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INTRODUCTION

WHAT IS A FANTASY ROLE-PLAYING GAME?
A role-playing game is a game of character development, 
simulating the process of personal development commonly 
called “life.” The player acts a role in a fantasy environment, 
just as he might act a role as a character in a play. In fact, when 
played with just paper and pencil on the game board of the 
player’s imagination, it has been called “improvisational radio 
theatre.” If played with metal and plastic figurines, it becomes 
improvisational puppet theatre. However it is played, the primary 
purpose is to have fun.

WHAT IS THIS ROLE-PLAYING GAME ABOUT?
RuneQuest is a departure from most FRP (as they are abbreviated) 
games issued since the concept’s introduction in 1974. Unlike 
most others, this game is tied to a particular world, Glorantha, 
first glimpsed through Chaosium’s board-games White Bear 
and Red Moon and Nomad Gods. Those who have not seen this 
world before will find part of it within these pages.

However, this game is not limited to Glorantha. The 
experience system, the combat system, most of the magic 
system, and the training/guilds system, and everything but the 
specific references to the world of Glorantha can be adjusted to 
fit any time and space with a minimum of hassle. We think you 
will find this system more realistic, and at the same time more 
playable, than any system you have seen before.

HOW TO USE THESE RULES
Read these rules very carefully. Read all the way through once. 
Then roll up a character and see how the rules apply to that 
character. Get together with some friends and map out some 
beginning scenarios, with no surprises to any one until you are 
sure of how the rules work. Then, your imagination is your 
only limit.

We have tried to make these rules easily understood by 
anyone interested in the concept, not just experienced gamers. If 
you are an experienced FRP gamer, take those portions you can 
use and ignore the rest. Like any FRP system, these can only be 
guidelines. Use them as you will.

FURTHER RULES
There are some questions left unanswered in these rules. We 
have attempted to provide a unified game system which can be 
played as is. Further supplements will ice the cake and expand 
on both how the game fits into the world of Glorantha, and how 
it can be expanded into other worlds.

We are interested in input from those who play this game. 
Players who devise cults, new spells, and new monsters are urged 

to write them up in terms similar to those found herein and send 
them to us. You will receive full credit for your creations and, 
of course, a copy of the supplement the contribution appears in.

Have fun.

PURPOSE OF THE GAME
The title of the game, RuneQuest, describes its goal. The player 
creates one or more characters, known as Adventurers, and plays 
them in various scenarios designed by a Referee. The Adventurer 
has the use of combat, magic, and other skills, and treasure. The 
Referee has the use of assorted monsters, traps, and his own 
wicked imagination to keep the Adventurer from his goal within 
the rules of the game. A surviving Adventurer gains experience 
in fighting, magic, and other skills, as well as money to purchase 
further training.

The Adventurer progresses in this way until he is so 
proficient that he comes to the attention of the High Priests, 
sages, and gods. At this point he has the option to join a Rune 
cult. Joining such a cult gives him many advantages, not the least 
of which is aid from the god of the cult.

Acquiring a Rune by joining such a cult is the goal of the 
game, for only in gathering a Rune may a character take the next 
step, up into the ranks of Hero, and perhaps Superhero.

I.  INTRODUCTION

EQUIPMENT NEEDED TO PLAY
Besides this set of rules, players will need the following:

Dice
Dice of many shapes and sides are needed for this game. They are 
usually available at any game store. If there are no games stores 
in your area, an address of a supplier is printed in the appendix. 
The minimum mix needed for play is as follows:

Type	 Abbreviation
One pair of 20-sided percentile dice	 D100
One 20-sided die marked from 1 to 20	 D20
One 8-sided die	 D8
Three 6-sided dice	 D6
One 4-sided die	 D4

Within these rules, dice will be referred to using the above 
abbreviations. Thus, if it is necessary to roll two 6-sided dice, it 
will be written as 2D6. Occasionally, it will be necessary to roll 
one 3-sided die, D3. Simply roll a D6 and divide by two, always 
rounding up. Thus, 1-2 = 1, 3-4 = 2, 5-6 = 3.
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Among the most powerful was the state which called itself 
the Empire of the Wyrms Friends. This empire, centered in 
Dragon Pass, lasted for 500 years, proud of and famous for their 
friendship with the dragons and wyrms of the pass. The peoples 
and places thrived, made contact with two other continents, and 
delved deep into spiritual byways.

