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It is a time of unrest in the realm of Darkon
as Bannor of Laconia attempts to bring

Keldar, leader of the Mordomian Empire,
before a War Crimes Tribunal.

Far below the surface of the realm, the dark elves grow eager to profit from the upheaval brought on by the conflict.
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Map of  The Darkon Realm
Synopsis
DARKON is a documentary feature that follows the real-life adventures of an unusual group of weekend “warrior knights,” fantasy role-playing gamers whose live action “battleground” is modern-day Baltimore, Maryland, re-imagined as a make-believe medieval world named Darkon. 
These live action gamers combine the physical drama of historical re-enactments with character-driven storylines inspired in part by such perennial favorite fantasy epics as the legends of King Arthur, Lord of the Rings, and the saga of Conan the Barbarian. As role players, these gamers create alter-egos with rich emotional, psychological, and social lives. They costume themselves and physically act out their characters’ exploits both in intimate court intrigue and campouts and in panoramic battle scenarios involving competitive strategies, convincingly real props, and full contact “combat.” 
Featuring

Skip Lipman / BANNOR

Kenyon Wells / KELDAR

Daniel Mcarthur / TRIVIUS GORGO

Rebecca Thurmond / NEMESIS

James Iddings / SARUK

James Shirk / ELIPHAS

Domenic Prince / AREFEX

Andrew Mattingly / SHAPWIN

Gary Black / MALKIN

Frank Kanach / OTTO

Leah Kanach / ILYA

About The Game
Darkon is a full-contact medieval fantasy wargaming group, active in the Baltimore/Washington area since 1985. Every other Sunday, between 150 and 300 members gather in costume and armor to fight unchoreographed mock battles with padded weaponry.

A live action, role-playing game (also known as a LARP) featuring full-contact, medieval style combat with foam-padded weapons, Darkon hosts regularly scheduled events, including day battles, tournaments, campouts, and feasts. To participate in Darkon, players create character personas, which they role-play during events. Darkon offers a wide variety of character types, as well as a thorough and well-regulated rule system for live, real-time combat. Through role-playing his character, a player adopts the role of his character, guiding him through life in the Realm of Darkon. Players are guided through various adventure scenarios in which they  make decisions, interact with other characters, participate in battle, and test the skills granted to them by virtue of their profession.
Like actors in a movie, players are said to be 'IC', or in-character, during the time that they are role playing.  Players are said to be 'OOC,' or out-of-character, when they are participating in their mundane lives, such as chatting in the parking lot before events. These two states of being must remain separate in the player's mind, and the player must refrain from using knowledge that is gained OOC for IC purposes. This is an important distinction to make and is a fundamental concept for the enjoyment of Darkon. 

Like any contact sport involving multiple players and personas, Darkon is governed by extensive rules, customs and traditions which are officiated on the field by elder players and marshals.  These rules and customs, and much more about Darkon, can be found at www.darkon.org.  
About the Production
Ethnography on a grand cinematic canvas, DARKON is an 84-minute exploration of an unusual group of weekend “warrior knights,” fantasy role-playing gamers whose live-action battleground is modern-day suburban Baltimore re-imagined as a medieval world called Darkon. 
Directors Andrew Neel and Luke Meyer put three years into the project, first gaining the trust and access they needed from their subjects, then tackling their “in-character” fantasy world with the epic vocabulary we’ve come to expect from movies about Knights in Shining Armor: aerial and crane shots, history-making battle sequences, and a rousing original score. 
In character, the people we meet are powerful leaders who participate in an emotionally rich social hierarchy; but we also see how easily “real life” gets in the way, and learn what drove them to become so involved in the fantasy world of Darkon in the first place.  While maintaining an essential and clinical distance, DARKON at the same time enters the subjective imaginations of its participants and celebrates the inner-workings of a culture that lies just beneath the surface of everyday American life.
Director Andrew Neel first discovered Darkon and its players in 2002 when he was researching gaming culture for a fiction screenplay about the world of Dungeons and Dragons, the hugely popular role-playing game.

“I first discovered a group called Dagorhir that is very similar to Darkon," Neel recalls.  "I went to Massachusetts and filmed several kids who were just getting into the game.  I did not have the money or the time to make a film at that point, but I heard about a man whose marriage had broken up as a result of his intense dedication to Dagorhir.  I thought he would be a great subject for the documentary.  I went down to meet him and his country members in Maryland.   He told me he could not be a part of any film because he had met another woman (after his divorce) and did not want his obsession with the game to ruin this new relationship."

