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Foreword

I started role-playing back in 1984, way before D&D was cool.

Luckily, I wasn’t cool either, and immediately fell in love. I remember flipping through the Dungeon Master’s Guide, finding the parasitic infection table, and being filled with strange delight at the thought of a world I’d never imagined before: a place of fetid bogs where the air and water themselves were perilous.

Since then, I’ve built so many worlds. Some for stories. One for a computer game I tried to write. Another for a high school novel. Many were for games I played with friends, or for games that never happened at all. Some of the worlds were no bigger than a single room, a town, a piece of river. Some were vast, fantastic, and thin as paper. Others were gritty, grounded, and apocalyptic.

In 1994 I started a new world and spent fourteen years expanding, refining, and revising it until my first book was published in the setting. And these days, it’s not odd for me to be brought in as a consultant for video game companies or movie studios, usually to help them build worlds for their stories to live.

What I’m getting at here is that I’ve been doing worldbuilding for a long time. It’s in my bones, and I do it the way other people knit or build model trains. If left to my own devices with nothing else to do, I’ll invent magic systems, doodle maps, create imaginary currency systems….

Jump forward to 2018. I’m scheduled to make a guest appearance on a gaming podcast. I don’t know much about the game, but I’m not worried. I’m pretty much a pro gamer. I’m OG with the RPG. I’ve thrown dice with Critical Role and the McElroys. I’ve played D&D on stage to cheering crowds of thousands (a fact that would baffle my younger self, and honestly still baffles me sometimes).

More embarrassingly though, I don’t know anything about the podcast. This has happened a couple times. I’m doing too many projects. I’m exhausted and behind on everything. But it’s too late to cancel….

I call in. Turns out the podcast is called One Shot. The host and game master is James D’Amato. And what follows is possibly the best RPG experience of my entire life. There were so many things I loved about that game. The system itself is a masterwork (it’s called Kids on Bikes). The genre speaks to my heart. The other players were amazing performers who made delightful characters, but what truly stunned me was how gently and deftly James helped us build the world together. A unique, fully realized world, perfect for the story, created in about fifty minutes. It’s a world I still remember and tell people stories about to this day. Since then, I’ve listened to more than five hundred episodes of James’s podcasts, many of them multiple times. They’ve brought me immeasurable joy and expanded my horizons as a player, and storyteller, and worldbuilder.

And now here you are, holding his book. I think of myself all those years ago, flipping through the Dungeon Master’s Guide, my imagination sparking. I remember that book fondly. It started me stumbling down a path I’d follow all my life. But it wasn’t a great guide to where I wanted to go. It was rough, opaque, full of harsh rules and columns of numbers charts more suited to war games than stories. You are so lucky. With this book as your stepping stone and guide, I can’t imagine how much easier your path will be. I can’t imagine how much further you’ll go….

—Patrick Rothfuss






Introduction

Maybe you’re a new game master sitting down to create your first campaign. Or you’re an experienced GM who’s been playing role-playing games for years, and you’re looking for new ideas. Perhaps you’re a longtime RPG player flirting with the idea of becoming a GM, or a writer developing a novel or screenplay. In any case, allow me to be the first to congratulate you on your decision to create a world!

This book is here to help you on this journey. It’ll show you where to start and what kinds of questions you need to answer. It’ll show you how to make the rules that govern your new world work together and create challenges for your players without frustrating them. In this, you’re not alone—thousands have done it before. So let your creativity run wild.

The Ultimate RPG Game Master’s Worldbuilding Guide has more than thirty games and thought exercises to break down the worldbuilding process. This makes setting development as easy and fun as playing one of your favorite games. We cover some of the most popular genres in RPGs: fantasy, x-punk, sci-fi, horror, and more. A few exercises will work anywhere. Together, they’ll help you build the stage for your next great story.

You’re about to embark on a journey in which you have unprecedented power. When you use your imagination to build a new world, you control everything: people, places, objects, history, and the fundamental laws of nature! The only rules you have to follow are those you agree to; the only ideas that matter are the ones you find interesting; and the most important tools are your influences and experiences. So relax, and get ready to explore a new world.