After several hundred years the empire was replaced by a 
ruling body of men and gods called the Third Council. Legends 
relate that there was no telling the men from the gods in the 
council chambers.

But the magic of the council could not counter the miseries 
of its worshippers, or control the swords of the rebels who did 
not sacrifice to them. Foreign gods gained power and prestige as 
the provinces of the Third Council revolted or were overrun by 
invaders.

At last the council turned its energies to defending its 
worshippers. Epic battles raged across the land. Finally, the 
dragonewts, dormant for centuries, rose against the council and 
slew them all.

Some 78 years later the human allies aiding the destruction 
of the empire turned against the dragonewts. With few allies, 
they seemed helpless before the destroying might of the hordes. 
Nests were scoured with wildfire, planted with seeds laid by 
Chaotic parasites, sealed by diseases unnamable, and cursed by 
fear and loathing for any that would mourn them.

Heartless and relentless, the humans crushed and 
plundered, but when they closed in upon Dragon Pass the 
assembled human armies met those who would mourn the loss 
of dragonewts. The dragons from all across Time and Space 
assembled in their ancestral home to preserve the purity of 
their birthplace. The Dragonkill War got its name from what 
the dragons did, not what they suffered. Humans have feared 
the dragons since that time, despite draconic indifference, and 
none now seek to smash the eggs of the dragonewts, even 
though they might plunder the nest city.

Dragon Pass was abandoned by humanity. Elsewhere, old 
empires shook and seas were utterly closed to human crossing. 
New kingdoms rose to fill the power vacuums and new magics 
and deities broke free from ancient shackles.

North of Dragon Pass, in the region called Peloria, there 
arose the Red Moon Goddess. In her were balanced Constancy 
and Change, Life and Death, Love and Indifference, and all the 
dichotomies of the Universe, including a touch of Chaos. Her 
arrival changed the face of the land.

After living in Glorantha a short time she ascended to the 
heavens where she remains in her cyclical beauty, viewing the 
land which she left to her family below. The ever-reincarnating 
Red Emperor of the Lunar Empire is her son and her pride.

The Lunar Empire expanded from its founding in 1220. 
When defeated it rebounded stronger than ever. They went north 
to the icy wastes, east to the bounds of the horse barbarian lands, 
and west until they were halted by the magical Syndics Ban. But 
in the south the empire continued to grow and grow.

When they reached Dragon Pass they found it populated 
again. Moreover, it was owned by the Kingdom of Sartar, ruled 
by a wise dynasty cautious to maintain the great and magical 
laws which gave it its strength.

BACKGROUND

HISTORY
Glorantha was created by its deities from the Primal Void of 
Chaos. At first, there was no history, for the initial creation 
formed the period of magic and timeless simultaneity called God 
Time. During this time, all the world was populated with the 
beings and races of the Golden Age.

The birth into this world of Umath, the Primal Air, shattered 
the period of peace with crowding, confusion and fear. This 
escalated into the War of the Gods, resulting in the death of the 
Sun, the Great Darkness and Chaos let loose upon the world. 
Total Destruction seemed near.

But Glorantha was not destroyed. Spurred on by Hope and 
Chance, the Seven Lightbringers sought through the Chaos-
ridden Cosmos and, after harrowing adventures, liberated the 
life-giving Sun God. The joyful god leapt to his rightful place in 
the sky and the Dark was banished.

To keep entropic Chaos from coming to their realm again, 
the gods swore great oaths and compacts resulting in the Great 
Compromise. Men call this Time. By altering the world, the gods 
saved it, and History began.

There followed the Dawn Ages. This was a time of peace and 
growing, as the survivors rebuilt and taught themselves the way 
of the world inside Time. The ancient races, elves, dragonewts, 
dwarves, and trolls, were as healthy and proud as humans. In 
Dragon Pass, on the continent of Genertela, the First Council 
was a balanced organization including humans and non-humans, 
men and women, mortals and divinities.

