ON MAGICAL THEORY:  SPELLWEAVING

By Matthew Krepicz

Magic is arguably the most important element of a fantasy role-playing game, one which provides magicians to defeat monsters with the ever-popular fireball, to summon fiendish demons and to heal their comrades.  Yet in the process, magic seems to have been reduced to nothing more than a push-button effect, a sort of spell-grenade that the mage learns to throw, requiring no more effort than a sword-slicing and emphasizing statistics over style.  How many times has your mage calculated the advantages of a Level 6 spell of Elemental Fire over a Level 7 Mystic Bolt?  It seems that, well, the *magic* has been lost.

Fortunately Talislanta is one of those few games where magic is still unpredictable and prone to misfiring, unlike the traditional AD&D 'bullet' approach.  Too often magic is seen simply as another physical force of reality, logical and predictable, albeit not completely  understood.  A pseudo-science of cause-and-effect, of logically reversible spells and sympathetic magic (i.e. : feather to flight).  Magic is *much* more than that, and should be played appropriately.  The fundamental meaning of magic is "that which cannot be explained, neither with logic, nor common sense nor rational thought".  Magicians - be they Drukh shamans, Aamanian priests or Dracartan Thaumaturgists - create magic not simply by repetitive chanting or rote somatic motions, but by weaving an infinitely complex creation, a fluid energy mosaic which cannot be defined, but can be described by its effects.  The element of mystery and wonder must at all costs be maintained during spell casting, or as I call it, spell weaving.  Spells are like living entities (and are in fact living in astral space), not inanimate objects to be 'cast' at others.  Spellweaving allows a magician to perform true magic: making any spell possible.  Yes, any spell. However, before I'm assaulted with accusations of game imbalance, munchkinism and favouritism, let me define what spellweaving encompasses, and its restrictions. 

Spellweaving allows any magician to theoretically perform any effect similar to a spell.  The only limit is the player's imagination (and I have found that this can indeed be a stiff barrier); the player may not consult any manuals or lists - simply creativity.  The success of the spell is never guaranteed.  I don't want to get into the exact mechanics here because I use a custom system, but the biggest restriction is that the chance for success is slim at best.  The Level (complexity) and Force (raw power) of the spell act as penalties.  The consequences of failure are severe, and cause physical damage at best.  The role-playing aspect must be heavily emphasized: poetry, dancing, strange twists of thought which defy logic and plot all weigh heavily on the success of the spell.  Furthermore, the process takes from one hour to several days to complete (depending on the Force) and may be interrupted.  Needless to say, this limits spell weaving to non-combat situations.

Spellweaving adds an extra dimension to playing a mage beyond the known 'rules of magic' (an oxymoron if ever there was one), and allows the player to fully make use of his creativity, ingenuity and experience.  Presiding over such a magical alteration requires flexibility (especially in creating plots), but can be adjudicated in such as way as to justify almost any magical happenstance; "a result of spellweaving failure, no doubt!".  Under no circumstances should spell weaving be used as an all-purpose tool; the fear of magical failure should be sufficient to restrict spell weaving to important or emergency situations.

This brings me back to Spellcraft.  Spells are as unique and distinct as people, and the Gm should treat them appropriately.  Shamanic magic is especially suited for 'wild' magic, where spells aren't simply unpredictable (that would be too frustrating), but are all slightly altered.  An example would be to have a Spell of Armour create a full suit molded from tough, chitinous insects which protect the mage from blows.  This could be left up to the GM, or a lenient GM might allow the player to customize his spells.  This should in no way change the basic effect of the spell (unless it's a failure) - simply the appearance.  Strict by-the-book interpretation has the effect of making magical activity predictable and tame: "oh goodness, the other mage has drawn a pentagram, I wonder what spell he's casting..." 

A minor, but often very effective method of adding pizzazz to spells is to change the standard names, as from "Eldritch Bolt" to "Morra's Divine Energy Strike" or some other melodramatic title.  Misleading spell names can cause havoc for a mage who has recently 'liberated' a grimoire.

Finally, it must be noted that Spellweaving must - like everything - be taken in moderation.  Players should quickly and painfully learn the hazards of wild magic, and yet always remain tempted by its power.  Spellweaving offers the promise of magical release, of unexplained magic in all its wonder and mystery, of impossible things coming to life.  If used wisely, Spellweaving can be a mage's true friend, allowing him to tap into the unknown forces of magic to do *anything*, as long as the mage is willing to pay the price.

Send comments to prisoner@yucc.yorku.ca

Also, read FUDGE's excellent discussion of magical systems which emphasize various aspects of Spellcraft.

Drohem (10/25/2010):  this article by Matthew Krepicz was posted to the archived Talislanta Central website.

