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What is the Jolly Elf Handbook? 
This document explains what the larp is about, how it works, and which techniques we 
will use to play it. It is partly a rulebook, partly a guide to the world of the larp, and 
partly a way of answering questions that you might have about the experience.  

We recommend you read the handbook before the larp. Although the rules and 
techniques will be covered during pre-larp workshops, a good general understanding of 
the structure, the story and the practicalities, will mean you are free to concentrate on 
playing rather than figuring out how play this larp. 

We expect to revise this document and add more detail to it over the coming months, 
but we are keen not to overload participants with information up front.  

So this handbook should tell you everything you need to know to play the game. We 
will also produce a two-page summary of key facts, practical information, and important 
safety rules. In addition, we will publish new information to our Facebook group and 
send out emails to participants who have booked tickets for the larp. 

Please ask us questions, via email or on our Facebook group. We look forwards to 
seeing you in January in Santa’s Workshop! 

 
www.midwinter.christmas 

info@avalonlarp.studio 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/midwinter.larp/ 
 

 

 

  

http://www.midwinter.christmas/
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Section One – The World  

Introduction 
“Far away, across the snow, a little to the South of the North Pole, Santa and his elves 
prepare toys for all the good little boys and girls. But all is not well in the workshop; 
change is coming, and the new ideas and ways of working threaten everything that 

Santa stands for.” 

Our larp is a late-stage capitalist fairy tale where – together – we will tell the story of the 
Jolly Little Elves, their lives, their struggles, and – perhaps – their victories. Will it be a 
surreal nightmare, an anarcho-communist Yuletide, or a traditional Christmas ghost 
story? As ever with Avalon larp studios events, the outcome of the larp will be in the 
hands of the players. 

The World  
This section introduces the fictional world of Santa’s workshop, and will tell you a little 
about the society and culture of the Elves. Some parts of it are quite detailed – because 
they are a part of the core game experience – but we have not described everything. 
This is because we don’t want to swamp you with things that you need to know, and, 
we’d like you to have a role in shaping the world that you will play in. Feel free to ask 
questions about the what’s and how’s of the world on the Facebook group, but usually 
we’ll let you decide. 

Why set this at the North Pole? 

The strength of genre fiction is that by removing ourselves from reality, just a little bit, 
we are freer to explore difficult themes and settings whilst still representing them in a 
way that is sensitive. We are not asking you to play sweatshop workers a third-world 
country, nor a self-employed go-getter at Über or a fresh-faced intern at a tech 
company: you are playing an elf in a toy factory. By moving the setting away from 
reality, we’re able to combine several problematic elements of late-stage capitalist 
society and we’re able to show the issues the respect they deserve. 
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The Jolly Elves 
Everyone in Santa’s workshop is an elf. Elves are brought to the workshop by the Stork 
and they live, and work, and die within the walls of the workshop. Each elf has always 
been and will always be one of Santa’s workers. A few of the older elves might recall 
snippets, strange dreams of other places, or of something that came before.  

Elves have different jobs within the workshop. For very efficient, experienced and jolly 
Elves it is possible to move between jobs in the workshop, but this is very rare.  

Elves 
The most common job is as one of Santa’s little helpers. These are the workers who are 
responsible for the production of toys and gifts and seasonal gimcracks. Once they 
come of age, an elf is assigned to a work group. These groups have various quotas and 
standards to meet, and the failure of a group to meet targets reflects badly on all 
members of the group. One group is responsible for coming up with new ideas for toys. 

Managers 
Each group has a manager, they work with the group, but are also responsible for the 
overall efficiency of the group and are accountable for their success. Managers also have 
other responsibilities within the workshop, such as ensuring health & safety, overall 
jollity, and the organisation of the various social activities. They are led by the Workshop 
Manager, one Elf who is accountable to Santa. 

Reindeer Guard 
It is known that Jolly Elves are efficient elves, and it is the duty of the Reindeer Guard to 
ensure that all the Elves always remain Jolly. Crime is rare in the workshop, but if there 
were any, it would be the Reindeer Guard who investigated it. Finally, they are 
responsible for the safety of the Elves. Should the workshop ever come under attack, it 
would be the Reindeer Guard who would defend the population from any threat. 