This age of innocence could not last. Ancient feuds were 
remembered and conflicts grew with peoples outside the council. 
Inside dissension and outside enemies forced the formation of 
the Second Council, a warlike empire, which grew in arrogance 
and power until they dreamed of bringing back the God Time. 
The experiment ended in the birth of Gbaji, the Chaos god, 
whose reign of terror kept Glorantha at war with itself for 75 
years. This was the death knell of the inhuman races, which have 
never had the same stature in the world since then. This was the 
end of the Dawn Ages.

Out of this shattered world grew new political entities.

OTHER PLAYING AIDS
This game does not need a playing board. The player’s imagination 
provides the stage on which the characters act. As assistance in 
this drama, you’ll find the following helpful:

PAPER, blank, lined, and quadrille ruled (graph paper).
PENCILS AND PENS
TIN/LEAD OR PLASTIC FIGURINES (These are optional, but 

give the play some focus and help settle arguments over who 
was where. We recommend 25mm miniatures as the best all 
around size).

TIME (ranging from a couple of hours for a quick scenario to 
years for a long-running campaign).

GLASS OR PLEXIGLAS SHEET AND GREASE PENCIL (an 
optional but handy device for sketching in the outlines of 
rooms and corridors).

IMAGINATION

Sam
ple 

file



Classic Edition 5

RuneQuest
Unlike the worlds in other role-playing games, there is no 

alignment, as such. People have allegiances to nations, cities, 
religions, and tribes, not to abstract concepts. It is also possible 
for people within the game to survive quite well with no 
allegiances whatever except to themselves.

In Glorantha, the gods, in the forms of their followers and 
cults, play an active and important part in most major events. 
However, most gods are complementary, and rarely oppose each 
other directly. Only the gods of Power are actively antagonistic; 
and even then only within their own spheres of interest.

MONETARY BASE
The coinage of Glorantha is based on silver. While both gold 
and copper are used as coins, silver is by far the most common 
monetary metal. Silver coinage was first introduced into 
Glorantha by the Lunar Empire. The generic term for silver 
coins used over the continent is the Lunar, in honor of the Lunar 
Empire. However, in the empire, the basic silver coin is referred 
to as an Imperial. In Sartar it is called a Sovereign, and in the city 

of Corflu, run by various guilds, it is called a Guilder. 
All of these coins are roughly equivalent in 
value. Note that a Lunar, abbreviated in the 
rules as L, is worth about one pre-WW II 
English pound, or five US dollars.

Gold was the first coinage of the world, 
brought to the people by the enigmatic 
Gold Wheel Dancers. In their honor, 
gold coins are still called Wheels. Gold, 
however, is scarce and very valuable. 
One golden Wheel equals 20 Lunars 
of silver. Gold is still mainly used 
as a means of settling debts between 
nations rather than individuals.

Copper coins were invented 
by the dwarves. As is usual with any 

innovation brought out by that most 
inventive race, humans shrink from 
acknowledging the contribution. The 
copper coin is called a Clack, or often just 
a Copper. It takes ten Clacks to equal one 
Lunar.

1 Wheel = 20 Lunars
1 Lunar = 10 Clacks

Despite initial defeats, the emperor eventually marched 
almost unhindered into the Sartar capitol of Boldhome. He 
defiled the Temple of Sartar and ravaged the city. So far, it was 
the typical Lunar conquest.

But the spirits of Sartar Temple incited the natives to 
rebellion. When the Lunar Priestesses attempted to construct 
a Temple of the Reaching Moon on Wind Top to extend the 
Glowline, a dragon unearthed itself under the foundation, 
devouring the priestess there and half of the attendant armies. 
Shortly afterward, rebellion in the outpost city of Pavis spelled 
Lunar defeat, and the victorious barbarian warlord led his army 
towards Dragon Pass.

The warlord was Argrath Dragontooth, member of a minor 
Sartar household and refugee from Lunar justice. He had grown 
famous amongst the tribes of Prax and now claimed heirdom to 
Sartar’s realm. He defeated Lunar forces in a military victory 
and relit the fire in Sartar’s Temple with a command. Thus, the 
empire was thrown back again.

