Munchkins

Violence, Idiocy, and the Great Glowy Box

Nearly every human culture has legends of something like the Faerie -- spirits which live alongside mankind as neither demon nor angel. Often beautiful, always dangerous, these creatures may be placated and even benevolent towards mankind. With these creatures of make-believe, we have captured perhaps the most primal parts of our own souls. 

But forget all that. This is a game about being stupid, television-obsessed, and casually violent. 

Oh, and lest you think that it's not roleplaying at all, being 2" tall. 
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Introduction
Most houses have them. They're good at hiding, so you may not see them, but those "in the know" watch for telltale signs of their presence. Food vanishing out of packages. Objects toppling off shelves onto the cat. The TV spontaneously turning on at all hours of the night. These are the signs of a serious Munchkin infestation. 

Munchkins are little people (2 inches in height) who hide in humans' houses and worship the Great Glowy Box (your television set). Your average Munchkin has no greater ambition than to lie on a couch before the Great Glowy Box and soak in its divine commands. An intensely ambitious and generally intelligent Munchkin might wish to sip some warm, flat beer while doing so. But aside from that, they're really not very much like humans at all. 

Unfortunately, Munchkins, not being the brightest of God's creations, don't understand English or any other human language. Which makes their comprehension of the demands of the Great Glowy Box limited at best. 

And humans seem to have some inexplicable aversion to Munchkins, which even that terminally dull-witted race has eventually caught onto, so they find they must interrupt their Glowy Box viewing to scurry away from humans and hide. This annoys Munchkins to all end, and they view humans as the greatest of evil demons. 

Cats are a close second. 

Ideally, a Munchkin would like to drive the Humans (and their annoying pets) out of a house, that they might have it to themselves and enjoy the Great Glowy Box uninterrupted. 

(Those few Munchkins who have accomplished this lofty goal have not caught onto the fact that the power to the house tends to get cut a few days afterwards). 

Munchkins
Munchkins are, as has been previously pointed out, two inches tall. Otherwise, they look more or less like humans. It is generally assumed that they have somehow managed to come up with some kind of crude clothing, though, since they lack even the most rudimentary comprehension of manufacturing, it's something of a mystery of where this clothing comes from. Munchkins don't really have genders (though they mostly seem vaguely male), and there doesn't appear to be any way for Munchkins to reproduce. From this, it may be extrapolated that Munchkins are a dying race. Munchkins haven't really bothered to think about this, and anybody else who is aware of their existance is generally pleased with the notion of their imminent extinction. 

	You may, of course, choose the route of realism and presume that Munchkins go about in the buff. You are also welcome to imagine them as having sexual dimorphism, and, indeed, sexual reproduction. However, the author thinks you're pretty sick. 


Munchkins can and do communicate with each other, though their communication is generally pretty inane and characterized by a great deal of arguing as to the appropriate course of action and interpretations of the mandates of the Great Glowy Box. However, Munchkins are abjectly incapable of understanding any human language. Period. 

Anybody with any kind of understanding of biology will tell you that 2" tall marginally intelligent social anthropomorphic bipeds are a strict impossibility, which is why you should have no trouble suspending your disbelief when the author informs you that Munchkins do not need to eat, but are fond of eating when possible. Indeed, they can eat quantities far in excess of their actual body weight in a single sitting. Munchkins are also quite fond of drinking, especially anything with alcohol. They can and do get drunk. They have no special immunities to poison or the like, which can be problematic for the universally illiterate Munchkins if a rat-poison box happens to look similar to a cereal box. 

Munchkin society, such as it is, can be understood only through the understanding of the Great Glowy Box. Munchkins are quite entranced with the Great Glowy Box, and they think it self apparent that the Great Glowy Box is a manifestation of the Divine on Earth. Munchkins have also grasped that the Great Glowy Box is some means of communication, and, as such, must obviously carry the Word of God. Most Munchkin arguments stem from disagreements over what, precisely, the Great Glowy Box is telling them to do. Generally, a Munchkin who can make a convincing case for his original and interesting interpretation of the mandates from heaven is as much of a leader as these beings have. 

Interpreting the Glowy Box is so important that it has an entire chapter devoted to it, beginning on page 6. 

