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Key Highlights:Learn why the Call of Cthulhu (CoC) 7th Edition Keeper Rulebook is the essential foundation for

cosmic horror roleplaying. Discover the nuances of the D100 system, the terrifying Sanity mechanic, and the

tactical depth of Investigator creation. This guide covers everything from the 1920s setting to advanced Keeper

strategies for running high-stakes, atmosphere-driven campaigns.

Introduction to Cosmic Horror Roleplaying

The Call of Cthulhu Roleplaying Game, published by Chaosium, stands as a titan in the tabletop industry. Since its 

inception in 1981, it has offered a stark departure from the heroic power fantasies of typical fantasy RPGs. Instead 

of playing demi-gods who slay dragons, players in Call of Cthulhu take on the roles of ordinary people—

investigators—who face unfathomable cosmic horrors inspired by the works of H.P. Lovecraft. The Call of Cthulhu 

RPG Keeper Rulebookis the heart of this experience, providing the core rules, setting details, and dark wisdom

required to run a game of investigative terror.

In the worlds of H.P. Lovecraft, the universe is not just indifferent to human existence; it is fundamentally hostile or,

worse, completely oblivious to it. The Keeper Rulebook serves as the gateway to this 'Cosmicism,' where the

pursuit of knowledge often leads to the destruction of the mind or body. Whether you are a veteran Game Master or

a newcomer curious about the shadows, understanding the mechanics and philosophy of this rulebook is

paramount to delivering a memorable horror experience.

The Core Mechanics: The D100 System

At its heart, Call of Cthulhu uses a percentile-based system (D100). This is one of the most intuitive systems in the

RPG world. If an Investigator has a Library Use skill of 60%, the player must roll a pair of ten-sided dice to get a

result of 60 or lower to succeed. This transparency allows for a seamless narrative flow, as players immediately

understand their chances of success without complex math.

Degrees of Success

The 7th Edition of the Keeper Rulebook introduced a nuanced 'Degree of Success' system that adds tactical depth

to every roll:

•  Regular Success: Rolling equal to or under your skill level.

•  Hard Success: Rolling half your skill level or under. Needed for challenging tasks.

•  Extreme Success: Rolling one-fifth of your skill level or under. This represents a perfect execution.

•  Critical Success: A roll of 01. This always succeeds and often provides a narrative bonus.

•  Fumble: A roll of 100 (or 96+ if the skill is low), representing a catastrophic failure.

Pushed Rolls and the Risk of Failure

One of the most innovative features of the current Keeper Rulebook is the 'Pushed Roll.' If a player fails a skill

check, they can attempt the roll again, justifying it through increased effort or risk. However, the stakes are raised

significantly. If a Pushed Roll fails, the Keeper is encouraged to inflict a 'failing forward' consequence that is far



worse than the initial failure. This mechanic perfectly encapsulates the horror genre's tension: how much are you

willing to risk to find the truth?

Anatomy of an Investigator: Beyond Stats

In Call of Cthulhu, your character is called an 'Investigator' rather than a 'Hero.' This distinction is intentional. The

Keeper Rulebook outlines a detailed process for generating characters that feel grounded in reality. The primary

attributes—Strength (STR), Constitution (CON), Size (SIZ), Dexterity (DEX), Appearance (APP), Intelligence (INT),

Power (POW), and Education (EDU)—form the physical and mental baseline.

Occupations and Skills

Rather than classes, characters have Occupations. Whether you are an Antiquarian, a Private Eye, or a Diligent

Journalist, your occupation determines your starting skill points. This allows for a diverse group of characters who

must rely on their professional expertise to survive. A Professor might excel at Research, while a Thug might be the

only thing standing between the party and a cultist's blade. The Keeper Rulebook provides dozens of occupations,

but it also allows for custom builds to fit any historical or modern setting.