The bravery and glory of Sartar’s fight for independence 
attracted thousands of volunteers, and people from all about 
Glorantha became Adventurers in order to build up their skills 
to take their places in the ranks. The period was known 
as the Hero Wars, and the fighting around Dragon 
Pass drew the greatest collection of Heroes and 
Superheroes the world had ever seen in one place.

This is the game of that period. In these pages 
one learns how to start to become a Hero, to take one’s 
place in the Hero Wars.

TECHNOLOGICAL BASE
Glorantha is a Bronze Age world. This 
general statement is meant to illustrate the 
social development and cultural level of 
most of the people of the world. Bronze 
is common, and can be mined directly 
from the bones of the gods who died in 
the Gods War. These bones provide a ready 
source of the metal. Bronze is used throughout 
the rules to refer to the terrestrial metal to which it 
is most similar, but it also has some properties which 
are dissimilar from our earthly metal. We chose to 
substitute the familiar term rather than the awkward 
terms of Ga-metal, Ze-metal, and so on, which are 
documented in Gloranthan references.

Unalloyed, or pure, metals, such as iron, lead, tin, 
and copper, prevent a person from using magic unless 
he is “sealed” to the Rune connected with that metal. 
See Chapter X for a list of what metals are aligned to 
which Runes. Note that all coins are alloyed, as are 
gold and silver ornaments.

SOCIOLOGICAL BASE
Glorantha is an ancient period and early Dark Ages 
world. It has far more to do with Mesopotamia, 
ancient China, Hyboria, and Lankhmar than it does 
with medieval Europe, Le Mort D’Arthur, or the 
Carolingian Cycle. Its heroes are Conans, Grey 
Mousers, and Rustums, not Lancelots, Percivals, and 
Rolands.
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the turbulent realm of the air and storm gods. Underneath both 
earth and sea is the dark, silent Underworld.

The scale of the map is 1200 miles to the inch, or 760 
kilometers per centimeter.

Mountains on the map are marked by solid black patches. 
Lesser ranges are not shown. The land areas are those which 
surround the mountains. The center of the map and the connected 
areas are water, as labeled. In strict terminology, the Oceans are 
the places which are connected directly to the Primal Sea, while 
the Seas have earth beneath them.

THE WORLD OF GLORANTHA

On this page is a world map of Glorantha. It is not a planet, as is 
ours, but instead is a slightly bulging, squarish lozenge, like the 
Earth Rune’s shape. 

The earth floats upon Sramak’s River, the Primal Ocean of 
mythology. The sky overhead is an off center bowl rotating about 
the Pole Star which marks the center of the sky, and is the only 
stable point in the celestial dome. Between the earth and sky is 
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1374	 Great barbarian invasions from the Wastelands devastate 

and overrun most of Peloria. The shaman Sheng Seleris 
begins his epic campaign against the Red Emperor.

1380	 War between hill peoples of Dragon Pass and Ducks.
1397	 Yara Aranis is born, a demonic barbarian-killing daughter 

of the Red Emperor. The barbarians no longer grow in 
strength.

1402	 War between Grazelanders and Kingdom of Tarsh ends 
with a defeat for the Grazelanders, who are forced into the 
hills.

1420	 Pol-Joni tribe, including many disgruntled ex-
Grazelanders, is founded and established in Prax despite 
efforts to stop them by the Animal Nomads.

1448	 Tarsh King Orios dies without heir; civil war begins.
1455	 Illaro dynasty founded in Tarsh; kingdom is quickly re-

established.
1460	 Sheng Seleris and Red Emperor meet in personal combat; 

after many great magics only the Emperor emerges.
1470	 Sartar makes his early appearances among the hill tribes 

of Dragon Pass.
1477	 Tarsh King Tastinim is killed by Telmori, a migrating 

tribe which worships werewolves.
1480	 Sartar makes peace with the Telmori, and they settle near 

Prax.
1490	 Hon-eel the Artess comes to Tarsh and woos the king. 

After he disappears, her son becomes the first Lunar Tarsh 
king, called the founder of the Governor King dynasty.