Munchkins generally have very visceral mind-sets. They understand fighting and eating and generally causing trouble, burning things, and very little else. However, being at the bottom of the food chain as they are, they generally speaking do not fight with themselves (well, more accurately, they fight frequently but usually briefly and ineffectually), and concentrate most of their efforts on their racial enemies: The Humans. 

Humans are despised by the Munchkins as the great demons that keep the Glowy Box in servitude (meaning that they occaisionally turn it off) and are generally unhappy with the presence of Munchkins in their house, having a propensity to set mousetraps and the like. They also feed cats and dogs, who are usually the most immediate threat to a Munchkin's continued well-being. For this reason, Munchkin activities which do not revolve around following whatever orders they conceive the Glowy Box to have given them are usually centered around trying (generally without any great success) to drive off the Humans and their pets. 

Running Herd

Munchkins isn't a game with a great deal of depth. Thus, it behoves you as the gamemaster to encourage fast, funny play. If at any time nobody's engaged in shouted arguments over the significance of Courtney Thorne-Smith's black undies, getting chased by a cat, trying unsuccesfully to ride the family parakeet, or trying to shove an iron onto the head of the local toddler, then your players are probably contemplating how stupid the game really is. And that's never any fun. 

So keep things moving. The game is generally at its best when the players are proactively getting involved in stupid schemes, but excitement level has to be quite high before they'll start entertaining themselves. You may wish to keep a list of diversions to throw at the players whenever action slows. 

If you do come to a part where the game requires a period of extended inaction (for example, the Munchkins are all hiding in a closet), resolve anything necessary to be resolved with a few quick die rolls and get on with the game. The broad simplicity of the system should be used to make sure that the pacing never falters. 

	Content

I hate getting email from clueless morons who are pissed off at me because you offended them. So I'll keep this short, but sweet. Some elements of Munchkins are intended for those who don't mind sick, gross-out humor. Consider your audience. If they don't want to be subjected to such humor, don't force it on them. 

I really shouldn't have to tell anyone this. 


Remember that the simplicity of the system can be a drawback as well. Running an extended combat in the Munchkins system is a great way to get to sleep at nights. So all rolls should happen quickly and be subsumed into the narrative. If the Munchkins are battling rats, describe how the rats manuever around and menace the Munchkins, and only occaisionally call for an attack and damage roll. If you're using lots of exclamation points, you're probably on the right track. 

Types of Games
There are basically only two things that Munchkins do -- they either try to drive off the Humans or watch and follow the commands of the Glowy Box. Both of these central features should probably fit into any Munchkins game, but you may wish to bias your game towards one side or another. 

If your players are good at bickering amongst themselves and improvising, just show them some TV and let them go -- they should find plenty to entertain themselves with. However, if your players are more oriented towards traditional RPG activities of working towards a specific goal, you may wish to bias the game more towards plotting against the humans or pets. 

It should be emphasized that Munchkins are highly helpless little critters, so getting rid of Humans will be quite a tall order. It may be better to use a pet or a child as the main antagonist. 

Adventure Seeds

Here are some random ideas for how to start a nice one-shot Munchkins game: 

Turn on the Great Glowy Box 

The humans haven't turned on the GGB for weeks. You're dying, here. Somehow, you'll have to scale the smooth cabinet and get to the on-off switch (or, if you're particularly bright, figure out the remote control), and get some quality time in on the sofa. This is complicated by the family pussycat sleeping on the coffee table. 

Aftermath of the Party 

Last night was terrible -- seemingly endless numbers of humans invading the house, being loud, and getting in your way. And the Glowy Box was off. But now... Well, the giants are slumbering on the floor, making any kind of movement a constant danger, but the untold riches of junk food and beeeeeeeeeeeeeer await. 

Pest Control 

The humans were gone in the morning, and out the windows all you can see are strangely striped colors. Then the poison gas starts to filter into the house. Can you get out before you die horribly? We're betting you can't. 

Pest Control mk II (Warning: This scenario is particularly tasteless.) 

One of the humans had been getting fatter and fatter, but then she got skinny again, and now there's another one! This is intolerable! Kill it before it grows! 

Turf War 

Rats are poaching your space! Drive 'em off. 

In Other News 

There are a whole bunch of humans next door, with lights and mysterious machines. And… Wait! The Great Glowy Box is showing the next-door house, too! What can it mean? Is there something there that both the GGB and the evil humans are trying to get? 

