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Dabbling in Magic: Fantasy World-Building

An article by Maya Kaathryn Bohnhoff

as published in Speculations, 2005

Rules of the Yellow Brick Road

Fantasy is a beguiling genre.  The allure for young writers is obvious: a fantasy world contains creatures, characters, and situations not found in nature. Fantasy may seem like a genre without boundaries or rules.  This is misleading, because fantasy does have rules, which the writer is responsible for creating...then sticking to.  

If there is one unbreakable rule of writing--in any genre--it is that you should abide by the laws of the universe in which your characters live.  Once created, these laws should remain in operation unless you can break them in a way that follows logically from the story.  Likewise, once you’ve shown how your magic works, you need to be consistent in the way you use it.

Inconsistency is not the same as surprising the reader. Readers like surprises, but they like surprises you’ve prepared them for--surprises that follow from plot and character development. This is clearest in mystery writing: the best mysteries are those in which the writer carefully tucks clues into the fabric of her story, often leaving clues out in the open where anyone can see them.  They may look like stage dressing, but when the mystery is solved, there is an “aha!” moment: “Aha! I should have seen that coming!” 

The same principle applies to any genre.  If you subtly plant clues about the characters’ abilities early on, the reader is more likely to experience that “aha!” moment.  If you invent a magical talent that you haven’t set up earlier in the story, that moment won't happen and your reader will be disappointed.

Magic in the Air

Magic is cool.  It’s so cool, it’s tempting to endow everyone in a story with magical gifts.  But when everyone has magic, it becomes mundane.

I critiqued a novel in which powerfully magical characters were in the majority.  The non-magical characters were more interesting simply because in trying to work out how they would survive surrounded by magical prodigies, the writer was forced to spend more time on their character development. But the characters at the center of the tale were so powerful the writer had to twist the plot to put them legitimately at risk.  

Here, it’s worth a look at J.K. Rowling's Harry Potter series.  Hers is a world in which wizards must hide in the nooks and crannies of reality and maintain strictly mundane behavior around non-magical Muggles.  Harry is a potent wizard, but his talents are unschooled. Despite the hints she gives us about the extent of Harry's power, Ms. Rowling is able to create situations in which he faces real danger. Not only is Harry's power innate and raw, but Harry knows less about its boundaries than others do. 

Most important, from a character development angle, is the fact that even though he finds it difficult to follow rules, Harry is ethical by nature.  As angry as he becomes at his extended family of miserly Muggles, he tries to curb his power. The net effect is that Harry gets into some very dire situations, and must use cleverness instead of magic to extract himself. 

Problem Children

Anyone who reads fantasy has met characters whose magical powers were ill-defined and inconsistent.  The reader alternately finds himself thinking, “Wow. I didn’t know Sir Dimwitty could do that!” and, “Sheesh.  Why doesn't he just zap this giant centipede like he zapped the giant cockroach three pages ago?”  When I utter such words in the course of a TV show, movie, or novel, my husband invariably says, “Because then there would be no story.”  Meaning that the writer has intentionally given characters inconsistent powers so he can have his way with the plot. This is Cheating, and the reader knows it.

No protagonist is more frustrating to a reader than one whose powers are inconsistent.  And no antagonist is less fun than one who is theoretically omnipotent.  Sure, he makes a great roadblock to throw in front of Our Hero, but when it's  finally time to get rid of him, the writer may find herself doing things she shouldn’t just to make the villain beatable.  

What’s a writer to do?  

Set Limits on the Arcane

Perhaps the greatest benefit of setting limits on the magic in a story is that it gives birth to dramatic situations as characters are forced up against their limitations and must use ingenuity to succeed or survive.  Which is more appealing: a character who need only snap his fingers to have the dragon fall into willing obedience, or one who stands a good chance of getting singed?

There are a number of ways you can set natural limits to magical abilities. Whether a character is born with these abilities or must learn them, his magic will exist as an extension of his nature. The reader will experience this in the choices the character makes regarding when and how he uses his magic--or how well he uses it.

In the Harry Potter series, Ron Weasley’s magic is likely to go awry. This amounts to a personality trait. Harry’s magic is unreliable and prone to succeed or fail brilliantly as an outgrowth of his adolescent insecurities and latent abilities.

Please note: unreliable powers are not the same as inconsistent ones. A character you've established as a consummate wizard shouldn’t have his magic become conveniently flaky so that you can threaten his true love, but his confidence or insecurity should be reflected in his magic. 

I have two words for seemingly omnipotent characters: avoid them.  Whenever I create a character who possesses greater powers than his adversary, I’m careful to reveal to the reader the weaknesses that may provide the seeds of his destruction.  

In the second novel of THE MERI series (TAMINY), I deliberately show the overweening vanity of the antagonist, Daimhin Feich.  He thinks he is irresistible to women, is a better strategist than his general, and a more powerful mage than any academy-trained Osraed.  Yet Daimhin Feich, as powerful he seems, is wearing a bull’s-eye on his back--one he begins painting from his first appearance.  The reader who notices this is rewarded with an “aha!” moment in the final paragraphs of the third book in the trilogy (THE CRYSTAL ROSE).

A word of caution: Limit your character’s powers in ways that are a natural and logical outgrowth of their circumstances.  