1492	 Boldhome founded by Sartar, who is named king and the 
land is named after him.

1538	 Palashee Longaxe leads a Tarsh confederation against the 
Governor Kings and drives the Lunars out of Tarsh.

1539	 Sartar is apotheosized, leaving the mortal realm. His 
dynasty begins ruling the Kingdom of Sartar.

1550	 Dragonewts Dream begins, lasting for five years. No 
human has an idea of what this was about.

1550	 Pavis Outside the Walls is settled by Sartarite colonists.
1555	 Palashee Longaxe is killed in battle, and the Lunar 

Governor Kings retake Tarsh.
1582	 Tarsh rebels and Sartar forces are smashed at the battle of 

Grizzly Peak, and all unified Tarsh rebel activity is halted 
forever as part of that force joins Sartar. This is the region 
of the Far Point.

1602	 Boldhome is sacked by the Lunar army, and the last 
known heirs of Sartar are slain or driven away.

1605	 Lunar Empire defeated in Holy Country at Building Wall 
battle.

1610	 Pavis falls, as do the Prax barbarians as the Lunar Empire 
searches for a route to the sea.

1613	 Kallyr Starbrow leads another Sartarite rebellion, quickly 
crushed by the Empire.

1616	 God-King of the Holy Country disappears and the Masters 
of Luck and Death fail to bring forth a new incarnation.

1619	 Lunar Empire invades Heortland.
1621	 Whitewall falls to Lunar Empire.
1624	 Lunar Empire defeated in Esrolia by Harrek the Berserk.
1625	 True Dragon devours new Lunar Temple in Sartar.
1626	 Sartarites repel Lunar invasion but Kallyr Starbrow is 

killed in battle.
1627	 Argrath becomes Prince of Sartar.

The shaded regions are places unknown to mortal races. 
There are lands of immensely powerful supernatural races, such 
as Altinela or Vithela or Luathela. These beings occasionally come 
to the world of men, but few men ever travel to them. Some are 
areas of myth, like the Sea of Fire where the sky fell to earth and 
set everything burning, or the Lands of Dawn and Dusk where the 
sun rises and sets each day. Only Heroes can travel to such realms 
and survive, and from there they can find their way to the very 
worlds of the gods.

The unshaded areas are those lands commonly known 
to mankind. The unlabeled box near the center of the map, on 
the southern edge of Genertela, is the area of the maps in the 
Appendices of this book, consisting of Dragon Pass and Prax.

Genertela is the name of the northern continent. It is colder 
than the southern continent, and the northern-most regions are 
abandoned by men but inhabited by ice demons. The White Sea 
separates the permanent winter from the northlands of men. The 
continent is temperate in climate, and in the south the seasons 
are moderate.

The great central oceans of Glorantha are mild and almost 
balmy, though seasons affect them. The many islands are pleasant 
places, semitropical in nature. Magasta’s Pool, at the center of 
the world, is a gigantic whirlpool which draws all the waters of 
the world to it and drops them to the dark primal sea below.

The inhabited lands of the southern continent developed 
independently from the north, though both cultures came into 
violent conflict during the Second Age. The northern coastal 
regions are extremely pleasant, but the temperature increases the 
further south one travels. Beyond the lands that men know are 
dense jungles and, finally, the arid and unlivable Burning Wastes.

Even in the central areas only some regions have been well-
documented and mapped; others live on in the ignorance and bliss 
of illiteracy. Further publications by The Chaosium will explore 
and explain some of these regions in more detail. Interested parties 
are urged to contact The Chaosium for the details.

TIME LINE FOR THE LUNAR EMPIRE 
AND THE DRAGON PASS REGIONS

1120	 Dragonkill War wipes out all human inhabitants in Dragon 
Pass, leaving it to the other humanoid races.

1220	 Red Moon goddess born in Rinliddi, Peloria.
1230	 Dragonewts and elves unite to destroy warring troll 

factions.
1242	 Carmanian Empire conquered by Red Goddess.
1247	 Red Goddess attains immortality and ascends to the sky.
1250	 Defeated in battle, the forces of the Pure Horse tribe of 

Prax hide in haunted Dragon Pass. They find peace instead 
of demons, and are accepted by the local residents. They 
change their name to Grazelanders and settle.