Skip Lipman, whose character Bannor of Laconia is a major figure in DARKON, was, back in 2002, also a Dagorhir player and met Neel at that time.
"Skip was the one who told me all about Darkon," Neel recalls today.  "His enthusiasm inspired me and we stayed in touch for the next couple years prior to the beginning of production on DARKON."

Neel thought Darkon and those who played it would make good subjects for a documentary for a number of reasons.

"The land-map based part of Darkon intrigued me because I immediately realized that this context for ‘ownership’ might make for a better long-term narrative because it would create stakes," he says.  "The land system allows for countries to establish a history, and a reputation, giving the players a motivation to go to war and interact with one another for concrete political reasons.
"In addition, Darkon has a currency," Neel continues.  "Teams can hire mercenaries, buy land, buy ships to move across the ocean on the map, and even acquire deadly potions.  All of these aspects of the game make for a very interactive environment that I thought would facilitate a more immersive experience for the audience."
"The mixture of role playing, magical weapon systems, and full contact action were more dynamic than most other LARPs," Neel concludes.  "Darkonians role-play hard and fight hard.  By contrast, players of Dagorhir also fight hard, but they do not role-play with the same fervor: their world is not as immersive."

Neel admits that early on, Skip took him out to several Darkon events and Neel "put on a surcoat and played for one day.  I stayed in touch with Skip with the hope of one day making the film.”

It would ultimately take three years, and an intense collaboration with an old friend, to get DARKON made. 
“Andrew and I have known each other since high school, but this was our first collaboration,” says DARKON’s other director, Luke Meyer.  

“For a documentary like this to work,” Meyer continues, “the people on camera need to know and trust the person with the camera. To cover everything as a director in this way, we quickly learned that one often needed to be in two places at once. It turned out that collaborating with another filmmaker who shares the same vision for the project was a vital element to making this movie.”
"I am more straight forward and aggressive than Luke," adds Neel when asked to compare himself to his colleague and how their differences translated into how they approached the making of DARKON.  "Luke is more understated and calculated.  Some people react better to me, some people react better to Luke.  We divided our time with people according to who we thought got along better with the subject; who was able to establish a more fruitful relationship with the subject. When you are the only director you have to be everything to everybody.  When you are co-directing it allows you to be more one-dimensional. When you are working with another person you can compartmentalize your social and political roles.  With a group of people this large it was helpful to have someone else sharing the political responsibilities that interacting with the group demanded."

Neither Neel nor Meyer came to DARKON as rookie filmmakers.  Neel had directed a number of short films, music videos and commercials and was comfortable shooting a lot of people with a lot of equipment, while Meyer, who had previously worked for documentary filmmakers Ric Burns and Bennett Miller, was already at work on his first documentary feature, 32 ACRES, which is currently in post-production.  Like Meyer, Neel had also begun to shoot his first documentary,  a film about his grandmother, the acclaimed painter Alice Neel, a project he continues to work on.  
Production began on DARKON, reacalls Neel, “when Luke and I showed up with a camera on a dreary Winter afternoon in late 2003 and started shooting.  Skip acted as our emissary to the game and pointed out who might be interesting to talk to and he explained the various identities of the countries.  
"We talked to many people about their lives, their country, and their experience with the game," Meyer continues.  Interestingly, at that time, before the filmmakers had a clear idea of how they would approach the material, they were greeted by the Darkon players "with open arms."

"However, when it became clear to them that we were serious about making a film we started encountering resistance," says Meyer today.   "This was a very politically intensive part of the filmmaking process.  We found that we regularly had to make speeches to the realm explaining our intentions." 
“Some Darkonians became uneasy about how the game might be portrayed to the world,” adds Meyer.  “It’s important to remember that LARPing, like most other kinds of role-playing, has long been a target of ridicule. For this reason we had to prove our trustworthiness to the people that play the game.”

Some subjects were excited about the filmmakers’ efforts.

