two women she 
can trust: her former cell mates. One, a grizzled veteran of the Bosnian civil war, 
the other an unstable teenager with a disturbing fondness for swords. With 
nowhere to turn, these three reluctant allies must piece together the mysteries 
of their gilded prison. What twisted experiments are the village’s masters 
conducting with the lives of its inmates? Who is the screaming woman trapped 
on the other side of the mirrors?  
 And, most horribly of all, what is the ultimate ambition of a place 
where even death itself is no impediment to further suffering? 

  



528 
 

Also by the same author: 

 
 I suppose you think escaping the village was enough. It certainly 
must have seemed so while you were contained within. I wonder: did you 
imagine it would be simple from this point onwards? That there would be no 
further security measures? That it was a simple journey from here to home; 
only a handful of sleep until you lie safe, your child safe in your arms? There's 
something almost charming about that. The naivete of it, perhaps. The thought 
that, honestly, everything would work itself out after this point. So wonderfully 
innocent.  
 But you've several steps ahead of you yet. Projects Anima and 
Kraken await you, as do the Friendly Robots, Cardiac Spiders, the Penanggalan, 
the Dvigatel’ Smerti, the Aborticide floors, the room closest to Hell... ... not to 
mention that child of yours, long since remade in our own, most radiant image.  
 But that's the best thing about innocence, though, isn't it? 
 Taking it away will always be the most delicious pleasure of all.  
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Also By the same author: 

 
 There are Three Core Assumptions. 
 Suppositions you've been making, every hour of every day of your 
life. Conjectures that allowed you wake, helped you sleep, let you pretend that 
you were normal. Postulations which told you that smiling means you’re happy; 
that hiding a bottle means you don’t need a drink; that a death can be outrun if 
only you find the right place to hide. 
 When the fortress of your life is built on quicksand, it's natural to 
close your eyes. But we’ve seen it sinking, and we've tried to help you. Tried to 
tell you. Gotten down on our knees and begged. 
 But you won't be helped. 
 You won't be told. 
 So now? Now you will be shown. 
 There are Three Core Assumptions. 
 You will bear witness.  
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Coming soon by the same author: 
 
A Qlippothic Engine: the collected edition. 
The Seven Hills series. 
 
Sales information: 
 
All books published via Amazon’s KDP service. 
 
They are available to purchase in the UK: 
https://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?i
e=UTF8&text=York+Necromancer&search-alias=books-
uk&field-author=York+Necromancer&sort=relevancerank 
 
And in America: 
https://www.amazon.com/Books-York-
Necromancer/s?ie=UTF8&page=1&rh=n%3A283155%2Cp
_27%3AYork%20Necromancer 
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About the author 
 
 YorkNecromancer is a writer, teacher and 
wargamer based in Yorkshire, England. He holds a degree 
in film, which is not as useless as some would have you 
believe, and divides his time between planning lessons, 
marking, writing nonsense about monsters, and painting 
Space Marines. 
 He can be reached via his Facebook page: 

www.facebook.com/YorkNecromancer 
 


