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Excavating AmerikA nce upon a time, in the centre of Oslo, there was a place called AmerikA. 
Spelled just like that - a “k” instead of a “c”, and the last A capitalized. If 
you wrote it by hand, you would circle that last A, graffiti-style. It was 

neither a continent nor a country, but a smaller place, a single location: A large, 
magical garbage heap which came alive, pulsating with light and life, attracting 
the crazy, the destitute, the incomprehensibly visionary. It grew out of the asphalt 
to exist briefly but intensely, for one weekend of the autumn of 2000, before it dis-
appeared - far more suddenly than it had appeared. It was called, by one visitor,  
“the greatest thing in Norwegian art since Munch”. And it was a larp. 

It was, by most measures, the largest larp ever held in Norway. It took almost a 
hundred organisers and volunteers, organised in multiple networks, committees 
and subcommittees, to build the whole thing. Production-wise, it was the size 
of a Swedish 1000-player larp, or a British 10.000-player fest. It drew on the ser-
vices and sponsorships of dozens of companies, institutions and organisations. 
It was played by hundreds, closely watched by thousands, observed by tens of 
thousands. Its economy was modest, relying on material donations and volun-
teers rather than cash - but had services been paid for the normal way, AmerikA’s 
budget would have been in the millions of Euros.  

Once upon a time, in the centre 
of Oslo, there was a place called 
AmerikA. Spelled just like that - a 
“k” instead of a “c”, and the last A 
capitalized. 
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Still, these aspects of 
“America” were sources 
of inspiration, rather 
than a “message”. There 
was never one Message to 
AmerikA, never a single 
answer to the question 
“So what was AmerikA 
about?” 

one of many helping hands at AmerikA, though perhaps 
with more access than most to the main organisers and 

internal discussions of AmerikA.

However unique and untraditional, AmerikA was not 
born in a vacuum. The typical Norwegian larp of the 
1990s would be set in the fantasy genre and last for five 
days of uninterrupted role-playing. The earliest such 
larps - heavy with swords and sorcery - were plagued by 
the problem of dead characters. Once a character was 
dead, the player needed a new character, and as a 5-day 
larp progressed it would get harder and harder to figure 
out which player is playing which character. Norwegian 
larpwrights began limiting the potential for character 
death and, hence, reduced combat and the kind of magic 
that kills characters. This dynamic, combined with play-
er preferences, led to a progressively stronger emphasis 
on the personalities, cultures, society and politics of the 
characters.

From approximately 1995, some of these cultural simu-
lations - especially in Oslo - began commenting on con-
temporary society or recent history. The larps “Sunrise 
High” (a high school drama) and “P13” (a hostage-taking 
thriller) were pastiches of pop culture but also explora-
tions of US society in the shadows of the Korea and Viet-
nam wars. “Kybergenesis” dramatized Orwells dystopia 
“1984” in a larpified study of raw, totalitarian power, 
while the “Social Femocracy” larps (subtitled “A Kinder-
garten teacher’s dream”) were respectively interpreted 
as utopias or dystopias depending on which player you 
asked. The historical larps “1944” and “1942 - noen å 
stole på?” (the latter also held in 2000, and a contestor 
for the title of “largest Norwegian larp”) brought atten-
tion to the realities of Norway’s World War II history, 

Herr P, the oldest of the 
bergboer and the first to settle 
on the garbage pile

It is also, perhaps, the most forgotten larp in Norway. 
Google it, and you will find only some sporadic men-
tions on larper websites. Most larps suffer this fate – as 
endeavours, they are similar to sandcastles, reaching 
their most complete state the moment before they 
are washed away by the tide. But the large, ambitious, 
unique larps are usually rewarded with a longer life. 
Amongst the old-timers, we still talk about the larps of 
the 1990s. We still invoke the ghosts of Kybergenesis 
or Knappnålshuvudet or the Bronze Age larp of 1996. 
Our favourite larps stay alive as online photo galleries, 
as Knutebook reports, and as nostalgic conversations. 
Not so with AmerikA. More film and megapixels were 
used, more videotapes recorded, to document Ameri-
kA than any other Norwegian larp – but the documen-
tation is conspicuously hard to find, online and offline.