The Great Outdoors 

You did it. You drove out the humans. There was a week of beautiful uninterrupted time on the sofa. But then the Power went out, and all your sacrifices were in vain -- the GGB was silent. Then the wrecking ball came through the wall. There's only one solution now -- you have to strike off to find a new home, with a new, hopefully more talkative GGB. 

The Glowy Box
The Great Glowy Box is central to any game of Munchkins, and how you deal with it should be carefully considered. 

Real or Imagined?

It is generally the recommendation of the author that, if at all possible, you should use a real television in your games. Whenever the Munchkins manage to get a glimpse of the GGB, flick on your television and give them a few minutes. 

However, you may find that your local programming does not lend itself to humorous interpretations, especially if your gaming group is not accustomed to a style of play that requires on-the-fly improvisation of this nature. In that case, you may wish to simply inform the players the sorts of things going on on the television. If you do employ this method, use it for all its worth -- if you narrate properly, you can describe a real-life television show from the point of view of a Munchkin, which can be quite humorous when the players figure out what you're actually describing. Don't concentrate on the narrative line or plot of the show -- Munchkins aren't capable of understanding that. Describe things visually, with as much detail as possible while retaining a sense of continuous action. 

In general, though, give the real thing a try. It will contain a wealth of details you could not hope to include in any kind of verbal description. 

Language Issues

Remember that Munchkins can not understand any human language. It may be that your players will have an easier time focussing on the Munchkin sorts of details if you mute the television or turn it to a station that plays in a language you're not familiar with. However, don't take this restriction too seriously. If the players slyly use some language as inspiration for their antics, that's okay -- it's a humor game, for god's sake! Munchkins might, for example, imitate some of the sounds from the GGB without understanding their meaning. Munchkins mouthing inappropriate phrases from a TV show sounds like a fine idea to the author. 

Programming

Avoid shows that contain lots of people talking and little else. There's nothing to work with there. Similarly, avoid shows that contain sets or situations far removed from what can be found in a typical suburban home. The idea is for Munchkins to misapply the values they're learning from the GGB to their day-to-day life -- there's little to relate to if you're watching Star Trek. 

Ideal Munchkin shows contain lots of action, low production values, and lots of modern-day paraphenalia. Some good example shows are: The World's Funniest Home Videos, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Southpark, Iron Chef, and almost any commercial. 

Interpretation

It may take your players a while to get the hang of how to relate TV programming to a Munchkin game. If they're having some problems, you can suggest things to them, or have an NPC Munchkin do some basic interpretation. 

In general, you can look at any human on the GGB as either a human or a Munchkin, whichever is funnier. So, taking a show like, say, Walker, Texas Ranger, you could interpret Chuck Norris' character as a human, in which case the Munchkins might think that the Arch-Devil is a red-headed human with a beard, and try desperately to kill the family teen when he starts experimenting with a goatee, or as a Munchkin, in which case the Munchkins might all try to emulate Walker's actions. 

Any mundane item which is prominently featured on a show might be a sign that that item is blessed by God, and the only course of action for the Munchkins is to steal it and set up a shrine to worship it. Or that it's being pointed out as the arch-enemy of Munchkin-kind, and it is their duty to destroy these things. 

Or they may go looking for things which are, for all intents and purposes, mythical -- If they see the intro to Northern Exposure, they may decide to quest for a Moose. 

Anything which causes harm to cats, dogs, or the like (classic Warner Brothers cartoons or their immitators are great for this) can be interpreted as a formula of actions to follow. 

Finally, a show which features lots of explosions and the like may incite rampant pyromania, which is inherently amusing. 

Advanced Tricks

If you're having trouble digging up good adventure seeds from the GGB, try recording some particularly appropriate show and using that to go off of. 

Place appropriate props around the house. Children can be a lifesaver here -- there are lots of dolls and toys (models of the Enterprise, or action figures) which might figure into popular shows. Magazines also often feature TV stars on their covers. 

Stick to short bursts of TV (you can have the humans or pets break up any long sessions) to prevent your players from getting interested in the GGB for its own sake. The GGB is a device to provide material for improvisation, not something that should interrupt the flow of your game, and some humans have as much difficult tearing their attention for the GGB as do the Munchkins. 

If nothing's happening with a GGB session, chase the PC's away from it in-game, and let them come back to it later. 