The Backstory: The Anchor to Humanity

Perhaps the most important part of character creation is the Backstory section. Players define their 'Personal

Description,' 'Ideology/Beliefs,' 'Significant People,' 'Meaningful Locations,' and 'Treasured Possessions.' These

aren't just fluff; they are mechanical anchors. As an Investigator loses Sanity, these elements of their life can

become corrupted or lost, providing a tragic arc to their descent into madness.

Sanity: The Downward Spiral

If there is one mechanic that defines Call of Cthulhu, it is Sanity (SAN). Unlike Hit Points, which measure physical

health, Sanity measures the character's mental resilience against the supernatural. When an Investigator witnesses

something horrific—a mutilated corpse or the gelatinous form of a Shoggoth—they must make a Sanity Roll.

The Mechanics of Mental Collapse

Failure leads to the loss of Sanity points. If an Investigator loses 5 or more points in a single instance, they suffer

'Temporary Insanity.' If they lose 20% of their total Sanity in a single in-game day, they become 'Indefinitely Insane.'

This leads to the 'Bout of Madness,' where the Keeper takes control of the character for a brief, often violent or self-

destructive, period. The Keeper Rulebook provides extensive tables for Phobias (fear of spiders, heights, etc.) and

Manias (obsessions) that can plague a character long after the initial encounter.

The beauty of the Sanity system is that it creates a natural 'end-of-life' for characters. Most Investigators do not die

in a blaze of glory; they end their careers in a sanitarium, rocking back and forth, whispering about things that

should not be.

Combat: A Last Resort

Combat in Call of Cthulhu is brutal, fast, and often lethal. The Keeper Rulebook emphasizes that fighting a Mythos

entity is usually a death sentence. While a human cultist might be defeated with a well-placed bullet, a Great Old

One like Cthulhu cannot be 'killed' in the traditional sense; at best, it can be temporarily inconvenienced.

Major Wounds and Dying

The 7th Edition introduced the 'Major Wound' mechanic. If an Investigator takes half their maximum Hit Points in a



single attack, they fall prone and enter a state of shock. Without immediate medical attention (First Aid or

Medicine), they will likely die. This makes every encounter with violence feel dangerous and encourages players to

use stealth, diplomacy, or sheer flight to survive.

Forbidden Knowledge: The Cthulhu Mythos

As Investigators learn about the true nature of the universe, their Cthulhu Mythos skill increases. However, there 

is a catch: every point gained in Cthulhu Mythos permanently reduces the character's maximum Sanity. To know 

the truth is to lose your mind. This 'Forbidden Knowledge' is often found in ancient, rotting tomes like the 

Necronomicon or the Book of Eibon.

Casting Spells: The Ultimate Cost

Magic in Call of Cthulhu is not like magic in fantasy games. There are no 'spell slots.' Instead, casting a spell costs

Magic Points and, more importantly, Sanity. Spells are often slow, ritualistic, and have terrifying side effects. A spell

intended to banish a spirit might require a blood sacrifice or leave the caster permanently scarred. The Keeper

Rulebook provides a vast grimoire of spells, but warns that every use brings the caster closer to the very horrors

they seek to fight.

Comparative Analysis: Call of Cthulhu vs. Other Systems

To understand the unique value of the Keeper Rulebook, it is helpful to compare it to other popular tabletop

systems. The following table highlights the key differences in philosophy and mechanics.



Feature Call of Cthulhu (7th Ed) Dungeons & Dragons 
(5th Ed)

Delta Green

Primary Focus Investigation & Horror Heroic Combat Modern Conspiracy & 
Dread

Core Mechanic D100 (Percentile) D20 + Modifiers D100 (Modified CoC)

Protagonist Power Low (Ordinary Humans) High (Powerful Heroes) Moderate (Federal Agents)

Death/Insanity Very Likely/Frequent Rare/Managed Extremely Likely

Growth Skill-based (Usage) Level-based (XP) Skill-based (Failure)

The Art of the Keeper: Running the Game

The Keeper Rulebook is more than a list of rules; it is a masterclass in horror pacing. It provides detailed advice on

how to build atmosphere, manage player expectations, and structure a mystery. One of the most critical concepts is

the 'Three-Clue Rule': for every conclusion you want the players to reach, you must provide at least three distinct

clues. In a game of investigation, the story stops if the players get stuck, so the Keeper must be adept at 'failing

forward.'

