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What I Hope to Share Today

1. Some different ways of understanding theme. 
(Here we might spend too long talking about Catan.)

2. A simple framework for making history games.
(I’ll give you tons of case studies so you can see this framework in action.)

3. What we stand to gain and lose.
(And why I think it’s worth the hard work.)



1. Table Settings



René Descartes 
1596-1650, RIP to a Legend



Mind Body

Theme? Mechanics?
Theme?Mechanics?



Linguistic Metaphors

A Game Design as a Grammar

Theme as Vocabulary
Word Bank

Gregor Samsa, found, himself, transformed, vermin, 
monstrous, dreams, morning, uneasy, etc.

Diagram design by Pop Chart Lab



a creature or a conversation?

What are we making:



2. No Game is an Island
…even if it’s about an Island.





Catan as a Language

● Catan’s Grammar
a. Spatial Dynamics of the Map
b. Generation of Resources
c. Spending of Resources
d. Trading of Resources 

(Boy, the game cares a lot about resources.)

● Catan’s Vocabulary Word Bank
Trade, Build, Wood, Ore, Sheep, Road, 

Settlement, City, Robber, etc.





Left photo by Crosis2369 (BGG)
Right photo by Pasi Ääpälä (BGG)







Contextualizing 
Settings with a
Knowledge Map



Greg Loring-Albright, 
“First Nations of Catan: Practices in 

Critical Modification” (2015)



1997 2007 2016







An Obvious Sidenote

20221989



3. Agents and Anxieties



So, you want to make a 
game set in the past?

● Who has agency?
● What do they care about?





Agents for a game about the Great Game?

(1994)



Adventures in Missing the Point

Arthur Conolly
1807-1842

Charles Stoddart
1806-1842

Joseph Wolff
1795-1862

Nasrullah Khan
1806-1860



Sirāj al-Tawārīkh
(1912)

(2014)(1997)



Players as 
Power Brokers

Political Actors

Those silly
intelligence 
agents.





4. Spots of Time



Renegotiating our Settings



Photo by DanielCG (BGG)



(2022)(2015)



Finding the Right Moment





And Now for Something Completely Different

Good Agents
Bad Anxieties









5. Atmospheres with Attitude



Better agents and better anxieties 
give us better design tools. 



Three Different Registers of John Company

I. 
Imperial 
Infographics

An Illusion of Control



Photo by Aceptableloss (BGG)
Paintings by Amita Pai
Sculpts by Amarjeet Bitke

II. 
A Distant 
India

Inscrutable Chaos
Chart by jmoslainte (BGG)



III. 
A Cynical 
Homefront

Goals and Gossip



Photos by Dan Thurot

Putting it all Together



The Lies of John Company?

…or Historical Games as Historical Fiction



Going Beyond 
Period Art

Photos by Scott Muldoon



Photo by JoeByer(BGG)



6. No Escape



A Responsibility to Games

Photos by Dottor_Destino (BGG)Catan by way of Capcom (2002, 2004)



And a 
Responsibility 
to Everyone 
Else



Let’s go make (and play) 
better games about history.

Feel free to reach out:
@colewehrle (Twitter)
cole@ledergames.com
cole@wehrlegig.com
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