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The release of the Warhammer Age of Sigmar: General’'s Handbook 2017 marked a definitive evolution in the
mechanical infrastructure of tabletop wargaming. Following the initial transition from the Rank-and-File system of
Warhammer Fantasy to the more fluid, skirmish-adjacent mechanics of Age of Sigmar (AoS), the 2017 iteration of
the Handbook served as the secondary structural foundation for the game's competitive and casual ecosystems.
This analysis explores the technical nuances of the General’s Handbook 2017 (GHB 2017) and the

accompanying Open War Cards, evaluating how these tools standardized gameplay while maintaining the high-
variance flexibility required by its diverse player base.

Theoretical Framework: The Three Pillars of Play

The GHB 2017 design philosophy is categorized into three distinct operational modes: Open Play, Narrative Play,
and Matched Play. Each mode utilizes a specific set of algorithmic constraints to govern army list construction and
victory conditions. Understanding these pillars is essential for interpreting the technical data presented in the
handbook.

1. Open Play Architecture

Open Play represents the lowest barrier to entry, removing strict point-value constraints and focusing on the Open
War Cards system. Mechanically, this mode relies on procedural generationfor battle scenarios, allowing players
to generate unique gameplay sessions through randomized card draws rather than fixed scenario scripts.

2. Narrative Play Framework

The GHB 2017 expanded the Path to Glorycampaign system. This system functions as a progressive
development engine where units accrue experience and the army roster expands based on technical tables and
outcome-based progression. It introduces a legacy-style mechanic to the AoS ecosystem, ensuring that tactical
outcomes in one session have a deterministic impact on future engagements.

3. Matched Play Optimization

Matched Play is the most analytically rigorous mode, introducing Pithed Battle Profiles. This system assigns
numerical values (points) to every unit, warscroll, and battalion. The 2017 update was significant for its rebalancing
of point values based on eighteen months of tournament data, reflecting a shift toward a more granular competitive
balance.

Technical Deep-Dive: The Open War Cards System

The Open War Cardsare a deck of 48 cards designed to automate the pre-game setup phase. This deck
minimizes the administrative overhead of game design by providing randomized variables for deployment,
objectives, and environmental modifiers. The system is comprised of five distinct card types, each influencing a
specific layer of the game state.



Deployment Mechanics

Deployment cards dictate the spatial distribution of forces on the tabletop. These cards use geometric

configurations (long-edge, corner, or central clusters) to determine the No-Man's-Land and Deployment Zones.
Mathematically, these configurations alter the Initial Engagement Time (IET)—the number of turns before high-
probability melee contact occurs. For instance, a 'Vanguard' deployment reduces the gap between forces, favoring
high-mobility or melee-centric armies.

Objective Parameters

Objectives define the win-loss binary or the point-scoring algorithm. The GHB 2017 cards moved beyond simple
'slaughter’ objectives to include complex spatial control requirements, such as The Comet (where an objective
arrives at a randomized point in turn two) or Blood and Glory (requiring the capture of specific quadrants). This
forces players to adapt their list-building strategies to account for Area Denial and Objective Secured protocols.

The Twist Deck: Environmental Variance

Twist cards introduce global modifiers that affect all units. These include visibility limiters (e.g., 'Fog of War'

reducing ranged distances to 12\") or movement penalties. From a technical standpoint, Twist cards act as
disruptive variablesthat prevent players from relying on static, optimized 'net-lists," forcing real-time tactical
adjustments.

Sudden Death and Ruse Mechanics

The Sudden Death cards are a crucial balancing mechanism for asymmetric games. If one player's army is
significantly larger (a common occurrence in Open Play), the underdog receives a Sudden Death card, offering an
alternative, high-difficulty victory condition. Ruse cards provide one-time strategic advantages, such as 'Hidden
Traps' or 'Outflank," which function as force multipliers for the smaller army.

Technical Analysis of Matched Play Adjustments

The GHB 2017 introduced the Allies System, a critical technical update for army composition. This system
replaced the 'Grand Alliance' broad keywords with a more restrictive and balanced matrix. Players were allowed to
spend a percentage of their total points (usually 200 out of 2000) on allied units from a pre-defined list of
compatible factions.

Comparative Matrix: Points and Allegiance



Feature

Allegiance Abilities

Allied Units

Massive Regiments

GHB 2016 Specification

Limited to Grand Alliances
(Order, Chaos, etc.)

No formal limit within
Grand Alliance

Standard unit point scaling

GHB 2017 Specification

Expanded to specific sub-
factions (Nighthaunt,
Fyreslayers)

20% Point Cap / Specific
Compatibility Matrix

Discounted points for
maximum unit sizes

Strategic Impact

Increased army
specialization and unique
‘command traits.'

Prevention of 'soup’ lists;
preservation of faction
identity.

Encouraged 'Horde'
archetypes for specific

factions.

Artifacts of Power Generic lists Faction-specific tables Deeper customization of

Hero units.

Procedural Execution: Setting Up an Open War Engagement

The execution of a game using the Open War system follows a linear technical workflow. Following this procedure
ensures that all randomized variables are correctly integrated into the game state.