The Krampus 
Every society has those who are outside of the norm. The malcontents, the criminal, the 
lazy… the naughty. A naughty Elf is inefficient and risks tarnishing their whole work 
group with their lack of jollity and co-operation. Fortunately, the Krampus is there to 
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help naughty elves to get better. The Krampus is responsible for education and re-
education of elves. 

The Grinch 
The Grinch are the maintenance workers, cleaners, and sweepers of the workshop. They 
rarely speak and are often unseen as they quietly get on with doing the jobs that no one 
else wants to. (Used by the event crew to move around the larp to resolve technical 
issues.) 

 

Life in Santa’s Workshop 
Imagine someone has taken the worst of 19th century post-industrial revolution urban 
living and stitched it crudely to a bland 1950s Americana. Santa’s workshop is a mix of 
bland consumerism and exploitation, but the Elves know no other world, they know no 
better. 

Gender and Family 
The Elves in Santa’s factory are children at heart, and they have grown up inside Santa’s 
factory and knows no world outside it. This means that the ordinary sexism of our world 
doesn’t exist inside the factory, at least now the way we know it. For most elves, there is 
no bias based on who you love or who you want to be with.  

However, when the stork brings a new child, they have to join a family. And just like 
when children play house, there is always a ‘mummy’ and a ‘daddy’ in that constellation. 
The label is not gendered. Whether you’re a ‘mummy’ elf or a ‘daddy’ elf has nothing to 
do with your off-game or in-game gender. In the fiction, ‘mummy’ elves are responsible 
for raising children, ‘daddy’ elves for making up any productivity shortfall caused by 
‘mummy’ not being able to work full time.  

If you wish to play on the pressures of providing for you family, you can sign up to be a 
‘daddy’ elf. Likewise, if you wish to feel the pressures of raising a family, while still being 
expected to work and earning less than your co-workers because you’re a ‘mummy’, you 
can sign up to be a ‘mummy’ elf.  
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Sex 
Children are literally brought by ‘the Stork’ and presented to family groups. Some 
children arrived as babies, others as toddlers, or even older. Once a child turns eight, 
they are expected to work. 

There is no sex in the workshop. That is not to say there is no love or intimacy, but the 
elves are innocents, and the act of sex is not a part of the story world. This means there 
is no mechanic for representing sex, and there will be no reference to non-consensual 
sex during the larp. 

The Naughty / Nice List 
There is a wall in the workshop where the names of particularly good and particularly 
naughty elves may be posted. Keep an eye on your position on this list. If you end up on 
the Naughty list, then you can expect an encounter with the Krampus. Getting to the top 
of the Nice list will gain you rewards for your family, medicines, or other luxuries. 

The World outside 
The elves never leave the Workshop. They are, of course, aware of the World Outside, 
filled with the hordes of good little children who receive their gifts each Christmas, but 
no Elves have ever left the building, not even to venture into the snow outside. Many 
stories are told about what lies to the South.  

Clubs 
Elves join a social club; this club is important to them as it allows them a space to relax 
and socialise and to spend a few hours away from the production line. Clubs organise 
wonderful Christmas related activities for their members like making decorations, 
dancing, or telling stories. 

Secret Societies  
There are many secrets in the Workshop; one of these is that every Elf is a member of a 
secret society. Membership of any subversive or unmutual organisation is strictly 
forbidden by the Reindeer Guard and so secret societies meet surreptitiously or pass 
messages between members in a way so as not to get caught.  
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Fading Away 
Elves don’t die in the normal way, instead they ‘fade away.’ This means they become 
withdrawn and lethargic. One day they are simply not there anymore. We suppose that 
the Reindeer Guard remove them. 

Retirement 
Sometimes elves are selected for retirement. This is not a voluntary process and it ends 
with the retirees being taken away to the Krampus and not returning. Elves are retired if 
they become unproductive or unprofitable; it is a way of ensuring that all the workers 
are contributing to the workshop and that anyone who cannot work does not remain as 
a drain on the resources of others. 
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Section Two – The Experience 
Life in the workshop is hard. Elves are expected to put in several work shifts per day. But 
the elves do have lives outside of work. They fall in love and out of love, they have 
families. They have some time free to socialise and do their (Reindeer Guard-approved) 
hobbies. And they have secrets. 