Origins 

To this amateur archaeologist of lost larps, the relative 
obscurity of AmerikA poses two interesting questions. 
First: If it was forgotten due to mistakes made, might 
there be something to learn from those mistakes? The 
“mistake” angle, however, does not ring true. Spectacu-
larly ambitious larps have, in the past, caused a lot of 
talk even as failures - Mineva, a Swedish steampunk 
larp that was promoted but never held is still consid-
ered a canonical larp by some. Hence, AmerikA’s dis-
appearance from the larp discourse must have some 
other explanation, and our second question is the more 
intriguing one: what has caused this relative obscurity? 

I write as only partially an outsider. I was a late arrival to 
the Weltschmerz network, the loose group that organ-
ized AmerikA and its smaller successor Europa. While 
a principal organiser of Europa, I was a player and only 
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highlighting but also nuancing the official narrative of universal national 
resistance.

AmerikA and America

The name was not only a reference to the United States, although distorted 
American flags and images of Lady Liberty featured in some of the promo-
tional material. It was rather a reference to the Americas; north, south and 
centre; and to some aspects of what they represent to Eruopeans. AmerikA 
the larp focused on liberty (seen in the main cast of characters), exploitative 
capitalism (seen in the primary antagonist), constructive capitalism and the 
American dream (hinted at in the in-game economy), and more than any-
thing on consumerism and the rich-poor gap, manifested in the very public 
display of the garbage that is the hidden excrement of consumerism. 

Still, these aspects of “America” were sources of inspiration, rather than a 
“message”. There was never one Message to AmerikA, never a single answer to 

Was it then a moral tale, about the inherent 
humanity of the impoverished, the romance of 
life to be discovered under a dirty surface? 
the question “So what was AmerikA about?” There were 
plenty, overlapping and sometimes contradictory state-
ments made either explicitly by organisers or implicitly 
by their work. It visualized poverty, and the rich-poor di-
vide, but it was not a hardcore larp where players would 
feel, on their body, the life of the dwellers in Earths worst 
slums. AmerikA can easily be accused of romanticizing 
poverty, as many of its central characters were voluntary 
outcasts, dignified in their rags, well fed – presumably 
unlike the involuntary poor. But their dignity, romance, 
and semi-voluntary estrangement from respectable soci-

ety would not be apparent to the casual observer. To the 
citizens of Oslo, the citizens of AmerikA were presented 
as pitiful, outcasts, the monsters of underclass given 
centre stage. Was it then a moral tale, about the inherent 
humanity of the impoverished, the romance of life to be 
discovered under a dirty surface? Was the tale meant for 
the role-players, or those who watched them?  

The lottery ticket narrative, likewise, could be seen as 
a story about the search for happiness, symbolized by 
gambling wealth. But was it also a critique of this nar-

A romantic dinner, AmericA-
style

A player/character resting 
outside of the limelight
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rative – an emphasis on the futility of the quest for material riches? Who were the 
happier: the desperate treasure-hunters who did not find the ticket, the hobos who did 
not even search for it, or the yuppies who were so bored with their own wealth they 
needed to enter the slum for a taste of excitement?

And what shall we make of the choice of Youngstorget as the location for the game? 
Known to Norwegians as “maktens torg”, the marketplace of power, Youngstorget is 
surrounded by the offices of political parties and the main labour unions. Was it to 
spite them or to identify with them that tons of garbage were placed in their midst and 
turned into a larp?

These questions cannot be resolved, for the simple reason that the answer will depend 
on whom of the organisers you ask, and the final form of the larp combined ideas from 
all of them. And, as we shall see, the intentions of the organisers did not necessarily 
match what actually occurred at AmerikA. Once the larp was left in the hands of its 
players, it took on a life of its own.

The characters

The number of “players” at AmerikA is hard to count. Some thirty to fifty players had 
prepared for months, including three full weekends of drama exercises (for one week-
end of larp) to play the core community of the garbage heap. More full-time characters 
(nobody knows how many) were added as the larp came closer. During the larp came 
the one-shot characters, their players recruited from the street, who walked in for a 
few hours of play. Guided tours brought scores of tourists being shown around the 
garbage pile for half-hour trips. And finally, there were the spectators: people who 
stood outside AmerikA, staring in, observing, some glued to the spot for the entire 
weekend.  

