William W. Connors
Was there any story or idea you could not execute because of your detachment from the Ravenloft line? If yes, can you tell us about it?

    There were dozens of stories we (or I) wanted to do in Ravenloft, both before and after WOTC/Hasbro took over, that were shot down for one reason or another. In the beginning, the line probably benefited from the limits put on us by upper management. It kept us from straying too far from the idea that Ravenloft had to be a fantasy setting which was infused with a horror theme. Later on, however, the decisions got to be really bizarre. We ended up with all sorts of strange choices made based upon the whims of whoever was put in charge of the line for that month and input from the original team carried less and less weight. By the time WOTC bought TSR, we had been laboring under a heavy burden of management weirdness for about a year. After things moved out west, it only got stranger. When I was finally informed that I wouldn’t be working on the line anymore, it wasn’t too hard to take as I barely recognized where it was going or what was supposed to be happening. 

An excellent example of the good decisions came early on in the line. Most people don’t know that the original storyline for Feast of Goblyns was utterly different from the one that finally saw print. As it was first envisioned by the Kargat (Bruce Nesmith, Andrea Hayday, and myself), Feast was going to be something of an old English fairy tale with goblins spiriting away children to create new goblins. The powers that be thought some of imagery was too disturbing. For instance, we assumed that when you killed a goblin, it would turn back into a child. This would be pretty grim for the poor adventurers who slaughtered a dozen of the creatures in battle and then saw the mangled bodies of the poor kids. At the time, I thought that would have been really cool. In retrospect, however, it was probably too much. Remember, we were trying to introduce a new line and really needed to provide a bridge into the setting. As it turned out, I think Feast of Goblyns was a pretty good mix of generic AD&D stuff and horror elements. In fact, I think most of the original modules worked well for that. 

Later on, the decisions got bizarre. My original concept for The Shadow Rift was an intricate tale based on the works of Dante. It was going to present an epic series of challenges leading ultimately to an reliable exit from the Domains of Dread. This concept was canned and the much weaker fairy realms stuff was mandated by the line director. I don’t remember who that was because, at that time, they were changing those every three to six months or so. I believe this was about the same time we were ordered to make the line more like Dragonlance, focusing on heroes and shedding a lot of that dark, gloomy stuff. I know it sounds absurd, but that’s almost word for word the direction we were given. 

In my opinion, the line really fell off fast after TSR was purchased. There was a big push toward “fixing” the problems with the line. However, most of the problems had been the result of strange decisions like the Dragonlance mandate I just mentioned. The obvious solution – going back to the days of adventures like Touch of Death or Hour of the Knife, wasn’t one they wanted to here. It’s too bad, really, because we had real solid feedback from the fans that these were the sorts of adventures they liked. 

Have you had any opportunity to read or see the new books from the Ravenloft line released by Arthaus? If yes, what was your impression of them? 

The long and short answer here is “no”. I made a few phone calls when I learned that WOTC had licensed out the game license, offering to contribute to the rebirth of the line. I left messages on some answering machines and sent out a few e-mails. I didn’t get a single response. I’m told, although I can’t speak to this firsthand, that none of the line’s three major original champions were even given a “based on the work of” credit in the first Arthaus releases. Again, I don’t know if this is the case or not as I haven’t even looked through the book. 

What was the "Bill Test"? Tell us about it. 

Wow, there’s something I haven’t been asked about in years. The “Bill Test” was a term first coined at a GenCon panel discussion. It was pretty early on in the line’s run, so I have to guess the only people on the panel with me were Bruce, Andrea, and probably Blake Mobley (author or Feast of Goblyns). The basic tenet of the Bill Test says that you look at every section of a Ravenloft adventure and do what’s scariest. For example, I don’t care how careful the heroes plan things out, they ALWAYS get to the vampire’s tomb just at sunset. 

It sounds easy, but some care must be used here. It might seem obvious to say “it’s always scarier to have the monsters attack than not” but that’s just not the case. Take a look at The Blair Witch Project (in my mind, that’s about the perfect example of how to run a roleplaying horror session). How many times does the monster actually attack the party? Sure, it shows up and scares the hell out of them, but it doesn’t actually attack. It leads them in circles, makes its presence known, and generally terrifies them for days on end. Only at the very conclusion of the film does the villain put in an actual appearance. My god that’s an amazing film and one every Ravenloft game master should take to heart. 