Determine Army Size: Establish the point limit or Power Level for both players.
Draw Deployment Card: Define the physical boundaries and starting positions.
Draw Objective Card: Establish the primary victory condition and scoring intervals.
Draw Twist Card: Apply global modifiers to the environmental layer of the game.
. Evaluate Force Parity: If one army is notably larger (measured by unit count or points), the underdog draws a
Sudden Death card.
6. Draw Ruse Cards: Based on the delta between army strengths, players may draw Ruse cards to offset
numerical disadvantages.
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Sudden Death Condition Matrices

The Sudden Death mechanic is triggered by specific disparity thresholds. Below is a breakdown of common
Sudden Death conditions introduced in the 2017 framework:

e Assassinate: The underdog wins if they slay the enemy General.
e Endure: The underdog wins if they have at least one model on the table at the end of turn 5.
e Seize Ground: The underdog wins if they control a specific terrain feature selected by the opponent.

Mathematical Modeling of Gameplay Variance

One of the primary technical achievements of the Open War Cardsis the reduction of 'game state fatigue." By
utilizing a deck of 48 cards divided into Deployment, Objective, Twist, Sudden Death, and Ruse, the system
produces a massive number of unique combinations.

If we consider a standard game (1 Deployment, 1 Objective, 1 Twist), and assuming a pool of 12 cards per
category, the number of unique mission permutations is 1,728 (12 x 12 x 12). When Ruses and Sudden Death
conditions are applied, the variance increases exponentially. This high-variance model is technically superior for
casual environments as it prevents the 'solved game' state where players always use the same optimal path to
victory.



Case Study: The Impact of the 'Allies’ System on Competitive Meta

Before GHB 2017, the 'Order' Grand Alliance was often dominated by a mix of the most efficient units from across
the entire range (e.g., combining Sylvaneth Kurnoth Hunters with Stormcast Eternals). The 2017 update restricted
this via the Allies Matrix.

Scenario: Stormcast Eternals List Optimization

In a 2,000-point Matched Play game, a Stormcast player is limited to 400 points of allies. This technical constraint
forced players to choose between utility (e.g., adding a Wizard from the Collegiate Arcane for unbinding) or raw
power (e.g., adding a Celestant-Prime). This necessitated a move toward Internal Synergy within a single faction
rather than External Efficiency across a Grand Alliance.

Troubleshooting Common Operational Challenges

Despite the technical improvements, players often encounter specific issues when integrating the GHB 2017 and
Open War systems. Below are identified failure modes and their respective solutions.

1.Terrain Interaction Conflict

Problem: A Deployment card places units in a configuration that overlaps with existing terrain. Solution: The
'‘Deployment First' protocol. In competitive play, terrain should be adjusted slightly to accommodate the deployment
zones, or a 'Roll-Off' should determine the orientation of the deployment map to ensure physical feasibility.

2. Overpowered Twist Combinations

Problem: Certain Twist cards, like 'Deadly Grasp' (dealing damage to stationary units), can disproportionately

affect static shooting armies. Solution:In Open Play, players should agree to a 'Veto' rule where a mutually disliked
Twist card can be redrawn once per session to ensure engagement remains high.

3. Sudden Death Imbalance

Problem: A Sudden Death condition like 'Assassinate' can be too easy for high-mobility armies. Solution:The
'Protector’ clause. The opponent should place their General in a defensive posture, utilizing screens and 'Look Out,
Sir!" rules, emphasizing the tactical depth required to overcome the underdog's advantage.

Integration with Path to Glory

The GHB 2017's Path to Glory section provided a structured progression system. This system uses a Warband
Roster where players start with a Champion and a few units, gaining 'Glory Points' to expand their force. The
technical beauty of this system is its scalability. It allows for small-scale 500-point games that naturally evolve into
2,000-point Matched Play forces, providing a bridge between Narrative and Competitive playstyles.

Path to Glory Progression Table



Reward Level Requirement Mechanical Benefit

Minor Victory Win a battle with 1 Glory Point; 1 Roll on Reward Table
Major Victory Win a battle with >50% enemy 2 Glory Points; 2 Rolls on Reward
casualties Table
Champion's Boon Accumulate 5 Glory Points Upgrade Champion's stats or wargear
New Recruits Spend 2 Glory Points Add a new Unit or Battalion to the
roster

Technical Synthesis of the 2017 Update

The General's Handbook 2017 was more than a mere rules update; it was a comprehensive re-calibration of the
Age of Sigmar engine. By formalizing the Three Pillars of Play and introducing the Open War Cards, Games
Workshop provided a modular toolkit that catered to different psychological profiles of gamers—from the
analytically driven tournament player to the story-focused narrative player.

The Matched Play refinements, particularly the Allies system and the specific Allegiance abilities, successfully
balanced the game without removing the unique flavor of individual factions. Meanwhile, the Open War Cards
addressed the 'setup friction' often found in tabletop games, replacing complex manual setup with an elegant, card-
driven procedural engine. These systems collectively ensured that Age of Sigmar remained a dynamic and evolving
platform, capable of supporting a vast array of tactical scenarios while maintaining a coherent technical foundation
for all participants.

Ultimately, the GHB 2017 and Open War Cards set a benchmark for how tabletop wargames should manage
growth and complexity. By isolating competitive points, narrative progression, and casual variance into distinct but
overlapping systems, the game achieved a level of accessibility and depth that remains a reference point for
current editions. The structural integrity of the 2017 ruleset ensured that whether a player was using a handful of
models or a massive army, the core mechanical experience remained consistent, fair, and, most importantly,
tactically engaging.
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