“Skip had been helping as sort of a liaison between us and the club,” reports Meyer.  “He understood the kind of access we were looking for, and was ready and willing to let us into his life, his home, and into his thoughts about what the game meant to him.  Darkon players Beckie and Danny, too, were comfortable with opening up their lives to us.  

“Kenyon also made a strong effort to let us cover his life in and out of the game,” Meyer says.  “He’s been playing Darkon for a long time, and was interested in the exposure the movie could offer to the game and the sub-culture. Unfortunately,” Meyer admits, “some members of his country remained wary of us, and it proved difficult to really cover them as thoroughly as we would have liked.”

Indeed, there were several other people in the club who asked specifically not to be in the movie. The filmmakers respected these wishes, and made it clear to everyone in the game that they would not be on camera if they didn’t want to be.

At this point, Neel and Meyer put together a couple of trailers for the movie and held Q&A sessions with the club to explain their ideas. 

“By communicating with the realm as well as showing our dedication to the project through our steady presence, we eventually gained the trust of much of the group and generated excitement about the movie,” Neel says today.  

He adds, "From the beginning, Luke and I were very open with our subjects and with ourselves about the fact that the world often viewed LARPers as ‘dorks,' ‘losers' or ‘weirdos’ and that the ultimate purpose of the film might be to in some way challenge that view."  
Indeed, instead of looking only at the colorful fantasy lives of their subjects, Neel and Meyer took great care to give time to their everyday, or "out of character" lives and to learn what larger social and psychological meaning the game has for them.  These are some of the most fascinating elements of the film, which the filmmakers approach in a more traditionally "enthnographic" or "clinical" way, through intimate interviews with the (out-of-character) players and their friends and family.
"We learned that Darkon can be very useful in helping people cope with a whole bunch of issues that they confront in their everyday lives,"  says Neel, "and indeed we chose to focus on people that we thought exemplified this phenomenon best."

Adds Meyer, "The first conclusion most people jump to about LARPers is that they lack normal coping skills in life and have to run away into their fantasies for shelter from the real world. This I think is a rather extreme reading of what really draws people to role-playing.

“The truth is, Darkon is a coping aid: it does offer escape from the day-to-day problems in life. It offers people another world where they are allowed to be a larger, more important fish in a much smaller pond. It provides another set of rules, where more things are possible, and where day-to-day concerns like the price of gas no longer matter. But if we are going to recognize this in Darkon, it is also important that we see it in other activities that remove us from the normality of our lives: watching TV also offers an escape, as does playing in a softball league, or going on a vacation.
“The drive to escape the world, and go to a more interesting place, is a very human desire that we all share. In the movie, we want to show how people do create escapes in life, not only LARPers, but all of us.
What we came away with,” Meyer concludes, “and what we hope the movie makes clear, is that perhaps Darkon is a more intense form of escape, with better costumes.”
The other side of the ethnography that is DARKON, one which the filmmakers admit they 'vigorously debated' was how they would portray the rich fantasy world of their subjects.  These sometimes heated discussions took place as they travelled along I-95 between New York City, where they lived, and suburban Baltimore, where they filmed the realm of Darkon and its inhabitants.  

“We worked well together in a complementary way, which sometimes meant we had two opposing ideas that needed to be vigorously debated until they amalgamated into the best possible solution,” is how Andrew Neel describes the process.  “Our discussions on how to incorporate a documentary with a fantasy narrative proved to be the source of the most strife in this way. But without these arguments, the final result in the movie would probably never have taken shape.”
Says Meyer, “During the drives up and down I-95, going to and from Baltimore, Andrew and I had long discussions about how this movie should be made, which ultimately led to a galvanized, shared concept of how to work out all of our narrative questions.”
The choice to use cranes, helicopters, and the epic score to document the realm of Darkon “came out of wanting to convey to the audience what it feels like to being in the middle of the action with the role-players, and to be totally swept away by the fantasy of the game,” Meyer continues.  
“We wanted to borrow from the language of epic battle films so that the audience would become immersed in the dramatic experience of what it feels like to play this full-contact fantasy game. Traditional documentary films often employ voyeuristic distance in order to present strange or extraordinary events. Because we wanted the audience to become involved in the fantasy, and suspend disbelief along with the players, we decided to maintain traditional documentary form while shooting the subjects in their 'real lives'. and pull out all the stops in order to most accurately portray their ‘fantasy lives.’”
Meyer and Neel point out that while the leaders and other players of Darkon were of course aware of the filmmakers and their need to have some advance idea of what would happen at upcoming events in order to plan appropriately for equipment, personnel and other necessities of production, the outcome of the game and the way it was played was never influenced by their presence.  
"Skip's decision to try to take Keldar to a war crimes tribunal lent itself to a campout scenario where more complicated plots were set up," explains Neel, "and we figured it would be a good idea to have night-vision equipment for an overnight campout. By participating in the campout we learned things that helped us plan for future events: to have a dolly and an HD camera for the skirmishes, to have heavier-duty production equipment for the next two events, which we knew would become ever more dramatic."  That heavy equipment would ultimately include steadicam harness a camera crane and even a day of photography from a rented helicopter.    