What sorts of projects are you working on now? 

After I left WOTC/Hasbro, I took some time off and went back to school. I got a degree in Graphic Arts and started doing freelance both in and out of the gaming community. Eventually, I linked up with Jim Ward and Tim Brown, both of whom I had been lucky enough to work for at TSR, and was offered a job with their up-and-coming company, Fast Forward Entertainment (www.fastforwardgames.com). Knowing how much I loved working with them before, this seemed like an ideal position. So, I’m now the Art & Graphic Director for Fast Forward. I still do freelance work when I have the time, but it’s almost all in the graphics field now. 

Tim and I have designed a line of dice-based sports games under the Minute Sports banner. Our first release was Inning-A-Minute Baseball and our second was Touchdown-A-Minute Football. We have a soccer game about to go to press and other titles in the pipeline. I’ve just finished the initial design for a basketball version. These games are all produced by Fast Forward Entertainment under a license from Minute Sports. 

I also teach some graphic design courses at our local college. I like to think of it as training other people to go out and make it harder for me to find work.

NOTE OF LUCIFER ABADDON AND THE OTHER UMBRA (THE DEVELOPERS OF THIS SITE): 

I would to thank Mr. Willian W. Connors to his enormous collaboration with this interview, and, with his efforts and excellent, great work was one of the responsibles to the success of the Ravenloft setting, making this setting one of the best setting ever created. 

            We wants to give our thanks to the original team who created and developed the Ravenloft line, Andrea Hayday, Bruce Nesmith, William W. Connors. If not by their efforts this great setting would never comes to become so great. And thanks to all those innumerous people that, with his efforts, ideas and works helped and still helping in the growing of the great line that is Ravenloft.CONGRATULATIONS! 
John W. Mangrum
Hail Mr. John W. Mangrum. Please, talk about you, your work and your involvement with Ravenloft, from your days as a fan, to this day. 

Well, I really first encountered Ravenloft in 1991. I knew of the original Ravenloft module but I'd never seen it. I came across the Realm of Terror boxed set in a bookstore one day and checked it out, not really knowing what it was -- as I recall, I first assumed it was just some reprint of the module. But when I took it home I was completely hooked -- I'm very visually oriented, and Stephen Fabian’s illustrations -- and the piercing illustration of Azalin in particular -- really grabbed me. It saddens me a bit that in the 13 years since, we've never seen Azalin's human face again. 

Anyway, I started collecting Ravenloft. I'd been gaming since 1983 or so, but at the time I was only just starting to DM games of my own. I ran Night of the Walking Dead for my college buddies, then a few years later picked up a Ravenloft campaign that’s been puttering along off and on for close to a decade now. To this day I've never actually been a player in a Ravenloft game -- I’ve only run it. 

Meanwhile, I was also starting to dream of writing RPGs professionally, though not anything D&D-related. I spent several years working on a personal project with some friends, developing a sardonic, hyper-paranoid sci-fi RPG, but my involvement in that project (and the friendships) ended rather catastrophically about two years before the game was published. 

That was the lowest point of my life, and I fell into a long and deep depression. I kept running my Ravenloft campaign out of habit, and frankly, I retreated into the game rather than focusing on my problems. I spent a lot of time pondering trivial details of the world, and I have a good mind for conspiracies; eventually the setting grew very vivid in my mind. More importantly, however, I’d been the one responsible for the “catastrophe” in my life, and I spent a lot of time ruminating on my own moral guilt -- what I’d done to get where I was and the price I was now paying. These years taught me a lot about horror, recrimination, denial, etc. I discovered that I could connect on an emotional level to most of Ravenloft’s darklords. 

I first hopped online in 1996, using our local university’s text-only computers. That largely restricted me to mailing lists and bulletin boards. Being a Ravenloft fan, naturally I went looking for a source of ideas for my campaign. That led me directly to the old Ravenloft mailing list and Stuart Turner’s original Ravenloft website. Some of the first things I ever wrote online were a handful of short, snippy product reviews for Stu’s site. (I went back and replaced most of them a few years later with wiser efforts, but I think a few originals remain.) 