What Is an RPG?

A role-playing game (RPG) is a type of game in which players generate stories through shared imagination. It’s a bit like the imagination games people play when they are young, games like “house,” using dolls or action figures, and other simple games of pretend. These games all call on players to inhabit a role and interact in a shared imaginary space.

Tabletop RPGs published in game manuals introduce structure to this process. Published RPGs, or “role-playing systems,” help players establish goals, track abstract information, and resolve conflicts. Rule systems and randomizers help adults make sense of what comes naturally to most children.

GMs and PCs

Everyone involved in an RPG is playing the game and is therefore a “player.” When we refer to players in this book, we mean everyone at the table. Traditional RPGs have specific structural roles that make the game function. The most popular roles are player character (PC) and game master (GM)—note that not all RPGs have game masters.

What Is a PC?

In most games, the majority of people participating are responsible for controlling individual characters. For our purposes these characters and the people who play them are PCs.

Narratively, PCs are the protagonists. Players in the PC role are the primary authors of their story. PCs choose how their character thinks, looks, and acts. PCs interact with outside forces like other players and randomization, so a player in a PC role can’t control everything that happens to their character. However, a PC always controls how their character reacts.


What Is a GM?

Many RPGs have a specialized role that controls any elements of the game that are not PCs. The title for this role varies, but here we’ll refer to it as the game master (GM).

The GM is like a narrator, director, producer, supporting actor, and crew rolled into one person. We say GMs “run” the game. The GM is usually the arbiter of a game’s rules. The GM is also role-playing. They control the actions of “non-player characters” (NPCs), which function to support or oppose PCs in the story.

For this book, the GM responsibility we care most about is controlling the world. The GM is not just responsible for the goblins in the dungeon, but also for the stones beneath their feet, the mountain over their heads, the sky, the weather, and the history of all those things. This is true in game scenes and between sessions; the process is called worldbuilding.

This book has helpful information for everyone, but it was designed with GMs in mind.

What Is Worldbuilding?

Worldbuilding is the process of creating places, objects, characters, culture, and history for a fictional setting. It also involves finding ways for concepts like these to exist in the same space. Effective worldbuilding makes a setting compelling, approachable, and clear.

Worldbuilding is about making choices. Big structural decisions like “Is there time-travel?” and “Do dragons exist?” Small decisions like “How many raiding groups are vying for control of the wasteland?” and “Does this monster have claws, teeth, or both?” Even seemingly insignificant decisions like “Is the bartender in a good mood?” and “Does this wizard read for fun?”

To some readers this might be a frustratingly broad definition. After all, that means anything you create could be an element of worldbuilding. My answer to that is “Yeah, I know; that’s why I wrote this book.”


Why Does This Matter for RPGs?

Role-playing is an improvised art form. Players build a story together. That story depends on players collaborating and expanding upon one another’s ideas. The material you put into a game affects the material that comes out of a game. Strong worldbuilding makes it easier and more fun to play.

It’s much easier to work with someone if you understand them. Anything is possible in fiction, because fiction is things that never happened. That also means the audience has to work to understand the material—to find reason in something that has full license to be unreasonable.

A well-built world presents themes and ideas to the audience in a way that allows them to follow the logic that governs the setting. It lets people know what’s normal and what’s weird, what to question and what to accept. That kind of clarity and approachability is essential for RPGs because the players are expected to contribute. If you feel like you don’t understand what’s going on, it’s hard to collaborate.

Fictional worlds are also a kind of invitation for imagination. Did a book, movie, or TV show ever make you wonder about things you never got to see? Like the backstory for a side character, the motivations of a shadowy organization, or unexplored uses for someone’s incredible powers? That is good worldbuilding drawing you in!


Nothing’s Ever Really New

Don’t pressure yourself to create totally original ideas; they pretty much don’t exist. Most of our favorite worlds were inspired by the work of other authors, mythology, real-world culture, or history.



In an RPG, strong worldbuilding makes a setting feel like an exciting toy. It shows players how all the fun ideas fit together and are waiting to be picked up.