Still, Meyer resists the notion that the presence of the filmmakers and their tools had much if any impact on the scenarios they were shooting.  

“Once we decided that we wanted to include the more intense production elements, the scope of the project naturally grew,” he says.  But by the time we reached the point of the bigger production, we had already made close ties with many players in the game, and had been granted access by all of our main characters. So, I wouldn’t say that the epic approach allowed us more access, but it definitely helped to ramp up the club’s excitement about the project.”
It is easy for both filmmakers to talk about what they learned from each other.  For example, Meyer points out that “Towards the later end of production, when we brought out the cranes and helicopters, Andrew’s experience in directing full crews on set up shots was crucial to getting the footage we needed.”

“Luke said something funny to me while shooting the film," recalls Neel.  "He said, ‘it's like shooting a feature film where all of your extras are movie stars.’ I think this was very true, and Luke’s ability to make everybody feel good about what we were doing really made the whole project work.  There were a lot of people to keep happy and required a great deal of interpersonal interaction."

Both filmmakers also talk easily about what they got out of making the movie.
"I think you go into making any film holding a certain set of expectations," offers Neel. "Some are confirmed while others are turned on their head. One is drawn to a certain subject matter because he thinks it's important, or poignant, or even just cool.  I think I was drawn to Darkon and the people who play it because, to me, they are all of those things, and making the movie confirmed these ideas."

Adds Meyer, "Originally I was interested in this project because I found the extreme outsider culture of Live Action Role Playing fascinating. There’s a particular hard-core indifference towards normalcy carried by LARPers that can be magnetic. 

“Beyond that, I started this project pretty ignorant about the LARPing, and role-playing subcultures. And I’m glad that I was: it allowed me to wade into the world of Darkon with few pre-conceived ideas about what I should expect or what a LARPer should be like. It’s important to approach the subject of a documentary this way.

“Following and watching a group of role-players for over a year really brought into focus how we all role-play to some degree in everyday lives,” Meyer concludes. The same person will act differently when he is at a business meeting than he will when he’s talking to his family. Different situations call for us to be different people, and we step up and answer these requests.”
“This movie is a study of how we all role-play, specifically how some people do it for fun and entertainment and for so much more. Before making this movie I don’t think I had ever thought about role-playing and identity in these terms.”
About The Filmmakers
Andrew Neel – Co-director 

Andrew has spent over three years researching and filming various war gaming and creative re-enactment groups in the United States. Neel¹s first 35mm short film billy528, a drama about online romance, was bought and distributed by Hypnotic and went on to win Best Experimental Drama at the New York Film and Video Festival in 2002 before airing on Showtime in 2003.

Neel started working in film in 2000, and 2001 when he produced two short films for filmmaker Dan Harris (writer, X Men II).  He founded his own production company, SeeThink Productions, in 2002.  He has also directed commercials and music videos. 
Luke Meyer – Co-director
Prior to co-directing Darkon, Meyer co-directed and co-produced 32 Acres, a documentary about a community in Missouri displaced by a Wal-Mart shopping center, currently in postproduction. Previously he has worked with director

Bennett Miller (Academy Award Nominee, Capote, 2005) on a film about an Indian meditation teacher, and with Emmy Award-winning documentarian Ric Burns (New York: A Documentary Film, 1999) on his film biography, Ansel Adams: A Documentary Film (2002), as well as on the forthcoming biographies of Andy Warhol and Eugene O’Neill.

