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and Michelle Chesner
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I recently had the pleasure of meeting Amy Hildreth Chen and Michelle Chesner, a pair of
rare book scholars who have been working on a learning game called "Codex Conquest, The
Game of Book History." Amy is the Special Collections Instruction Librarian at the University
of Iowa, she created the original version of Codex Conquest. Michelle is the Norman E.
Alexander Librarian for Jewish Studies at Columbia University and co-director for Footprints:
Jewish Books Through Time. Michele modded Codex Conquest to create a Jewish Edition,
which focuses on Jewish book history.
When I met these two, they were presenting their work on Codex Conquest at Columbia
University's Butler Library. I immediately respected the amount of work and thought that
went into the design of their games, and was inspired by their collaboration. In the interview
they share how they got started, the joys of creating a learning game, the inner workings of
their inspiring collaboration, and the key strategies that made Codex Conquest & CCJE a
great learning game.
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Big takeaways
Rapid iteration & almost constant playtesting is key.
As you design, keep an eye out for scope creep and learning goal drift.
Use games to supplement traditional activities
by inviting students to criticize the game,
prior to a topic to pique student interest,
with curriculum that covers what the game leaves out.
Making a learning game takes time, but it puts you in an experience of pure learning, it
asks you to develop a deep understanding of the topic in a fun, meaningful way. If you've
been dreaming about diving into a particular topic this summer, consider making a
learning game about it!
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Amy, you designed Codex Conquest, how does the game work & what are the learning
goals?
Amy Chen: Codex Conquest: The Game of Book History teaches students to recognize the
most important printed books of Western civilization by their nation, century, genre, and
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current monetary value. Along the way, students learn world history and the scenarios that
inﬂuence the shape of collections at institutions.
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Students, playing alone or on teams of two, chose one to be one of the ﬁve countries:
Germany, Italy, Spain, France, or England. The goal is to build the most valuable set of books
for their country by making as many collections as possible.

August 2016 (1)

Collections can be four books of the same genre, century, or country. At the end of the
game, genre collections are worth triple value, while country and century collections are
worth double and books not in a collection, or spare credits (the currency of the game), are
worth face value.
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The game consists of ﬁve rounds, one per century (15th, 16th, 17th, 18th, and 19th). Or, if you
want to play a longer version, you can play two rounds per century.
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To play, each country takes a turn drawing a history card, which reveals an event. That event
gives the country a certain amount of credits, which the country can then spend at the book
market or save for later. After every country has taken a turn, the next round begins.
Occasionally, history cards reveal chance events, which can result in positive or negative
consequences. For example, you could win a grant or suffer a theft!
Codex Conquest suits a variety of subjects and student levels depending on what sort of
curricula and conversation you pair with the game.
Since the game is an open educational resource, it can be downloaded from the website
(https://codexconquest.lib.uiowa.edu/) for free and used as is or changed to suit your
needs. Right now, the game is available as I designed it – as a PowerPoint ﬁle! It’s a bit of a
hassle, I’ll admit, but technically it is available. I plan to create a better ﬁle soon. But, to bridge
the gap in the meantime, you can sign up to have a traveling printed copy sent to your
school or institution by emailing me at amy-chen@uiowa.edu.

Michelle, you modded Codex Conquest to create a Jewish Edition, how does that game
differ from the original?
Michelle Chesner: The basics of the Jewish Edition are pretty much the same as the original.
The only major difference (aside from the contents of the book cards) are that instead of
countries, I used zones: Atlantic Coast (England, France, Spain, USA), Germanic, Eastern
Europe, Islamic World, and Italy (Italy stands on its own as far as Jewish books go).
Learning goals are to 1) teach the history of the Jewish book 2) in the context of history. One
of the things that has come out of this is that the book is sort of a microcosm of the people. I
love how historic events begin each turn because it shows how economies are impacted by
history in a tangible way.
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I think it can be used in the classroom by playing the game in a facilitated way, like Amy did
with her class last Fall, but also through creation. An instructor can assign students to
research various locations, time periods, etc., requiring them to do the kind of research that
both Amy and I had to do, and thus collaboratively create a version of the game that can be
played at the end of the course, while allowing the students to do their own research on their
topic.

Now that we have an understanding of the game, I’d love to know more about the design
processes you went through to create them. First off, Amy, why did you decide to make this
game? What inspired you?