As for the bulletin boards, one day the BB users happened to start discussing the afterlife, rather breezily pondering what Heaven and Hell might be like. On cue, I wrote an essay I called The Seven Rules of Hell -- a metaphysical system of perfectly and eternally punishing sinners that would offer no respite. My rules used no hellfire, no demons, none of the classic images. In fact, all the examples I used were really nothing more than a veiled version of my own life, viewed through the depression in which I was still deeply mired. Rather comically, the first reply I received was from some girl who was so horrified by the vision I’d presented that she said, quite seriously, that “anyone who can imagine such a place deserves to go there.” I still get the occasional chuckle out of that. 

But really, the point is that this little outpouring is that it was the first time I crystallized my view of Ravenloft’s deeper themes -- what makes for a truly fitting “darklord’s curse.” The crucial point of my take on Hell was uncertainty -- I believe my First Rule of Hell was, simply, to never tell the damned that they’re in Hell. 

Anyway, shortly after I joined the online community, another Ravenloft mailing list member, Christopher Nichols, proposed that the list members create a netbook; six of us replied to say we were interested. Of the seven of us, one dropped out right away, and the remaining six named ourselves the “Kargatane” as a tribute to the “Kargat,” the Ravenloft design team at TSR. My work with the Kargatane reunited a creative spark that had grown dark for several years; I was somewhat surprised to find myself writing again. 

That also followed by the year TSR fell into the abyss and WotC brought it back. I decided to finally go to GenCon -- a trip I’d been wanting to make for years -- volunteering to help out an understaffed TSR by running Ravenloft demos at the WotC/TSR castle. I ended up volunteering a LOT of hours, but I was having a ball. I met a lot of WotC/TSR folks, some of whom I still consider friends today, and was one of the first “civilians” to snag a copy of Domains of Dread. It was the most creatively inspiring weekend of my life -- I cooked up ideas then that I’ve still never had time to explore.

When I wasn’t running games, spent a lot of time following Cindi Rice -- one of the Kargat -- around the castle, blathering on and on with ideas I had about the setting. One of the ideas I tossed out was what I thought had happened to Azalin -- an idea that, as fate would have it, would take another four years to see print. Cindi actually liked the idea and asked if she could “steal it.” Naturally I handed it right over. I seem to have made a good impression, which is probably the wellspring of my actual career. 

It was immediately after GenCon 1997 that WotC made the decision to return Soth to Dragonlance. Cindi asked Stu and I if we had any ideas on ways to accomplish that. We were so excited by the offer that we churned out the outline for a complete adventure over the course of a weekend . Ultimately our outline wasn’t used, but it did at least have some satisfying parallels with the final product, Spectre of the Black Rose. Between that and The Book of Souls, we again seem to have made a good impression. 

Over the next two years, we continued to strengthen our ties to the Ravenloft design team. Eventually, the Kargat offered me a few opportunities for small, professional projects, eventually followed by the full-length Carnival. (And I still owe thanks to Steve Miller, who came in when the neophyte author found himself a bit over his head.) 

That was the last of my published work for WotC, though the Kargatane kept our close ties with the creative team. I also discovered a talent for shilling product, and gradually managed to work my way up onto the Ravenloft panel at GenCon. 

After WotC discontinued Ravenloft as a published product line, they handed control over to us by making us the “official” Ravenloft site and we started brainstorming. We’d only held the reins for a few months, however, when Arthaus came to Ravenloft’s rescue. Although we weren’t involved in the licensing negotiations -- we heard about them sometime in October 2000 after the ink was dry -- I’m guessing our friends at WotC suggested Arthaus look in our direction. Arthaus gave us the opportunity to write Ravenloft Third Edition (and further books since). It was actually quite wonderful and bewildering when we first got the news. 

This was a book we’d been planning to write for free, so naturally we leapt at the offer. 

Which books do you wrote?

My first Ravenloft project (other than the Kargatane netbooks) was “The Heart’s Final Beat,” a short adventure for the RPGA’s Adventurer’s Guild program; it was later republished in TSR Jam 1999 . After that came “Gestalt” in Children of the Night: The Created, and finally Carnival. I also wrote another Adventurer’s Guild adventure for Carnival, called “Farewell to the Flesh,” but it’s so obscure that I’ve never seen a copy. 