Worldbuilding is a form of communication; it is another way to refine and present your ideas. When you collaborate with others, it is also how you present and honor their ideas.


Active Worldbuilding

We approach worldbuilding as a living process. You never really finish building a world you intend to use for storytelling. Every time you meet with your group for a session or write a new piece of fiction you’re still worldbuilding.

When characters make decisions and drive action, their world needs to react. If characters can’t change their world, then their stories don’t have much meaning.

As a worldbuilder, you will constantly develop new elements for your setting until the story is over. The only difference between the worldbuilding you do to set the stage and the worldbuilding that occurs as the story unfolds is how much attention you devoted to it and the context showing why that information is important.


Make Investigations, Not Assumptions

Be conscientious of how you use cultural and historical influences. Especially when they do not belong to you. Not everyone is equipped to understand what is representative and what is reductive. If you want to explore other cultures, understand and avoid stereotypes. That knowledge will make your ideas better.



If you approach your worldbuilding as an active process, it will make your life easier. You don’t need to arrange every detail before you get the story moving. Even if you do spend hours developing the details of every plate and cup in your china shop, they are still going to shatter when you unleash the bulls.

Active worldbuilding provides you with a tool that is always at your disposal. You can discover and develop new ideas at any point in the storytelling process. At the end of the day the only thing that really matters is that your world supports the stories that interest you.


Everything Is a Canvas; Everything Is a Paintbrush

When we say worldbuilding, we mean the whole world. Big concepts like magic and space travel have an obvious effect on the stories. However, a single nail sticking out of a floorboard can change a misplaced footstep into a life-or-death struggle. You can add or change anything in a story, and any of those choices can be critical.

Worldbuilding Is Inherently Collaborative

While it’s definitely possible to do a lot of worldbuilding as an individual, you probably aren’t actually working alone. Even drawing on influences and using tools (like this book) are forms of collaboration. When you bring your world to your fellow players at the gaming table, you are collaborating. When you tie two of your ideas together, you are collaborating with yourself.

Support Your Choices

Ideas you put into your story only matter as much as you support them. A vampire assassin only really matters if it confronts the PCs or they discover its handiwork. A power surge only matters if it kills the lights and causes the PCs trouble. If you want something to matter in your world, support it! Ask yourself “How can I make this important?” and follow through by centering it in your story.

Work with Intention

Understand why you choose to include concepts in your world. If you don’t have a reason for sexist gender roles to exist in your world, they don’t need to be part of your story! Concepts like “realism” and “tradition” don’t build your world; you do. The only good reason to put something in your world is that you want it to be there. If you know why you want to feature something in your game, you will be able to support it more effectively.


Don’t Work Alone

You don’t have to do everything as a GM. Even if part of your job description is controlling the world, you always have the option to outsource and delegate. You aren’t required to invent a personality for a tyrannical general when you can copy Napoleon. You don’t have to decide the name of a planet if one of your players has an idea. Choosing to incorporate external ideas is still worldbuilding. If you encounter difficulty, it might mean you are putting too much on yourself.

Look for Connections

Your ideas can actually support each other! The more connections you find between the concepts you and your players introduce to a world, the more cohesive it becomes. Deciding that the leader of a group of rebels is the child of the emperor they are trying to overthrow makes both the characters and their struggle more important. The more connections you can create between concepts, the more cohesive and alive your world becomes.


The Solution Is Always More Books

If you would like more in-depth explanations of some of these concepts, you can find them in The Ultimate RPG Gameplay Guide, a previous entry in this series. It devotes whole chapters to explaining effective collaboration and creativity with intention. You get a lifetime of storytelling knowledge in 256 pages—what a deal!








How to Use This Book

This book is not an instructional manual. There is no right or wrong way to worldbuild. I’m not going to stifle your creativity by telling you to do things like me. This book is a toolkit, workbook, creative partner, and coach. It’s here to make your process faster, more organized, and hopefully more fun.

Structure

This book is divided into five chapters. The first four are based on the most popular genres in RPGs: Fantasy, Science Fiction (Sci-Fi), Horror, and X-Punk. The final chapter is designed to fit multiple genres; we called it Neutral.