During this larp, you will do arts and crafts, build toys, sing songs, and play the part of 
the loyal worker or stressed manager. The system will try to control what you do, how 
you move and what you think. You might accept that, or rebel against it. Either way you 
will probably be interviewed and possibly re-educated by the Krampus. And at the end, 
you will make a choice between accepting the status quo or railing against it. 

Work Time 
The Elves, in their workgroups, will be assigned a specific Christmas related task to 
complete during a work shift. This will involve making a specific number of items to a 
quality standard before the shift ends. Those Elves who fail to meet quotas or produce 
items of a low standard will be moved down the naughty/nice list.  

Family Time 
This is an opportunity for the Elves to spend time with their families, and to share food 
and stories about their day. 

Social Time 
This is an opportunity for the Elves to relax and enjoy themselves and to engage in 
suitably jolly activities. 

Structure of the game 
Midwinter has five “Acts.”  We will play Acts 1 and 2 on Friday, and the remaining Acts 
on Saturday. There will be a break between all the acts except between Act 4 and Act 5. 
We will use this time for calibration (see below).  

Act 1: Beginnings 
First work shift and dinner  
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It is the start of the season. The new general manager has just been elected and the new 
work crews get their first assignments. Any new mummy elves or daddy elves will be 
announced and applauded. Everyone is sure that this year’s presents will be the best 
ones Santa’s Workshop has produced yet!  

All the jolly elves sing Christmas songs as they begin their first work shift and get to 
know their new jobs. The work crews might be slow and spend some time figuring out 
what to do and how they make their toys, but the Reindeer Guards and the managers 
are lenient. After all, there is plenty of time left before the holiday season.  

After work is over, the elves have family time. They sit down and have a lovely Christmas 
meal together, just like every day. Life might be drudgery, but at least there are new toys 
to make now!  

At the end of the first work shift and family dinner, we pause briefly and let the players 
in each work group and family group talk about what worked about their characters and 
relationships and what needs tweaking and calibration for their play and relations for 
the rest of the larp.  

 

Act 2: Autumn Equinox – The sets at the north pole 
Second work shift, social time  
 
It is several months later. The work shifts have not kept up with their quotas. Christmas 
is just a few months away and if the toys aren’t delivered, all the world’s children will be 
disappointed. The pressure is on to deliver and the Reindeer Guard will be watching 
everyone closely. Naughty Elves will be taken away. 

During Social Time there is the Christmas party. This is an opportunity for the Elves to 
enjoy themselves. Some may be sowing the seeds of dissent, but most will be enjoying a 
few hours off from their labours. 

 

Act 3: 12 Days to Christmas  
You must work harder 

The pressure on the Elves and managers will now be all encompassing. There will be 
hard deadlines, increased quotas, and competition between the work groups. The stress 



 

MIDWINTER | Jolly Elf Handbook 1.3 

 

 

Midwinter | 14 

will be starting to show and mistakes, even by the fearsome Reindeer Guard, will be 
made. The Krampus will be working overtime to ensure that the Elves stay on track. 

Act 4: The Night Before Christmas  
More work shifts means less time for family and socialising, but the Elves will all know 
that the final deadline looms; there is so much to do and so little time. At the end of Act 
4 the Elves will line up to decorate the Christmas tree, the decorations they select will 
decide how the larp will end. Each Elf chooses a coloured decoration: Red for a 
revolution, white for another white Christmas.  

 

Act 5:  
Once the votes are counted, we will go straight into the final Act of the larp. Some Elves 
will want a revolution, but this will only succeed if most of the Christmas tree 
decorations are red. If not, they will be beaten down. Either way, all the players will know 
what the outcome will be and will have 30-45 minutes to play out the end of the larp, to 
say their goodbyes and make fitting ends to their character journey. The larp will end 
with the Elves gathered around the Christmas Tree where we will play the final song and 
invite everyone to sing along. 