AC: I decided to make this game after a conversation with Greg Prickman, the head of
Special Collections at Iowa. It was around Christmas 2015 and we were having a chat. He told
me he always wanted to design a game about making books. I thought it was a great idea, but
since I don’t know that much about making books, I set about making a game about book
history over the holidays. I was not a gamer before this, so I had a lot to learn. Thankfully, due
to the help of my colleagues and students, I could get to the version of the game you see
today.
(Credits: https://codexconquest.lib.uiowa.edu/credits/ )

What made this topic something good to make a game about?
AC: When I teach in special collections, most the
conversations I have boil down to two observations.
The ﬁrst is how print culture creates and reﬂects
history and the second is how a book’s cultural value
may not be equivalent to its ﬁnancial value. Codex
Conquest takes elements of those discussions and
puts them into a game format.
Plus, as an educator, my favorite thing to do in the classroom is to provoke students to argue
with me and each other, and the game is good at doing just that.
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Something that really stuck out to me when I ﬁrst met you two, was the collaboration, and
the bond that you’d formed. It was really inspiring. Michelle, could you describe why you
decided to make this mod and what the modding process was like?
MC: It really is about the genius of Amy's game and her amazing openness, coupled for my
passion for the history of the book. I learned about the game via Twitter – once I expressed
interest in it, Amy immediately offered to send me her working drafts. One of the hooks for
me was that in an early version of the game, Amy had an event called "Auction," where an
event in history triggered a collection of books to come on the market. For 1492 (expulsion
of the Jews from Spain) it was Hebrew incunabula (the ﬁrst books printed from Gutenberg
until 1501). I have done quite a bit of research on Hebrew incunabula, and so it was really
exciting to see my teeny tiny ﬁeld represented in a general book history game. Second, as a
co-director of a crowdsourcing project to map the movement of early printed Jewish books
(Footprints: Jewish Books Through Time and Place:
footprints.ccnmtl.columbia.edu), this was a perfect
way to teach (and learn about) the various ways that
books move. Finally, as a librarian who also curates a
rare collection, I've been trying to put together a
syllabus for the history of the Jewish books, but until
now, I didn't really have the time to work on it - this
game seemed like the perfect opportunity. I
mentioned the game at an international conference of Judaica Curators last summer in
Jerusalem, and there was so much positive feedback that I decided that I HAD to do it.
Scheduling the event with Amy at Columbia gave me a deadline, and so it went!
The modding process (a new term for me!) was both easy and hard. Some things were
intuitive for me - I knew from the beginning that I'd have to change the locations from
countries to zones based on locations in which Jews were permitted to live and print. I liked
the idea of expanding outside of Europe – after all, I could hardly leave out half of the Jewish
world.

I was very deliberate about my chance cards - it
is unfortunately too easy to ﬁnd negative events
in Jewish history (massacre, expulsion, rinse,
repeat), and so I made a conscious effort to ﬁnd
positive events as well. With the book cards, I
was lucky enough to have some valuable
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resources I could use (Vinograd's Thesaurus of
the Hebrew Book, for instance, lists auction
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prices), and I started off familiar with a good chunk of the literature in the ﬁeld. It was
deﬁnitely a learning experience for me as well - I had to start pretty much from scratch for
the last two centuries, and tracking down the appropriate number of books per per century
got dicey. But the creation of the game taught me so much - and showed me how much I
still needed to learn.
Amy was there for me throughout, and it was great to bounce ideas off of her to see what
would work. I could not have created the game from scratch the way that Amy did, so I was
also very lucky to be able to start off with a tried and tested template from with to work. Also,
I have to point out Amy’s incredible openness – it is one thing to create an OER and to share
it once it’s complete, but Amy did not hesitate to share working drafts with perfect strangers
– and then ask for criticism! I aspire to learn from her in so many ways.

You had said that it took 4 months to create the Jewish Edition, but that the payoff was
totally worth it. What payoffs did you see?
MC: The main payoff was my own learning experience.
I don't know of a comprehensive history of the Jewish
book (some articles give broad overviews, but nothing
covers everything), and I had to build myself a crash
course in order to create the game. I know that the ﬁnal
product was in many ways reductive, and there were
deﬁnitely pieces that I left out of the game itself, but I feel
like I have a much better grasp of the ﬁeld, and am more
comfortable with the idea of teaching it.

You mentioned that during the process of modding this game, you “gave yourself a course in
rare Jewish book history.” What was it like to be placed in that type of a learning experience?
Had you ever done something like that before?
MC: A big part of my job as librarian is to facilitate other people's research by teaching them
how to use databases and helping them ﬁnd resources; but I don't usually have a chance to
do my own research - I'm usually skimming the surface of many different ﬁelds. Creating the
game brought me back to graduate school, where I could spend a semester or more on one
topic, and this area is a topic that I feel passionate about, so I was really excited to spend the
time with it. It was almost "pure" learning, that is, I didn't have to write a paper about it - the
result was a game, but I still gained personally in all that I learned along the way.

I want to highlight a few things you did when designing this game that I think are really
important for learning game designers and educators alike. First, you both said that you
made choices to restrict the game based on learning goal. Some of the things you
mentioned were simplifying the setup of the game, making a few anachronistic choices, and
limiting the scope of the game. What led each of you to those choices?
AC: I put in and took out a lot of things over the
course of designing the game. Elements that were
created and eventually cut included: medieval
manuscripts (scope creep), world history
(redundant), personal collecting (too complicated),
auction books (failed in play testing), objectives and
order of operations cards (unnecessary with clearer
rules), the Americas (too broad and scope creep if
the game was about European book history), and
the 20th century (worried about copyright if images from the books got used on the cards).
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toyed with the idea of having regions start as individual players and then come together into
nation-states, but that was just too much, so the most obvious anachronism is that
countries didn’t exist the way they are depicted in Codex Conquest. Countries also
experience power shifts as they dominate different centuries which is true, but a
simpliﬁcation of concepts like the siglo del oro. Then, if you want to be a hard-core book
nerd, book prices tied to the provenance (the history) of individual copies, not just to the
titles themselves. I consoled myself with the fact that instructors can point out what isn’t
covered in the game and that makes for better conversations in class.