1288	 Lunar Empire conquers the last stronghold of Dara Happa, 
securing all of Lowland Peloria for Red Goddess.

1330	 Refugee Pelorians discover the Temple of the Shaking 
Earth and found the Twins dynasty and the Kingdom of 
Tarsh.

1340	 Hill tribes move north from Hendreki and Esrolia and 
settle in the southern hills of Dragon Pass.

1347	 The Conquering Daughter defeats many tribes of Southern 
Peloria and adds the provinces to the Empire.
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can cause an Adventurer to gain more POW. Full rules for this 
are given in Chapter V, Basic Magic.

6. DEXTERITY (DEX) - This is the measure of how fast and 
accurately a character can perform different functions such as 
fighting and magic. DEX can also be raised by training up to the 
limit of the species maximum, explained later in this chapter.

7. CHARISMA (CHA) - CHA is the measure of leadership. 
This is the ability to say “follow me” and find oneself leading a 
charge. It should not be mistaken for beauty. CHA is useful for 
obtaining training cheaply and has various other uses which will 
become apparent throughout the rules. CHA can be changed by 
the success or failure of previous ventures which have a definite 
influence on the Adventurer’s current CHA.

MAXIMUM AND MINIMUM CHARACTERISTICS
No characteristic may be increased for any reason (including 
magic or divine intervention) beyond the maximum amount 
rollable on the characteristic dice (18 for humans) plus the 
number of dice rolled (3 for humans). Thus, no human may have 
any characteristics higher than 21.

The minimum characteristic possible for any reason is the 
number of dice rolled (3 for humans). No characteristic may be 
voluntarily reduced below this point.

CHARACTERISTICS

To create a human Adventurer, the player rolls 3D6 for each of 
the following characteristics. This provides a range of from 3 
(low) to 18 (high) for each characteristic and this range gives 
the basic parameters of human development. Other races such 
as elves, dwarves, and dragonewts may have different ranges 
for many characteristics. These differences are dealt with in the 
section on monsters, Chapter VIII.

1. STRENGTH (STR) - An Adventurer’s STR affects the 
damage he does, the kind of armor he wears, and what weapons 
he can wield. It can be increased through training, explained 
later, up to the rating for the character’s Constitution or Size, 
whichever is highest. If STR is a character’s highest rating of the 
three then it cannot be increased except by magic.

2. CONSTITUTION (CON) - This is the measure of the health 
of a character. It is the major factor in determining the amount 
of damage a character can take before he dies. The CON of an 
Adventurer is what all attacks by Poison or Disease must be 
matched against. Training can increase CON. It can be increased 
up to the rating for the character’s STR or Size, whichever is 
largest. If CON is the character’s highest rating of the three then 
it cannot be increased except by magic.

3. SIZE (SIZ) - This indicates the mass of a character. It affects 
his ability to do and absorb damage. Both large and small SIZ 
Adventurers have certain advantages. Large persons can absorb 
and deal more damage, but find it hard to defend themselves 
and hard to skulk in shadows. Small people have the opposite 
benefits and drawbacks. SIZ cannot be naturally altered.

4. INTELLIGENCE (INT) - This characteristic is trickier. It 
is a measure of an Adventurer’s ability to deal with abstractions 
and memorization. This includes the theory behind skills such as 
fighting, thieving, magic, and crafting. INT is the major modifier 
of a character’s ability to progress in skills through experience. 
It also determines how many spells a character may memorize. 
This characteristic never changes, save through some miraculous 
intervention.

5. POWER (POW) - This represents a character’s ability to work 
magic. It is also the measure of his soul. A high POW shows the 
favor of the gods, allowing an Adventurer to hit easier, defend 
himself, and otherwise excel, for he is in tune with the Universe. 
Of course, a high POW detracts from an Adventurer’s ability to 
skulk around in shadows and remain unobtrusive, for the aura of 
POW draws attention. POW varies over time. Spell use depletes 
a character’s POW, and rest restores it. Successful spell casting 

II.  HOW TO CREATE 
 AN ADVENTURER
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