Creating Atmosphere

The book suggests using sensory descriptions to heighten tension. Instead of saying, 'You see a monster,' a

Keeper should describe the 'cloying scent of ozone and rotting fish' or the 'unnatural wet slapping sound echoing

from the cellar.' The Keeper's goal is to make the players' imaginations do the work of scaring them.

Don't show the monster in the first scene. Use the first half of the session to build a sense of unease through

strange coincidences, nervous NPCs, and unsettling environment changes. The final reveal will be much more

impactful.

Advanced Strategies for Experienced Keepers

Once you have mastered the basics of the Keeper Rulebook, you can explore advanced techniques to truly

challenge your players. These strategies move beyond the written word and into the psychology of roleplaying.

Managing Player Knowledge vs. Character Knowledge

One of the biggest hurdles in horror gaming is 'metagaming.' Players might know what a Deep One is, but their

1920s Librarian character certainly doesn't. The Keeper Rulebook encourages Keepers to describe entities in

abstract terms, avoiding names. If you describe a 'bipedal, bat-winged creature with a face like a mass of feelers,' it

is much more terrifying than simply saying, 'A Star-Spawn appears.'

Environmental Storytelling

Use the 1920s setting to your advantage. The lack of cell phones and internet means that Investigators are often

isolated. A storm that knocks out the telephone lines or a remote farmhouse miles from the nearest town creates a

'closed room' mystery where the only way out is through the horror. The Keeper Rulebook contains a wealth of

historical data on the 1920s to help you ground the game in reality, making the supernatural elements feel even

more jarring.



Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Even the best Keepers can run into trouble. Here are common mistakes when using the Keeper Rulebook:

•  Over-Rolling: Don't make players roll for everything. If a task is simple (like driving a car in clear weather), no 

roll is needed. Save the dice for when the outcome is dramatic and uncertain.

•  The 'Dead End' Clue: Never gate the entire plot behind a single successful roll. If the players fail to find the 

hidden diary, the plot should still move forward, perhaps with a more dangerous confrontation.

•  Killing Characters Too Early: While CoC is lethal, killing a character in the first ten minutes can ruin the 

player's engagement. Use 'Luck' spends or narrative setbacks before resorting to character death.

•  Ignoring Safety Tools: Horror can get intense. The Keeper Rulebook touches on player comfort, but it is vital to 

use tools like 'Lines and Veils' or the 'X-Card' to ensure everyone at the table is having a good (if scary) time.

Troubleshooting Your Campaign

If your sessions feel like they are dragging, consider the following fixes based on the Keeper Rulebook's philosophy:

1.  Increase the Pacing: If players are over-analyzing a room, have an NPC interrupt them or introduce a sudden 

environmental change (e.g., the lights flicker out).

2.  Review the Sanity Losses: If players aren't feeling the fear, ensure that the consequences of Sanity loss are 

being roleplayed. A 'Bout of Madness' should have long-term social or physical consequences.

3.  Adjust the Difficulty: If rolls are constantly failing, remember that 'Hard' and 'Extreme' successes should only 

be required for truly heroic or nearly impossible feats. Most everyday tasks are 'Regular' difficulty.

Frequently Asked Questions

The Call of Cthulhu RPG Keeper Rulebookis more than just a game manual; it is a gateway to a unique form of

storytelling. By focusing on atmosphere, investigation, and the tragic fragility of the human mind, it offers an

experience that no other TTRPG can replicate. Whether you are delving into a dusty tomb or face-to-face with an

Elder God, the rules within this book ensure that the journey will be one of unforgettable terror.
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