Each chapter hosts a collection of exercises designed to assist you in creating world concepts for its genre. These exercises break down big concepts into small steps and use structured game mechanics to simplify the creative process.

Fantasy and Sci-Fi

These are broadly defined genres. We focused our exercises on helping you to make big decisions and generate useful world components. No matter how you want to approach these genres, there should be at least one exercise you can use.

Horror and X-Punk

For these more narrowly defined genres our exercises provide additional support. They explain why certain concepts and themes are essential to these genres while they help you develop them. This will help you make something that feels right, or identify which conventions you are challenging when you go a different way.

Some exercises you will use only once for each world. Others can be reused to create helpful details throughout your creative process. Every exercise will provide you with a piece of a larger picture. By tying those pieces together you’ll create the foundational structure of your world.

Neutral

In putting together this collection we encountered concepts that felt like they had a place in multiple genres. Inspired by “Setting Neutral” RPGs, which provide rules that can be used to play in many genres, we created a “Neutral” chapter for this book! It has exercises that work with genres that have their own section and some niche genres that did not appear in this book.

Tools

This book uses “they/them” as indefinite and gender-neutral pronouns. Certain exercises call for the use of polyhedral dice. In those cases, a six-sided die will be called a “d6”; a ten-sided die will be called a “d10”; and so on. Some of these exercises call for playing cards; in these cases any standard deck will do, and the exercise will note if you should include jokers.

d20 Questions

These are short thought exercises to prepare you to create for each of the genres represented in this book. Roll a d20 and consider the questions posed to develop a sense of what you want out of your world or how to create the structures that define your chosen genre.

Priority System

Exercises using the priority system help you add complexity to simple ideas. They break down setting elements like characters, objects, and locations into their component parts. They task you with assigning priority to those parts. This ensures your ideas have strengths, vulnerabilities, assets, and complications. Simply assign priorities of 1 to 5 without repeating a number, and read the corresponding descriptions to get a basic outline for your ideas.

Prompts, Questions, and Choices

This book is full of prompts to inspire you. These are little ideas we’re hoping you can use to create bigger ideas. Some are presented as lists that you are instructed to choose and combine one to three options from. In these cases, you can assume anything you didn’t choose is not a part of your prompt. Many of our prompts are punctuated with open-ended questions to help you solidify and expand your ideas.

Tables

This book uses cards and dice as randomizers to generate prompts for tables. Simply roll or draw a card to generate a prompt or result. However, if something catches your eye you are welcome to choose.






[image: Chapter 1] Fantasy


Fantasy is one of the most iconic genres for RPGs. Almost everyone associates tabletop role-playing with medieval sword and sorcery. Despite that common association, fantasy is actually a very ill-defined genre. The umbrella term “fantasy” covers any setting that features mainly fictional elements.

Shakespeare plays like A Midsummer Night’s Dream and The Tempest, classics like The Lord of the Rings and Spirited Away, ancient epics like Beowulf, TV shows like What We Do in the Shadows and Avatar: The Last Airbender, and even the mildly exaggerated reality of classics like Treasure Island are all fantasy. They all feel really different, though, because fantasy can mean so many things depending on the subgenre.

Our exercises for the fantasy genre are designed to help you make big choices and to support the “band of traveling heroes” theme that’s popular in many fantasy RPGs.

d20 Questions

Our d20 questions for fantasy will help you narrow your focus so you don’t get tangled up in too many possibilities.

[image: ] Roll a d20 for every player in your group (including yourself) and answer the corresponding questions:


	
1. Is magic present in this world? If so, how common is it?

	
2. What major event in this world’s history is remembered largely inaccurately?

	
3. What happens to people when they die?

	
4. Which creatures are capable of speech?

	
5. What is special about the shape of this world?

	
6. What unseen forces have power here?

	
7. Is there a place here known for peace? Is it easy to find?

	
8. What mystery has gone unsolved for as long as almost anyone can remember?

	
9. What is something very commonly understood, and what is something considered secret knowledge?

	
10. Which landmark stands as a permanent reminder of a major event? Describe it.

	
11. How do people travel long distances in this world?

	
12. What is a relatively recent invention that dramatically changed this world?

	
13. What is considered rare and valuable? What is common and essential?

	
14. When not in person, how do people communicate? How has this method of communication affected society?

	
15. What fear is shared by many people across this world? What measure have they taken to guard against this fear?

	
16. What is something you wish existed in the real world that does exist in this one?

	
17. What annual event is celebrated in many different ways across this world?

	
18. How do the skies of this world look different from the sky we know?

	
19. What figure do people most commonly tell stories about? How are these stories told (books, plays, spoken word, broadcast, etc.)?