Ethan Palmer, Tom Davis – Producers

SEETHINK PRODUCTIONS was founded in 2002 by Andrew Neel along with billy528, Neel’s first film.  Since then, SeeThink has expanded to include the work of four directors in a variety of commercials, music videos, shorts and feature films.  With the know-how to produce low budget, high production value content, the SeeThink collective can focus specifically on material that has integrity and marketplace viability.

Recent work includes the short films Initiation (2004 – a Cinemantics short film), Helen & Vincent (2005 – official selection Max Ophüls Film Festival) and music videos for The Stills and TV on the Radio; a feature-length biopic on the life and times of painter Alice Neel will be completed in 2006.  After completing Darkon, SeeThink declared itself as a country on the realm’s map and presently controls 13 hexes of land.
Christopher Kikis, Thoma Kikis, Nicolas Levis, Cherise Wolas, 
Alan Zelentz – Producers

OVIE ENTERTAINMENT is a feature film company located in New York City, founded and managed by five creative producers. The best of world cinema, of Hollywood, and of the independents inspires them create original movies and other media collaborations.

Ovie has two simple objectives: to provide the market with high quality content that is cutting-edge and commercially viable, and to create a child-through-adult franchise that recognizes and requests the Ovie brand. Ovie is dedicated to achieving these objectives by aggressively pursuing new and established artistic talent from around the world, by creating a warm, enthusiastic and collaborative environment, and by setting the professional bar high for all our productions.   

In addition to co-producing and executive producing Darkon, Ovie is currently co-producing, for both the European and American markets, the screen adaptation of The Funeral Party, a novel by Russian Booker Prize-winning author, Ludmila Ulitskaya. The Funeral Party, a black comedy, is scheduled to begin principal photography in New York City during summer 2006.

Upcoming feature films in Ovie’s first slate of productions are the screen adaptation of Guggenheim Award-winner Peter Cameron’s acclaimed novel, Andorra, a psychological thriller with a perversely comic edge, and Frog Juice, a colorful, kid-friendly family film, screenplay by Nicholl Fellowship quarterfinalist Katherine W. Miller.
Karl Schroder – Cinematographer

Karl Schroder was born and raised in upstate NY.  After graduating from Ithaca College with a film degree in 1998, he came to NYC and made his start in the film business in the grip/electric department.  Since then, he has come to own his own complete Lighting and Grip company.  His resume as a DP includes commercials, fine art multimedia, and music videos.  DARKON is his first full length film/documentary effort as a cinematographer.  He is currently the Lighting Director for a new children's TV show on PBS called "It's a Big Big World".  The show is pioneering a new technology called Shadowmation which combines live action puppetry, and computer generated animation.

Hillary Spera – Cinematographer 

Hillary Spera was born and raised in Stowe, Vermont. Her cinematography work has been featured in music videos, narrative and documentary films with screenings in festivals from Palm Beach to Tribeca, including a nomination for the 2003 ASC Conrad L. Hall Heritage student award for cinematography. She is currently working on both a documentary feature on the life of performer Billie Holiday and an experimental narrative feature in Boston. Hillary resides in Brooklyn, New York.
Brad Turner – Editor 

After childhood stints in Germany and throughout the southern United 

States, Brad moved to New York in 1997 where he attended Columbia 

University. He received a B.A. in Film Studies alongside his friend 

Andrew Neel, who would go on to found Brooklyn-based SeeThink, a 

production company with which Brad has been working for a number of 

years.

In 2002, Brad took up residence at Post Millennium, a commercial 

editorial house in Manhattan, and has been working for the last few 

years on various projects for clients like L'Oreal, MasterCard, and 

MTV, in addition to numerous music videos for recording artists like 

TV on the Radio, Twista, and the Stills.

Jonah Rapino – Composer

Jonah Rapino spent his formative years in Toledo, Ohio, where he studied violin starting at the age of five. He moved to Boston in 1993 to attend the Boston University School for the Arts, where he received a bachelor’s degree in classical violin performance. He then promptly left the classical world and began a project called the New Millennium String Ensemble which experimented with electronic music, electricified violin, multimedia performance, and other mediums of artistic expression.  In 1999 he started his own record label called Massive Distribution to promote his and other artists music. Currently, Jonah has been spending his time with the Devil Music Ensemble, composing music for silent film, modern classical ensemble, and their three-piece rock outfit. 
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