If there's still nothing happening, you can throw the PC's into a panic with a power outage -- the Great Glowy Box has gone silent! There must be a heretic in our midst! Etc. 

System
Munchkins is designed to be a "lite" system. That means that the mechanics are designed to be quick and fast, not hyper-realistic or interesting in and of themselves. 

Munchkins' system is designed around an ordered series of ranks, 

	Miserable 
	Poor 
	Fair 
	Good 
	Great 
	Excellent 
	Remarkable 


All stats have a rating, usually between Poor and Great. To "test" an action, roll a single normal (six-sided) die, and compare it to this table: 

	Die Roll 
	Meaning 

	1 
	Shift the stat rank down one (eg from Good to Fair) 

	2-3 
	Leave the stat as it is 

	4-5 
	Shift the stat rank up one (eg from Good to Great) 

	6 
	Shift the stat rank up two (eg from Good to Excellent) 


A "miserable" automatically fails at anything that was worth rolling for in the first place. A "Remarkable" is sufficient to achieve anything that Munchkins are even theoretically capable of (which, it should be pointed out, excludes a great many things that humans take for granted). The GM should generally decide where, between those extremes, any given feat falls. In general, a Good or better result will succeed at most reasonable results, and a Fair may be sufficient if the task is reasonably mundane. 

Opposed Skills

When two Munchkins (or a Munchkin and anything else) are competing in something, each of them rolls their appropriate stat (note they might be different stats. For example, if Joe Munchkin is trying to find Fred Munchkin, Joe Munchkin will roll Do Stuff while Fred Munchkin will roll Hide). The better result wins. 

Hitting things is resolved as an opposed skill test between the Hit Munchkins attribute and the Scamper attribute. In the unlikely event that a Munchkin has the faintest possibility of harming something else, the Munchkin can use his Do Stuff attribute in place of the "Hit Munchkins" attribute. 

Damage is rolled on this table, using the Hurt Munchkins stat: 

	Result 
	Meaning 

	Miserable 
	No damage 

	Poor 
	Cosmetic damage only 

	Fair-Good 
	The Munchkin is considered wounded, and is at -1 shift to anything physical for the rest of the game. If the Munchkin is already wounded, the Munchkin is dead. 

	Great+ 
	This is an ex-Munchkin 


	Advanced Mechanics

Munchkins can attempt to fight some of the smaller creatures or other Munchkins with their bare fists and have some hope of survival. Munchkins use Do Stuff to hit and Do Stuff with a penalty to damage. This penalty is determined by the race of the opponent: 

Race of party to be injured
Munchkins, Mice, Rats: -1 shift
Cats, Small dogs, some Babies: -3 shift 

Toddlers, large dogs, and, god forbid, Humans are way too big to be damaged by even the most ferocious Munchkins without resorting to such things as matches or elaborate, unlikely-to-work traps. And no, even you Gluttons for Punishment won't be getting rules for that kind of crap. 

Cats, rats, small dogs, and babies can be wounded twice (with cumulative effects) before dying. 


The GM will apply damage from a Munchkin attack on a case-by-case basis (or Gluttons For Punishment's may look under "Advanced Mechanics” in the sidebar on this page). 

Creating your Munchkin

Munchkins are defined by 5 stats: 

Hide 

This stat defines a Munchkin's skill at hiding and sneaking around. It is vitally important for dealing with the many creatures who can effortlessly end a Munchkin's life. 

Scramble 

This stat defines how fast a Munchkin can move, and how good he is at avoiding getting hit. Highly important for those fast breaks across the kitchen floor. 

Climb 

You wouldn't think that Climbing would rate a stat of its own, until you consider that a Munchkin is 2" tall in a house built for people who average greater than 66" in height. Practically everything needs to be climbed. 

Interpret Glowy Box 

A Munchkin's status among his peers is relative to his skill at passing off his own interpretations of the Glowy Box's pronouncements as the correct ones. Whenever you and somebody else have different ideas of what the Glowy Box is telling you to do, roll your skills against each other. The loser bows to the winner's interpretation. Needless to say, having a high Interpret Glowy Box score is a good way to get your friends killed. 

Do Other Stuff 

Everything else a Munchkin might possibly be capable of is covered by the Do Other Stuff stat. While this may seem like an exceptionally useful stat, you should consider that Munchkins aren't really even theoretically capable of all that much. 