	
20. How important is technology to the daily lives of people in this world?




Making Magic

While it is never required, magic is a popular mainstay for fantasy settings. Some folks will pick up novels and RPGs just to see how magic works in a new world! Magic offers unlimited possibilities. For some people, that makes creating a magic system from scratch extremely difficult.

This exercise simplifies that process by adding structure. Choose from among the six paths of magic, and within each path you select, define six aspects to create an outline for your original system. You can develop as many or as few paths as you like, even doing some multiple times. With a few simple choices you will have a unique set of magic systems for your world!

The Six Aspects of Magic

For this exercise, you’ll define the source, cost, potency, commonality and accessibility, and pillars of mastery for each path you choose to create. This exercise is mostly interested in the way your magic system affects story dynamics for PCs. Each of these aspects impact the choices characters make when using magic: what they need to use it, how they can grow stronger by using it, and how the world will perceive them as a practitioner. Every choice will yield interesting results.

SOURCE

This determines where magic comes from. Magic can come from objects of power or sacred sites; it can stem from the will of living and thinking creatures, be captured in a scroll or book, or exist in all things at all times.

The source of magic typically defines action that plays out when magic appears in the story. A conflict between two wizards can change dramatically depending on the circumstances; for example, are they using wands, shouting words of power, or chugging enchanted potions to access their power?

Sources also have a hand in determining what the practitioners of magic value, their aesthetics, and how they spend their time.


COST

Cost puts critical limitations on magic. Magic is a creative tool for players, and it can absolutely help them do whatever they want. However, if there is no cost for using magic, it takes tension away from the story. Defining costs helps magic fit into the story alongside other PC tools.

The cost of magic can be expressed physically, as in exhaustion, bleeding, and scars. It can be personal and metaphysical like corruption of the soul, shifts in emotion, or shortening of a life span. Cost can also take the form of external resources like magical ingredients, sacrifices, and even gold.

No matter how you define costs for magic, they become important levers for creating tension in your story. Compelling costs will make PCs seriously weigh their options when deciding to use magic, and lead to desperate efforts to scrape together resources to cast the right spell.

POTENCY

This helps you outline what affects the strength and effectiveness of magic. Some paths progress with the knowledge and skill of the practitioner, others depend on materials and equipment, and some are driven by environment and circumstance.

It’s useful to have more than one factor controlling the power of magic. Sometimes the PCs will need to punch above their weight; sometimes you’ll need a way to challenge an experienced party. Once you define what matters, you have the freedom to control if it is relevant in a given circumstance.

COMMONALITY AND ACCESSIBILITY

These are two different but related aspects. Together they shape who understands, controls, and uses magic in a setting. This lets your PCs know what expectations the world has of them and how open they can be about their abilities. It also tells you how much society may have developed differently because of the presence of magic.

Commonality determines how integrated into society a type of magic is. Some systems of magic are parts of everyday life, and some appear only for special occasions; some are available only to privileged classes, and some are hidden away in secret schools or exist only in story and memory.

If magic is part of a weekly cultural ritual, enables infrastructure like elevators or bridges, or wards off monsters and pests—it’s a common thing even if not everyone practices it. If magic is used only by members of secret societies, is part of a distant history, or is forbidden within cultural norms—then it is not a common part of life.

Accessibility determines how easy it is for people to actually practice a type of magic. Some magic is available only to people born with special power. Other forms can be taught via various routes ranging from public education to specialized cloistered guilds. And some magic is available to virtually everyone to some degree.