(Both of these songs share the same tune, but the lyrics are rather different.) 

O Christmas Tree 

O Christmas tree, o Christmas tree 
How lovely are thy branches 
O Christmas tree, o Christmas tree 
How lovely are thy branches 

Your boughs so green in summertime 
Stay bravely green in wintertime 
O tannenbaum, o Christmas tree 
How lovely are thy branches 

The Red Flag 

The people's flag is deepest red 
It shrouded oft our martyred dead 
And ere their limbs grew stiff and cold 
Their hearts' blood dyed to every fold 

Then raise the scarlet standard high 
Beneath its folds we'll live and die 
Though cowards flinch and traitors sneer 
We'll keep the red flag flying here 

 

Plots 
There are a lot of plots in this larp. (Plot in the sense of ‘plotting’ - these are the pre-
planned parts of the larp, the worldbuilding, backstory and any events of the larp that 
the designers have created.) Some of these are specific to characters, others to families 
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or secret societies, or clubs. There are too many plots to resolve. This is a feature of the 
design. Players will need to make hard choices between resolving personal plots and 
engaging in the wider political discourse. As a note, we would suggest that you try to 
wrap up any personal plots by the middle of Act 3 at the latest. 

How to be ‘seen’ 
Sometimes in larps players want to do something that should have an impact on the 
story of the larp, but in order for it to happen, the gamemasters need to know about it. 
If you feel that the gamemasters need to be aware of an action or activity, please come 
to the off-game room and speak to us so we can make sure a member of The Grinch is 
there to witness your play. If you are not sure whether we need to ‘see’ or not, please 
tell us. We’d like to make sure that your actions in the story matter! 
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Section Three – Rules 

Conflict 
Midwinter is not a larp about violence. Fights or even loud arguments between Elves are 
considered extremely naughty and tend to lead to all parties being taken to the 
Krampus. Conflict is mostly solved with whispered arguments and pointed looks. 

It is very rare that a fight will break out. If you wish one to happen, do take the other 
participant to the side and decide off-game how you want to play it out. 

 
If a character has a gun, they control the scene. The side with the most guns always 
wins. Guns are never grabbed or stolen. At the start of this larp, the Reindeer Guard 
have the guns.  

The Krampus Experience 
Just before the larp starts we will ask you to complete a form that will ask you some 
questions about experiences and themes that you are both comfortable and 
uncomfortable with. If your character is sent to the Krampus the crew members will have 
access to this ‘personnel file’ and will use it to calibrate their interactions with you. You 
are also invited and advised to make use of the meta-techniques below to control your 
own experience. 

Everyone breaks. No elf withstands the Krampus, most are effectively re-educated and 
are able to return as jolly members of society, but the experience changes them. There 
are scars, nightmares, dark memories. Some who are sent to the Krampus are 
irrevocably broken. None ever speak of it though; your time with the Krampus will be 
your own and we ask that you do not talk about the details of what happens to other 
players during the larp.  

Emotional and Physical Safety 
We at Avalon larp studio value the safety of all our participants - both players and crew 
members. Safety is especially important at emotionally intense events, where players 
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explore dark themes and difficult situations. At Midwinter, where signs of distress can 
lead to an escalation, it is especially important that you manage your own emotional 
well-being during the larp. 

Taking Breaks 
At all our events, we provide our participants with a safe off-game space, where they 
can come, decompress, and talk to someone. We are not trained counsellors but offer 
decompression with a friend; a chance to talk to someone who will listen to and believe 
you. During the runtime of an event we will always have at least one safety team 
member available. They will usually be found in the dedicated safe space. If you have 
any safety concerns or anything you need to discuss, please come to them. Should you 
wish to speak to someone who presents as a different gender than the person currently 
on duty, please let us know and we will do our utmost to find someone you are 
comfortable speaking with. 

Should anything happen during one of our events, we will always listen to and believe 
the victim. We will accommodate for their needs and wants to our best ability and 
decide on a course of action together. 

Safety-techniques  
Midwinter deals with some harsh themes and some aspects of the larp may be 
challenging for all participants. We will use the following Mete-techniques to calibrate 
play and enable you to control your own experience and level of intensity. These meta-
techniques will be available to all participants – players and crew – and we will workshop 
them before the larp starts. 