For Arthaus, I’ve contributed to Ravenloft Third Edition, Secrets of the Dread Realms, Denizens of Darkness, Van Richten’s Arsenal, Ravenloft Gazetteers I and II, and done some work on Gazetteer III. 

And tell us your favorite Ravenloft books, and those you most liked to write. 

Favorite sourcebook of those I’ve worked on: Carnival. It was my first “big chance,” and I went all out. It’s chock-a-block with little references and riffs to everything under the sun, as well as being a tribute to the film Freaks in particular. 

Favorite sourcebook of those I haven’t worked on: I suppose I’m torn between Realm of Terror (the original boxed set) and Domains of Dread. In a way, both marked my entrance to the setting. I’m an awfully big fan of I10: The House on Gryphon Hill, though, and I’d love to update that someday.

As for what was the most fun to write: That would actually be my work in the Kargatane netbooks, particularly the Vallaki Kargatane framing fiction in The Book of Secrets. Of the published work, it would probably have to be my first project, “The Heart’s Final Beat.”

What is the difference between write the Ravenloft books to Arthaus and to WotC? I’m asking it because the new books provides a great number of adventure hooks to be adapted to the DM’s creativity, since Arthaus will not publish adventures, and in the old books we noted they don’t opened so much space for the individual development, giving a major attention to “canonical” ends and answers, since WotC released a reasonable number of full adventures. 

From my perspective, I don’t think there’s really that much difference, ultimately; I approach the Arthaus books in much the same way I approached Carnival. 

About the fact of Arthaus don’t be publishing adventures: Some players are in some way, obsessed with answers about canon and the books contains excellent adventures hooks (the dread possibilities), do you have intentions in describe the results of these major Dread Possibilities? 

I can’t predict what future writers may do, but we currently have no intention of expanding on Dread Possibilities -- it’s up to individual DMs to decide whether or not those ideas are true in their campaigns , and declaring one answer right or wrong would remove that freedom. I suppose that particularly popular Dread Possibilities may well be incorporated someday, perhaps in some hypothetical fourth edition. So far, Gennifer Weathermay-Foxgrove’s lycanthropy is the Dread Possibility that seems to have captured the most folks’ interest. 

About the missing domains, these domains (and maybe new domains) will appear in future books? If yes, they will appear in sorted products, or only in it own Gazetteers? The domain of Kalidnay comes from the Dark Sun setting, and it uses some unconventional rules, specifically to magic, it will be described in Ravenloft 3rd Edition, given his complex rules? Do you have the rights upon him? 

For the most part, look to the Gazetteers for new (or returning) domains. I can’t speak to products that haven’t been announced yet, however, so I can’t get into specifics. We’ve had a grand plan since R3E; I’ll leave it at that. 

I can say that Kalidnay will most likely not return. It’s essentially the “Dark Sun crossover domain,” but we don’t have rights to any WotC setting beyond Ravenloft (though WotC’s been very gracious so far when we’ve asked to borrow a few things). To use Kalidnay, we’d likely have to strip out all the elements specific to Dark Sun. I can only imagine what a muddle that would leave. The folks over at the Dark Sun official cite have been working to update their setting to the 3E rules, however, so Kalidnay fans should head over there and use their rules to convert the domain. 

You created a fantastical unofficial timeline, how comes this idea?

It arose out of my eye for detail and habitual desire to sew up dangling logical threads. I started working on it in 1993, when Castles Forlorn was published. Literally, I just added the Castles Forlorn timeline to the Realm of Terror timeline to see how they would match up. It grew from there, bit by bit. I actually created a timeline for Mystara around the same time that was nearly as complete, but I’ve lost track of what I did with that one over the years.

Do you continues to updating this timeline?

Sure, but my official projects always have to take precedence over the unofficial. It is sorely overdue for an update, though.

Talking about timelines, in the Secrets of the Kargatane website in the FAQ, is said that an allusion to the ToUD will be mentioned in the Death Undaunted adventure, which you wrote. This will involve Hyskosa or some another mythical character? How? Everybody knows the ToUD is an adventure hook, do you have some plan of even gives some description of this hook?