Quiz

This quiz will help you make choices about the commonality and accessibility of different magic traditions. You should take this quiz for each tradition you develop. Your answers for a specific tradition might change to accommodate different regions and cultures in your world. Some questions can have more than one answer. Magic can be “rumored” for most people and “common” for privileged groups. Contradictions are fine as long as you know how they work!


	
1. Are people aware of this magic?

	
1. Yes, as fact

	
2. Yes, as stories or rumor

	
3. Yes, but only privileged groups

	
4. No, with few exceptions

	
5. No, it is lost

	
6. No, it is new








	
2. How integrated into society is this magic?

	
1. It is a normal part of everyday life

	
2. It is normal for special holidays and ceremonies

	
3. It is reserved for certain milestones and special needs

	
4. It is normal only for certain people

	
5. It is separated from everyday life








	
3. Who can use this magic?

	
1. Everyone

	
2. Almost everyone

	
3. Anyone who chooses

	
4. Privileged people (common)

	
5. Privileged people (rare)

	
6. Almost no one








	
4. Is this magic considered acceptable?

	
1. Yes

	
2. Yes, in certain contexts

	
3. Yes, in certain places

	
4. No, with few exceptions

	
5. No, it must be hidden

	
6. Never








	
5. Is this magic respected?

	
1. Yes, universally

	
2. Yes, mostly

	
3. Yes, in certain contexts

	
4. Yes, in certain places

	
5. No, with the exception of a few places

	
6. No, with the exception of a few people

	
7. No, universally








	
6. Is this magic regulated, controlled, or taught?

	
1. No

	
2. No, with few exceptions

	
3. Yes, it is taught. By what entity? ___________

	
4. Yes, it is controlled. By what entity? ___________

	
5. Yes, it is regulated. By what entity? ___________








	
7. Is this magic hidden or kept secret?

	
1. No

	
2. Yes, to keep practitioners safe

	
3. Yes, to keep nonpractitioners safe

	
4. Yes, to control power







PILLARS OF MASTERY

The source, cost, and potency of magic tell you how spells are cast and to what effect. Mastery tells you what separates a novice from a master of a particular style. It defines what the path of learning magic looks like.

It’s important to understand mastery because one or more of your PCs will likely be following a path to mastery for their chosen traditions. The path to mastery has a basic structure for character narratives built in. It also defines the path powerful practitioners in your world have tread to get where they are—which can have a dramatic effect on their personalities.

This activity will call on you to answer questions and use your answers to develop conceptual “pillars of mastery.” These are the most important conceptual skills for a practitioner to develop to become a master. These skills are best thought of in terms of broad ideas like “power,” “scholarship,” or “balance.”

The pillars of mastery will be different for every path and will vary even among different disciplines on the same path. Your goal is to understand what high-level challenges separate “practitioners” from true “masters.”


All That You See Is Yours to Command

Don’t feel the need to limit yourself to creating just one magic system for your world. Magic is often tasked with bearing the burden of many story themes. If it simultaneously represents the power of love and the danger of greed, its role starts to get muddled. Using a legendary system to represent the power of love and a forbidden system to represent the danger of greed will help divide these critical themes. That way your PCs can understand the consequences of their actions more clearly and play out their stories with intention.




The Six Paths of Magic

We have broken magic up into six paths with distinct structures. Depending on the needs of your world you might only want to develop a few. You might even opt to create multiple traditions within the same path. Read these descriptions and follow the steps to develop a magical tradition.

SCIENTIFIC

Scientific systems of magic represent the power of understanding and discovery. Characters who use scientific magic follow established processes to achieve repeatable results. These systems tend to look like alternative versions of real-world scientific disciplines involving similar methods like measurement, observation, and calculation.

Source

Scientific magic is unique in that it is the result of the interaction of natural forces. Like science itself, certain disciplines of scientific magic are applications of lessons derived from other disciplines. When considering sources, try drawing inspiration from real-world scientific disciplines.



	Chemistry

	Physics

	Mathematics




	Achieving magical effects through mixing elements and chemicals. Alchemy is a great example of scientific magic.

	Magic that manipulates the interaction between objects and forces. This adds new laws to thermodynamics and creates new possibilities.