MC: In my case, the changes were mostly to deal with roadblocks based on the particular
group that I was studying. As a game about Jewish book history, there was no way I could
leave out important Ottoman cities for Hebrew printing like Constantinople or Salonika; nor
could I leave out the half of the Jewish world that lived beyond Western Europe, and so I
expanded. Western Europe was problematic for me because of expulsions-Spain was very
important for the ﬁrst 30 years of Hebrew printing, but then falls off the map almost entirely
once they expel their Jews. Conversely, England didn't have a Jewish press until the 17th
Century! So I made the decision to create the Atlantic World zone (England, France, Spain,
and the US) to help me bridge that gap. I still had trouble with the 16th century for that zone,
though...
Another choice I made was to "fudge" the cards a bit when I was struggling to ﬁnd books.
There were only two items known to have been printed in the Islamic World in the 15th
century (and one wasn't even using moveable type, which is technically how we deﬁne
“printing”). I needed to ﬁnd two more to ﬁll my 15th century set for this zone, so I used books
with authors that had lived in Islamic lands (albeit hundreds of years earlier). I'm not
completely satisﬁed with that, but it made the game work.

Rare book history is a world that is entirely out of my depth, but I know that it's important to
actually interact with old books. How did the use of this game augment, supplement, or
potentially detract from those interactions?
AC: Book history folks immediately come to the game with the perspective that nothing can
replace working with the originals. The way I answer that is to agree – that always ﬂusters
people!
But to be more serious, I’m not trying to replace
coming to repositories in person. After all, my job is
to be a special collections instruction librarian.
What I do for a living is show students our holdings
and talk to them about what they see. I love what I
do.
But not everyone can come in, so there’s the issue
of access and privilege.
Plus, this game is a way to start a conversation—not end it. Play the game, then see the
books. Or see the books and recognize them in the game. It’s a supplement, not a
replacement.

MC: I think that, where possible, the game should be used in tandem with the books. Rare
books, however, are only available in speciﬁc places and at speciﬁc times, so perhaps this is
a good entry point - which will hopefully lead people to see the real thing. One point that
came up in feedback was a suggestion to include supplementary material (either in print or
online) such as pictures or related essays that can add more to the experience.
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Finally, what’s next for Codex Conquest & Codex Conquest JE?
AC: I need to redesign the website with the help of my digital project manager, Hannah
Scates Kettler to better suit my target audiences: those who want to play the game, those
who want to modify it, and those who want to learn more about developing their own games.
I also need to create a ﬁnal ﬁle for to make the printable easy to use.
After that, it’s about supporting others. I want to follow everything that Michelle is doing and
be her biggest fan. I want to see if I can recruit experts to expand the game to include new
areas of the map and more diverse print cultures. I want to get more librarians and scholars
thinking about how to translate their learning objectives and subject knowledge into games.

MC: I feel like Codex Conquest JE still has ﬁne-tuning to do before it is ready for prime-time. I
still need to ﬁgure out what to do for Eastern Europe in the 15th century (I left it out
altogether in the game we played, although it was represented in later centuries), and I'd like
to add genres similar to those that exist in the original. And of course, I need to create the
glossy version (complete with gold pencil cases!) that Amy so beautifully produced. My
cards now are printed in black and white on regular printer paper and cut out by hand.
I would love to see the game used in a classroom as well. I don't have the opportunity to
teach a semester-long class the way Amy did, but the only way to truly see its pedagogical
value would be to use it in a classroom. So my next step, once it's truly completed, is to shop
it around to faculty that teach history of the Jewish book (all ﬁve or so), and convince them
to test it out in their classrooms. I'll be presenting on my work at the Association of Jewish
Libraries' conference in June, so I’m hoping to get more feedback on it there as well.

Amy Hildreth Chen (@amyhildrethchen) is the Special Collections Instruction
Librarian at the University of Iowa. She obtained a PhD in English from Emory
University in 2013 and completed a Council on Library and Information
Resources (CLIR) postdoctoral fellowship in academic libraries through the
University of Alabama between 2013 and 2015. Currently, Dr. Chen chairs the
Publishing Committee for the Rare Books and Manuscripts Section (RBMS) and
serves on the Libraries and Research Forum for the Modern Language
Association (MLA). She is the creator of Codex Conquest.

Michelle Chesner is the Norman E. Alexander Librarian for Jewish Studies at
Columbia University. She is a co-director for Footprints: Jewish Books Through
Time and Place, and creator of Codex Conquest: Jewish Edition, based on Amy
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Hildreth Chen's Codex Conquest: The Game of Book History. Ms. Chesner also
serves on the Council of the Association of Jewish Libraries.
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