Opting Out 
Cut  
“Cut” is a safe word that signals that the personal boundaries of an individual player 
have somehow been crossed and the player needs to extract themselves from the 
situation. If another player uses this word, then immediately cease the scene. You do not 
need to explain why you're using “cut.” 
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Not saying "cut" in a situation where it is appropriate may be catastrophic. Saying "cut" 
in a situation where it is inappropriate has almost no consequence. Better to say it once 
too often. 

“Look down” 
You may choose not to interact with a scene or another player at any time by shading 
your eyes, looking down, and walking away. This is a visual cue that the participant 
(rather than the character) wants to opt out of a situation. You can use this technique, 
for example, if you have elected to go out-of-character or you want to use the toilet 
without engaging with other players. This does not represent invisibility; you cannot use 
it to avoid being caught somewhere you should not be. If you are using this technique 
you must leave the area you are in, so you cannot use it to “safely” stand and watch 
another scene. 

 “Okay? Check In” 

This is a larp where a lack of jollity can have in-game consequences, and so it is 
important to be able to differentiate between a character who is struggling and a player 
who needs help. In order to check to see if a player is alright, make the “ok” sign with 
your thumb and index finger. The other player can give a thumbs up to indicate that 
everything is fine, or a thumbs down to signal that they need some assistance. They can 
also signal with a wavering hand – that they are not sure how they are doing. For 
anything other than a thumbs up, please help the player to the off-game room! 

Escalation and De-escalation 
 

“Is that all you’ve got” - The invitation to Escalate 
If you want to escalate an interaction, then use the phrase “is that all you’ve got?” in a 
sentence. For example, if you are being led away by the Reindeer Guard and you’d be 
comfortable with them dragging you, then you could use the escalation phrase. This is 
an invitation for them to escalate the scene. They may choose to accept the invitation, in 
which case the game will become more physical, or they might be uncomfortable with 
taking things further, in which case they will not escalate. 

“Lay off” - The call to De-escalate 
This phrase means that you as a player would like to reduce the current level of intensity 
of an interaction. In the example above, you could say to the player dragging you away 
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“lay off” which would signal that you are uncomfortable being dragged. “Lay off” is not 
an invitation, if someone says “Lay off,” you de-escalate immediately. 

Calibration during act breaks 
There will be a short break between acts for you to speak with other players, organisers 
and crew members in order to discuss the trajectory, velocity, and intensity of your larp. 
Please allow those players who need to calibrate the time and space to do so. 
Calibration should always take priority over and above any socialising you may wish to 
do.; please check in with your fellow players to make sure no one is being left behind. 
We will offer a short workshop on calibration before the larp begins. 

Inclusivity  
We believe Midwinter will be a better experience without sexism, without homophobia 
or transphobia, without ableism, and without racism. We ask our participants to respect 
this decision and to avoid language or behaviours that could be interpreted as breaking 
this rule. 

Some characters may identify as non-binary, be gender fluid, or without gender. In this 
larp, no character will bat an eye when characters show a romantic interest in each 
other. Elves in a poly relationship are not worth remarking about. Your character can be 
straight, bi, gay, lesbian, queer or whatever you choose. 

Likewise, race is not a point of tension in the Workshop. No matter the ethnicity of your 
character or what background they have, they will not suffer structural oppression 
because of it.  

We acknowledge that all these issues do affect people in the real world. We have taken 
the decision to exclude them from the larp because of: 

● Inclusiveness—there will be those among our player base who struggle in their 
everyday lives with these issues. Play on these themes might derail their 
experience and cause them as players (rather than as characters) to feel 
marginalised and unsafe. 
 

● Safety—Each of these issues is complex and demanding. While we are not saying 
they are issues that can never be played on, exploring these issues through larp 
requires careful design and thorough workshopping prior to play. We must be 



 

MIDWINTER | Jolly Elf Handbook 1.3 

 

 

Midwinter | 21 

selective regarding what we can effectively handle within the parameters of this 
one event. 

The themes focused on in this larp do not require the additional stresses of these 
tensions to be powerful and meaningful. 