	Rather than simply explaining the world through equations and formulas, mathematics-based magic allows people to manipulate the world through equations and formulas.







	Biology

	Astronomy

	Engineering




	Understanding and manipulating the properties of living things to achieve magical effects. Breeding magical plants and animals to create useful by-products.

	Tracking and understanding heavenly bodies to manipulate or understand the world characters live in. Astrology is a great example of this.

	Creating complex systems of interaction to build new tools. This usually depends on the interaction of several types of scientific magic.





Cost

[image: ] Choose two costs for practicing scientific magic:


	
Precision: This kind of magic requires precise calculations, and errors can be disastrous.

	
Expense: Materials and tools used to practice this magic are rare or valuable, calling for many resources to practice properly.

	
Time: Effects of this magic are not instantaneous. They involve lengthy periods of distillation, treatment, and other techniques to work properly.

	
Complexity: Even working with exact methods, there are variables that are difficult to account for and can corrupt the process if they are overlooked.

	
Waste: Use of this magic creates waste that is unpleasant or harmful, and disposing of it properly is a hassle.




Potency

[image: ] Choose two factors that determine the potency of scientific magic:


	
Precision: The more exact and meticulous a practitioner is, the greater the effects they are able to achieve.

	
Material quality: Ingredients vary in quality. The better your materials, the stronger their effects.

	
Material volatility: The more unstable and dangerous your materials, the stronger their effect.

	
Scale: Simply practicing your magic on a larger scale increases its power.

	
Complexity: The more elaborate your process, the greater your potential output.



Commonality and Accessibility

Complete the quiz in the introductory Commonality and Accessibility section to outline the role of scientific magic in your setting.

[image: ] Then answer two of the following open-ended questions:


	What is a folk belief or superstition related to this magic?

	What profession or institution depends on this magic?

	How has society developed differently because of this magic?

	What can these practitioners offer the world that others can’t?

	Where might someone learn this magic?

	When would someone seek out a practitioner?



Question 1

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Question 2

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Mastery

[image: ] Answer the following questions to help shape your concept of mastery for this path:


	How is scientific magic usually learned? Can it be learned outside those systems?

	Is the idea of a master formal or informal? Can someone possess great power, knowledge, and skill without being respected as a “master”?

	Who is more respected: innovators or educators?

	Can a person become a master through scholarship without practical experience?

	Is any aspect of this magic still theoretical?



PILLARS OF MASTERY

[image: ] Based on your answers, identify three pillars of mastery for scientific magic in your world:

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]


ARTISAN

Artisan magic systems are based on forms of expression and creativity. This is magic that exists in art, music, and the products of creative labor. These systems take real-world styles of art and tie magical effects to them.

Source

For artisan magic, you want your source to be something that takes care, time, and creativity. It should be something that would be a worthy endeavor even if there were no magic associated with it.



	Music

	Textiles

	Writing




	Arts based in rhythm, melody, and sound. Typically this sort of magic is less permanent and is based around moments of performance. This magic lends itself to collaboration.

	Magical arts based on weaving, knitting, knotting, and embroidering fabric. It produces useful artifacts over longer periods of time.

	Magic based around the creation and arrangement of words or symbols. This magic can come in the form of artifacts like spells and scrolls or be channeled to recitation like storytelling and poetry.







	Sculpting

	Painting

	Physical




	Magic based on shaping raw material like clay, glass, wood, and metal into artifacts. These can be art pieces like statues, wearable elements like armor and masks, or functional tools like weapons and vases.

	Using paint, dye, ink, and other visual components to create magic in visual media. It can manifest as paintings, murals, tattoos, and comics. This magic has varying levels of permanence based on medium.

	Magic based on artistic movement and performance. It can manifest as dance, gymnastics, and acting. It might provide kinetic enhancement, influence over the audience, or personal transformation.






Cost

[image: ] Choose two costs for practicing artisan magic:


	
Time: It takes a significant investment of time and patience to work this magic; very few things can be accomplished quickly.

	
Strain: Practitioners need to rest and recover to avoid injury.