From this onion-like structure of participation, we find an onion-like structure of 
characters: at the heart were the bergboer , the citizens of the garbage heap. They had 
little in common except for being outcasts, some voluntarily so. An old prostitute, a 
bottle-cap general, a mad preacher, a woman who was a cat, a non-abusive paedophile: 
this is just a sample of the characters that lived on AmerikA, calling it their “home”.

Outside these, but still full time characters: the invaders and ancillaries - the Real Life 
Company (RLC), a corporation specializing in “slumming” and extreme tourism, the 
gangs Crazy Dogs and the Rats, the seven women who lived in a fortress of washing 
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machines and communicated only through song, as well 
as groups who pretended to belong to one of the former 
categories but had sinister agendas of their own.

Then there were the part-timers – treasure hunters, ex-
pelled kids in search of a home, the General’s ex-wife, a 
DJ working for the Real Life Company - characters that 
would enter for a few hours with some minor connec-
tion to the society of AmerikA.

Even less committed: the tourists, brought into Ameri-
kA for even briefer periods on slumming tours, trash-
techno parties, waving cameras and expensive electron-
ics, tourists both in-game and off.

And finally, there were the spectators. AmerikA was 
walled off, but from the terrace on the north end of 
Youngstorget any pedestrian could have an excellent 
view of the larp. Some stood there for almost the whole 
duration of AmerikA, following the movements of a 
hundred characters - reality theatre before the break-
through of reality TV. No-one thought to interview 
the spectators, or figure out what their experience was 
like, but the following anecdote is telling: late at night, 
a stranger walked up to the organisers by the gates of 
the larp, and exclaims: “I’m so exhausted... I’ve stood up 
there and watched for fifteen hours... now I have to get 
some sleep. But I’ll be back first thing in the morning!”

My own lens to AmerikA was through playing the char-
acter of Aronsen, the junk dealer. Our shop, mine and 
my assistants’, was an old bus, with half on the inside and 
half on the outside of the wall that surrounded Ameri-
kA. We would buy items of interest from the citizens of 
AmerikA on the inside, and resell them to shoppers on 
the outside. Each customer was told not just the price of 
the artefacts, but also their history - “This lighter here 
may seem old and insignificant, but in fact, it was once 

used by a young man to light the cigarette of a young 
woman whom he had just met but would subsequently 
marry. And this old typewriter...”. All of Aronsens stories 
were true, and when he bought artefacts their price were 
determined by the value of the stories that they held. 

Gritty magic

Aronsens supernatural ability to sense the history of 
objects was an example of AmerikAs “magical realism”: 
there were no wizards or vampires or spells going “flash!” 
and “bang!”. No rules were needed to simulate this magic 
– it was embedded in the characters, enacted in dramatic 
expression and improvisation. Its’ magic was manifest in 
little things, oddities of nature, character back-stories, 
trivial yet symbolic. 

Perhaps the closest cultural reference to AmerikA can 
be found in the movies of Emir Kusturica, and especially 
“Age of the Gypsies” - where the protagonist’s mystical 
talent at telekinesis, and visitations from the ghost of 
his dead mother, do absolutely nothing to save him from 
a life of crime, tragedy and poverty yet illuminate his 
story, lend to it some meaning and sense of wonder. And 
the lives of the AmerikAns were tragic, poor, sometimes 
criminal - but also strangely numinous with meaning.

For the players at the heart of the onion, a great deal of 
time was spent by the larpwrights on coming up with 
and refining character ideas. These ideas were some-
times written, sometimes communicated verbally, some-
times developed through discussions between player 
and larpwright. Further development happened at the 
drama workshops, where each character was associated 
with an animal and the players were led - through drama 
exercises - to “evolve” the character from animal to hu-
man, borrowing personality and body language from the 
animal spirit.

The lives of the AmerikAns 
were tragic, poor, 
sometimes criminal - but 
also strangely numinous 
with meaning. 
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