Accessibility 
We take accessibility seriously and we are working to make this larp open and available 
to as many players as possible. We acknowledge that there are many types of 
accessibility needs and that everyone is unique. Our full accessibility statement can be 
found on the Midwinter Website. 

https://www.midwinter.christmas/about 

  

https://www.midwinter.christmas/about
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Section 4: Practical info  
Things we’ll provide 

 
• A pre-written character with relations, motivations and a backstory 
● A location for the larp 
● A designed larp with action, agency, and activities 
● Food you can eat 
● A late-stage capitalist dystopia 
● Access to drinking water and toilet facilities 
● Accommodation in a shared room including a buffet breakfast (if you book the 

optional hotel room with us) 

Things you’ll need to bring 
 

● Your costume – this should be warm  
● Personal stuff (toothbrush, medicine, shampoo, etc.). 
● Passport! (Unless you’re British.) 
● A water bottle 
● A mug for cocoa 

Things that are nice to have 
 

● British money/debit card. (For buying drinks at the after-party). 
● Snacks, juice, alcohol etc. if you’re planning on eating/drinking between meals. 
● Extra socks 
● Fingerless Gloves 
● Things to decorate your family space 

Getting to site? 
 
The optional Midwinter Express will take you from Manchester airport, but if you are 
planning to make your own way to the location you can either take the train to 
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Birmingham New Street or you can drive (there is a reasonably priced car park very close 
to the site). 

Sleep, accommodation, toilets, showers, food. 
If you chose to book the optional accommodation, then you will have a shared room 
with a private bathroom at the Penta Hotel Birmingham, which is across the street from 
the larp venue. The hotel is accessible, has free Wi-Fi, a bar, and serves a rather lovely 
breakfast buffet that is included in the price of the room. We will take into account your 
preferences for people to share a room with where possible. Single rooms are available 
at a supplement. If you do not wish to take up this offer, or you live locally, then you are 
responsible for your own accommodation. 

Food 

We will provide you with three meals, Friday evening, Saturday lunchtime, and Saturday 
evening. We will take any dietary restrictions and intolerances into account, please 
inform us at the time of booking of your needs! 

Costume 
The costume guide can be found here. You are welcome to use the Facebook group for 
discussing your costume and prop ideas.  

Your costume should be appropriate for your character, but it should also be warm and 
practical.  

Optional inspirations, further reading & viewing: 
George Orwell – 1984 (1948) 

Brazil (1985) 

Paranoia – A Role Playing Game of a Darkly Humorous Future (1986) 

Doctor Who – the Happiness Patrol (1988) 

Doctor Who – The Beast Below (2010) 

 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1dbEMaxcw7XicjZh1ZgnJg4S41toOBLiq
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Links and contact 
www.midwinter.christmas 

info@avalonlarp.studio 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/midwinter.larp/ 

Thanks to 
• Charlie Ashby for inspiration, and original designs for the Reindeer Guard  
• “Is that all you’ve got” & “Lay off” words from the Italian larp, Black Friday 

(words by John Shockley.) but based on escalation and de-escalation 
mechanics used in many larps. 

• Lookdown mechanic by Trine Lise Lindahl and Johanna Koljonen. 
• Photos by Jonathan Haeber used with attribution under CC BY 2.0   

https://www.flickr.com/photos/tunnelbug 
• Additional ideas and input from Aina Skjønsfjell and Ingrid G. Storrø 

Updates and Amendments 
Any key amendments to the Jolly Elf Handbook will be listed here: 

1.1 Added “Okay Check in”  
1.2 Notes on plot / The Grinch 
1.3 Added “how to be ‘seen’”, “fading away”, and “retirement” 

Team 
Midwinter was written and created by Martine Svanevik, Simon Brind, Sarah Cook, 
Joshua Alan Doetsch, Kol Ford, Halfdan Keller Justensen, Jonaya Kemper, Holger Pick, 
Sagalinn Tangen, Anni Tolvanen & Monika Weißenfels 

 
 
Citation: Martine Svanevik & Simon Brind, Midwinter, Avalon larp studio, UK: 2020 
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