You may either assign one Great, three Fairs, and one Poor amongst your stats, or two Goods, two Fairs, and one Poor. Then give your Munchkin a name (something short and descriptive is probably best), an appropriately surly personality, and you're ready to play! 

Sample Munchkins

Runt: 

Hide: Good 
Scramble: Fair 
Climb: Fair 
Interpret Glowy Box: Good 
Do Other Stuff: Poor 

Speedy: 

Hide: Fair 
Scramble: Great 
Climb: Fair 
Interpret Glowy Box: Poor 
Do Other Stuff: Fair 

Stats for Non-Munchkins

	Rats:

Hide: Fair
Scamper: Good
Climb: Good
Hit Munchkins: Good
Hurt Munchkins: Poor
	Mice:

Hide: Good
Scamper: Fair
Climb: Fair
Hit Munchkins: Good
Hurt Munchkins: Miserable
	Cats:

Hide: Fair
Scamper: Great
Climb: Good
Hit Munchkins: Good
Hurt Munchkins: Fair

	Small Dogs:

Hide: Miserable
Scamper: Good
Hit Munchkins: Fair
Hurt Munchkins: Good
Small Dogs can not Climb 
	Large Dogs:

Scamper: Great
Hit Munchkins: Fair
Hurt Munchkins: Great
Large Dogs can not Climb or Hide 
	Humans:

Scamper: Good
Climb: Fair (though the author doubts it will ever come up)
Hit Munchkins: Poor
Hurt Munchkins: Great
Humans can not Hide 

	
	Babies/Toddlers

Scamper: N/A to Fair
Hit Munchkins: Poor
Hurt Munchkins: Good
Babies and Toddlers can not Climb or Hide, and some can't even Scamper. 
	


Campaigns
Okay, it's just vaguely within the realm of plausibility that some of you psychotics might actually want to run a Munchkins campaign. However, it's far more likely that you're just bored as hell and decided to read this section for kicks. Playing to the larger audience, then, don't expect too much serious advice out of this chapter. 

The most important thing to do with any campaign, as everyone knows, is to tie it to Joseph Campbell's monomyth. If you don't know what the monomyth is, don't worry, the author doesn't either, but has found that all you need to do is mention it, and everyone around you will nod and look wise. 

The next thing to do is establish an overarching theme, plot, or conflict to your campaign. However, "theme" sounds a bit pretentious for a game about 2" tall TV-obsessed sociopaths, and "plot" sounds far too much like you'd actually have to do some planning, so we'll focus on "conflict." As you'll recall from 8th grade, there are five basic conflicts: Munchkin vs. Man, Munchkin vs. Nature, and three other ones. 

Munchkin vs. Nature obviously means that your campaign should be a deeply spiritual journey for the PC's against the most fundamental law of Munchkin nature -- their obstinant belief in the divine nature of the Great Glowy Box. As a Munchkin leaves the golden mid-morning of endless, violent preadolesence, their adulthood will be marked by pathos, rejection, and anger before finally coming to self-realization and the understanding that the GGB is merely a crutch for the Munchkin. Properly done, a campaign of Munchkin versus Nature can transcend the limitations of a transparantly idiotic humour-based RPG and become an allegory for human existance. In short, it becomes Art. 

Munchkin vs. Man is where your PC's struggle fruitlessly to kill the humans who have the odds stacked entirely in their favour (what with being bigger, smarter, and generally all-'round more competent). A major chapter of this campaign style is closed with each PC you kill, and its ending is, happily, both natural and easy to spot. 

The author hasn't the faintest idea what kind of campaign those readers who aren't coming at Munchkins from a World of Darkness background would like. But he suspects it has something to do with an experience table. So here you go: 

Raising a stat costs a number of Munchkin Points (MP's) dependent on the rank to which you are raising, as follows: 

	Poor to Fair 
	15 MP 

	Fair to Good 
	30 MP 

	Good to Great 
	45 MP 


Stats can not be raised above Great.

We suggest giving out 1 MP to the best player of each session. 

Doing the math, it should become immediately apparent that you'll manage to raise a stat only some decades after everyone in the group is completely past whatever amusement value the game once provided. Those of you who are complaining are missing the bloody point: IT'S A GAME ABOUT TWO INCH TALL MUNCHKINS, DAMMIT! THERE IS NO CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT! 
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