Let’s say our protagonist--we’ll call him Owl--has the ability to levitate.  But we've put Owl into a situation in which his ability to levitate makes escape too easy. We could make up an ad hoc reason Owl cannot use an ability that has never before failed him. We could suddenly reveal that Owl can’t levitate here because...er, um...there’s a colony of squirrels nearby and Owl’s magic can’t function in the presence of squirrel dander. (Flashback to childhood squirrel trauma.)

This (pardon the pun) won't fly. Owl’s inability to levitate must be built into the world before he encounters this dire situation. How? Let’s say that Owl’s name is "Owl" because the owl is his family totem. He can only levitate in the presence of his totem, and this same limitation extends to everyone in Owl's world.  When Owl goes into a cavern in pursuit of his nemesis, he does so wishing his family totem was the bat. 

One benefit of this setup is that it creates tension in the story.  Reveal the limitations of the character's power early in the story. Then, when you reveal the situation he is faced with, and the fact that he can't conscionably avoid it because the stakes are too high, there is far more emotional impact than if you pull the information out of your hat at the last moment.

Some story lines make achieving this balance especially challenging.  In writing the second book of Marc Scott Zicree’s MAGIC TIME series (2003, Harper-EOS), I was working with a world in which the wheels of physics had literally come off.  In their place was a primal, almost ungovernable magical power, newly released and largely unexplored. Marc and I had to determine how this power would manifest itself in the characters.  

I made one of the protagonists, Goldie, bi-polar. His mood disorder was a factor in the way the blossoming magic affected him.  While he had built-in moral constraints against abusing the raw power growing in him, Goldie's emotional unpredictability made him a wildcard.  Because he was naturally secretive, the other characters (and the reader) had no idea how much power he had or how he would use it.  

The challenge lay in keeping Goldie from becoming too much of a wildcard--acting conveniently out of character because I needed something wild and crazy to happen at a given moment. 

Generally, limitations can be built into to one or more aspects of a story. They can be: 
1. Inherent in the magic. Your magic might require the presence of certain elements to work, or it may derive from a certain place or object.

2. Inherent in the society or world. We have laws about how to handle something as simple as a campfire, because fire, though simple and useful, is also potentially destructive. Likewise, magic might reasonably be the subject of laws that exist to keep it from being abused. 

3. Inherent in the character.  This is especially powerful because it gives the writer valuable dramatic material for character-building. 

Practical Magic

Arthur C. Clarke posited that any significantly advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. I’d like to suggest that, conversely, magic may be indistinguishable from technology. Simply put, the magic of a world is its technology.  

As you craft your world, consider what technologies we might not have developed if we had magical ways of achieving the same end. If the people of your magical world can start a fire by saying, “Wood burn,” they may not have a technology to do it.  That might preclude the development of such things as cigarette lighters, matches, and interior lighting. 

In THE MERI series, I intentionally used magic as technology. The folk magic in these books is derived from the aphorism: “Necessity is the mother of invention.” If monk-mages need to make copious copies of important manuscripts, someone will invent the magical equivalent of a photocopier.

Collateral Damage

Writers who deal with military ordnance are aware of something called “collateral damage.” Writers who deal with magic need to cultivate the same awareness. The magic we use in our stories has repercussions that can take any number of forms.  

First, it usually costs the user something.  Maybe it's the normal wear and tear of extreme effort, the way a baseball pitcher pays for every curveball he throws with strain on muscle and bone.  When a starting pitcher throws seven innings of baseball, he requires four or five days to recuperate.  What about your mage or shaman?  What does it cost him to pull off a potent spell?  

The toll magic takes on the user can be intriguing, dire, even humorous.  Does Marvin the Magnificent become ravenously hungry whenever he pops off a nifty enchantment? Does every spell he casts lose him the ability to cast a similar spell for an hour or a day? 

What effect does the magic have on the people and things around the user?  In MAGIC TIME: ANGELFIRE, one of the characters wields magic with particularly nasty collateral damage.  The character is a Blues musician whose songs draw refugees to safety.  Unfortunately, they can also cause innocent bystanders to change in unpleasant and unnatural ways.  An additional twist is that his music is the only means of protecting someone very dear to the him from a horrific predator.  He finds himself making choices between her life and the lives of innocent strangers. 

Whence Magic?

I'm often asked if I make up the magic I use in my stories. The answer is: no--at least, not entirely.  Every form of magic I use is suggested by the real world and further informed by the world the characters live in.

The magic of my fourth novel, THE SPIRIT GATE (Baen, 1996), had its roots in the glassmaker’s craft; it echoed the way glaziers combine elements to achieve particular colors. In the MAGIC TIME series, the peculiar ways in which magic is manifested are suggested by simply turning perfectly mundane things inside out. In the case of the Blues musician, Enid, the magic arises out of an arcane twist in the wording of his recording contract.

The mundane world offers much raw material for the writer to mold into the fantastic. Religious beliefs--whether obscure or taken for granted--provide a rich diet for the imagination.  So do the inner workings of the stock market, the nuances of baseball, or the mysteries of neurology.  Magic is literally everywhere: in the pages of science texts, history books, and how-to manuals on everything from glassblowing to gardening. It’s up to the observant writer to ferret it out, mold it, and bring it to life in fantasy fiction.  

I can say from experience that when you’ve done that, dabbling in magic is rewarding indeed.
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