That would be telling, Number Six. 

Don’t worry, though; like all other references to the Time of Unparalleled Darkness, it’s just a vague prophecy of darker days to come. At the current rate, the Ravenloft product line won’t reach the Time of Unparalleled Darkness until 2020 or so. Measuring from the Black Box in 1990, we aren’t even to the halfway point yet. 

This space is to you. Feel free to say anything you want. 

I think I’ve rambled for long enough already. :) 

Thanks Mr. John W. Mangrum, for your time, attention and collaboration.And congratulations for the excellent job you are doing with the fantastic setting of Ravenloft. 

Thanks. 

NOTE OF THE TEAM: 

Congratulations to John W. amngrum for the excellent work he is doing with Ravenloft. Thanks to his great work the Ravenloft line grows more and more.

Thanks to everyone that in some way contributed with gowing of the line, making Ravenlfot what it is today.

     The Seven Rules of Hell

1.All punishments must flow directly from the sins of the damned.

Overtly external punishments don't work. If the damned is punished by flame or pitchfork wielding demons, then he can grow to hate his tormentor. The damned can draw fuel from that hatred, sustaining himself upon it. Instead, the torments of the damned must come in a form wherein it is blatantly obvious to the damned that that which torments him comes as a direct result of those actions he committed to earn damnation. In other words, had he not committed the damnable act, his Hell could not exist. The damned must instinctively and inescapably know that he is being rightfully punished, and that he is his own tormentor. This leaves the damned unable to seek comfort, even in self-pity.

2. Hell is nothing without hope.

The damned must never lose sight of that which would offer him redemption, permanent respite, escape. However, due to the damned traits within his own nature, the damned must never be able to obtain it. This unquenchable yearning fuels the damned's torment, preventing him from simply surrendering to his punishment.

Strahd seeks Tatyana, believing that her love will end his torment. But Tatyana can never love Strahd, because he murdered her true love to claim her, and does not truly love her -- he merely desires her. It was because of this that Strahd was damned and tormented. To escape his torment, Strahd seeks Tatyana...

3. Never tell the damned that they are in Hell.

Related to the above, the damned must know nothing for certain. If the damned knows that he is in Hell, then he knows that he is in a place of perfect, eternal punishment. He would know that there is no hope, and would surrender himself to his misery.

Soth knew he was in Hell and simply surrendered to the pain, making no attempt to ease his suffering. Thus, no matter what torments the Dark Powers threw at him, he passively accepted them with the acknowledgement that he deserved them. But in absolute surrender, Soth found respite -- he became numbed to the pain, like a torture victim beaten into unconsciousness. The tormentors of Hell need the damned to be concious and aware, forever.

4. Hell can always get worse.

The damned must know this to be true, by seeing those who are worse off than he. The damned must know that if he resists his torment, he risks making it that much worse for himself. Ultimately, the damned should be paralyzed with fear, unwilling to leap at salvation even when it's dangled before his face.

5. To be forewarned is to be doomed.

Hell must be predictable. The damned should know what's coming -- but should have no power to prevent it. By struggling against their torment, they bring it into being.  

Tatyana comes back once a generation, like clockwork. Ivana Boritsi knows she'll wake up as a corpse each morning. Diamabel transforms at night. Yet Strahd can no more prevent Tatyana from reappearing than Ivana can resist sleep or Diamabel can stop the sunset.

6. Give the damned predictably fleeting respite.

Regarless of the form of torment, eventually the damned will grow numbed to it. Once in a while, the damned must have a "good day," when his torment eases or seems to cease. On the one hand, this gives the damned a moment to relax -- which weakens his defenses when the torments are reapplied. On the other hand, the damned will find no true respite even in these moments of calm -- due to rule 5. Even when all seems well, the damned should know that his torment could reappear at any moment, and live in fear of this.

7. Variety is the spice of torment.

Again, no single form of torment can remain effecitve forever. Once in a while, preferably on some predictable pattern (rule 5), the torment should change, subtly by noticably. This will strike the damned from unprotected directions, forcing him to develop his defenses anew.

The end goal of Hell is to create a perpetual engine of psychological suffering, which the damned inescapably understands is of his own creation, yet would never leave of his own volition. 