	
Emotional: Artisan magic requires serious emotional investment from the practitioner and often leaves them exhausted and drained.

	
Intricacy: Spells using artisan magic require a complex interplay of different forces to work properly; even for masters these details are not always aligned.

	
Material: This magic often requires expensive tools and materials to work properly.



Potency

[image: ] Choose two factors that control the potency of artisan magic:


	
Practice: Each spell is an expression of the time a practitioner has spent honing their craft; they become more powerful as the caster becomes more familiar.

	
Creativity: The power in artisan magic is held in each practitioner’s unique creative expression; even established spells and rituals depend on the caster bringing something personal to the table.

	
Education: There is a specific set of techniques that needs to be mastered in order for someone to have a full understanding of this type of artisan magic.

	
Materials: Practitioners are limited by the quality of their tools and materials. Even a novice will find greater power using higher-quality material.

	
Intimacy: The more personally and emotionally significant a spell is, the stronger it will be.




Commonality and Accessibility

Complete the quiz in the introductory Commonality and Accessibility section to outline the role of artisan magic in your setting.

[image: ] Then answer two of the following open-ended questions:


	What is a folk belief or superstition related to this magic?

	What profession or institution depends on this magic?

	How has society developed differently because of this magic?

	What can these practitioners offer the world that others can’t?

	Where might someone learn this magic?

	When would someone seek out a practitioner?



Question 1

[image: ]
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Question 2

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]


Mastery

[image: ] Answer the following questions to help shape your concept of mastery for this path:


	Is mastery over artisan magic permanent, or does it ebb and flow as a practitioner grows and matures?

	Does this discipline depend more on inflexible foundations or subjective creativity?

	Are masters limited by the same factors that govern the potency for other practitioners?

	Is a master more likely to influence their discipline through work or through teaching?

	What aspects of artisan magic can’t be taught?



PILLARS OF MASTERY

[image: ] Based on your answers, identify three pillars of mastery for artisan magic in your world:

[image: ]

[image: ]
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ARCANE

Arcane systems of magic are the most interested in dealing with magic as a concept purely by its own merit. Rather than adding magic as a result of real-world activities, it centers magic and creates systems of rules around it. Arcane systems focus on exploring themes of knowledge, power, and experience beyond the mundane.

Source

Arcane systems engage magic on its own terms. This means that arcane sources are usually based on conceptual and intellectual frameworks instead of existing real-world ones. They are fabricated solutions to support fictional concepts.

For sources like “birthright” it’s very important to conscientiously engage with the themes that underpin the idea. There are plenty of foundational fantasy stories that use birthright models for magic, but they have ties to eugenics, theories of racial supremacy, and other negative ideologies. Understanding that connection will help you consciously avoid perpetuating harmful ideas in your own fiction.



	Birthright

	Truth

	Emblems




	Magic is rooted in the blood of the people who cast it. This source covers practitioners descended from magical creatures, chosen by fate, and inheritors of ancestral legacy. This works best in stories where a character’s family history is important.

	Magic relies on secret principles that govern the universe that are difficult for most people to perceive and understand. Attaining knowledge and understanding of these truths empowers practitioners.

	Magical power is found in symbolic fragments like runes, words of power, symbols, and artifacts. These don’t have to be visual symbols; they can manifest in sounds or thoughts, or in objects. The important thing is the power is contained in a thing and not in the practitioner.







	Scholarship

	Granted

	Reservoir




	Similar to that sourced in truth, arcane magic derived from scholarship puts power in information and fundamental universal mechanics. However, systems based around scholarship have advanced to the point that most essential truths exist in books and institutions—and can be claimed with study rather than discovery.

	Magic power comes from beings with a stronger natural connection to magic. Practitioners worship, bargain with, or otherwise deal with these magical beings in order to attain arcane power. Typically the being granting power places limitations or caveats on its use. Practitioners are rewarded for knowledge of their benefactors or guile.

	There is a physical or spiritual pool of power that exists in the world, and arcane practitioners must siphon from it in order to use magic. This type of source can limit power based on physical limitations of possessing magic material or the bandwidth of someone’s access to a reservoir of magical power.
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