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Introduction


At the center of our most fantastic, mystical, mysterious stories stands the figure of the wizard. On the border between light and shadow, he puts forth his strange powers and shapes and crafts the reality around him. From the beginning of humanity, when our ancestors crowded around fires and told one another stories, to today’s world of computer-driven special effects, we’ve been fascinated by wizards.


In this book we’ll explore the world of wizards and magic. It’s a world filled with wonder, with good and evil, with great heroes such as Merlin, Nicholas Flamel, and Harry Dresden, and with horrifying villains such as Saruman, Circe, and Baba Yaga. We’ll see how wizards have been portrayed in print, on the screen (both big and small), and in games.


Wizards are firmly ensconced in our lives. When the grandfather of roleplaying games, Dungeons & Dragons, hit store shelves in 1974, players could take on the role of a spellcasting wizard. Decades later, they’re still doing it, not only in the latest edition of D&D but in video games as well. The fact is, we’d like to be wizards. Who wouldn’t want to say a few words, toss some magic powder or herbs in the air, give a dramatic gesture, and conjure up something? Who wouldn’t want to be able to magically transport herself to any place on the planet? Who wouldn’t want to be a repository of strange and arcane knowledge—and carry a magic staff?


The sense of excitement that wizards can create has been reflected in popular culture. Tens of millions flocked to bookstores to read J.K. Rowling’s tale of a young boy named Harry Potter who discovers, to his lasting amazement, that he’s a wizard, destined for the Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. Millions more poured into theaters to watch Gandalf the Grey challenge Sauron and the power of the One Ring in Peter Jackson’s epic film series, The Lord of the Rings.


Now, let’s join the inhabitants of these wondrous, far-off places and step into the world of wizardry. Let the magic begin!
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PART ONE
THE
WORLD
OF
MAGIC






CHAPTER 1
Who Are Wizards?


“Do not meddle in the affairs of Wizards, for they are subtle and quick to anger.”


—GILDOR INGLORION, THE LORD OF THE RINGS BY J.R.R. TOLKIEN


Imagine seeing a picture of someone wearing long, flowing robes and a tall, pointed hat covered in mysterious symbols. He carries a tall staff and possibly a shorter wand. He has a long, white beard and appears old but vigorous.


Most of us would have little difficulty in identifying this mysterious figure as a wizard. The aspiring wizards of Harry Potter’s Hogwarts are required to purchase a set of wizard robes and a wand (there is no mention of pointed hats—perhaps these come later). Albus Dumbledore, the head of Hogwarts, certainly fits the picture described here.


But not all wizards look like this. They can be short, tall, thin, fat, old, or young. Some are men and others are women. They can dress in robes or wear jeans and T-shirts.


What’s important about a wizard is not what she or he looks like but what the wizard does. Fundamentally, a wizard is someone who manipulates reality using magic. That’s what links all these people together.


Of course, there are many different types and levels of wizards. These include:




	Adept


	Apprentice


	Hedge wizard


	Magus


	Mystic


	Necromancer


	Seer


	Shaman


	Sorcerer


	Thaumaturgist





Some argue that alchemists are a type of wizard as well. Alchemy, which was widely studied in the Middle Ages and Renaissance, is the search for a way to turn base metals into gold. Although it shed much important light on what became the science of chemistry, it never succeeded in its object. On the other hand, many believe that this search is metaphorical and that what alchemists really seek is a wisdom beyond rationality.
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THE LIFE OF A WIZARD


What sorts of things do wizards do?


A great deal depends on the context. In primitive societies, wizards were thought to be people who could channel magical forces through themselves, often going into trances to do so. In Lascaux, France, a series of caves were discovered in 1940. On the walls of the caves are paintings of animals; the paintings have been dated to the Paleolithic period, about 17,300 years ago.


Anthropologists have suggested that the paintings were created by tribal shamans as a means of enhancing the hunt—the animals depicted on the walls are typically the kind of creatures that would have formed a significant part of the Paleolithic diet. Many of the paintings are in the deepest and most remote parts of the caves where the most potent magic resided. (Similar cave paintings have been found at Altamira in Spain.)


These early tribal wizards played a central role in the well-being of their people. If their magic was sufficiently powerful, the hunt would be successful and the tribe was assured of a source of food. Some scholars have posited that the wizards went into trances prior to creating the paintings and in these trances they communicated with spirits from the Otherworld who blessed the success of the tribe’s quest for food.


In more advanced societies as well as in stories, wizards had no need to play this role of ensuring the food supply would be uninterrupted. But many of their other functions are of equal importance.




	Wizards are the source of arcane wisdom, often written in spellbooks or handed down over the generations by word of mouth. Because of this, they often serve as counselors to rulers. Merlin played this role for King Arthur; John Dee was a court advisor to Queen Elizabeth I; and in David Eddings’s novels, Belgarath the Sorcerer advised numerous kings and princes on affairs of state.


	Wizards are powerful heroes, especially when matched against foes that would defeat lesser beings. In The Fellowship of the Ring, Gandalf alone can face the balrog on the Bridge of Khazad-dûm. “This foe is beyond any of you,” he tells the other members of the Fellowship.


	Wizards can prophesy. In T.H. White’s The Sword in the Stone, Merlin is able to see the future because he lives backwards in time (thus his past is our future). In Mary Stewart’s novel The Crystal Cave, he can see in the flame of a candle things to come by communing with the Elder Gods. Not all wizards can do this, and some can only do it partially. Gandalf the Grey, for example, can see what’s happening in various parts of Middle-earth and can foretell, in suitably vague terms, what’s going to happen up to a point.


	Wizards can conjure things out of thin air. In C.S. Lewis’s The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, the magician Coriakin, with a wave of his hand, causes a hearty dinner to appear for the crew of the Dawn Treader. Albus Dumbledore does the same thing for the hungry students of Hogwarts at their beginning-of-term feast in the Great Hall.





Because all of these are useful skills, wizards can often be found leading quests. Gandalf heads the Fellowship of nine companions in The Lord of the Rings; in David Eddings’s Belgariad and Malloreon series of novels, the sorcerer Belgarath leads a company from place to place, searching for a stolen artifact. In Barbara Hambly’s Darwath Trilogy, a wizard crosses time and space to our modern dimension to draw a student of medieval history into his world to help him.


THE DARK SIDE OF WIZARDRY


Because of their powers, wizards can also have dark sides. Gandalf warns Frodo Baggins in The Fellowship of the Ring of the danger that would ensue should he, Gandalf, take the Ring. He would, he says, “become like the Dark Lord himself,” and it would start with his desire to do good. He knows, though, that the Ring would twist such a desire and ultimately render it into evil (later in the story we see an example of this when Boromir, wishing to gain the power of the Ring to save his beleaguered city of Minas Tirith, tries to seize the Ring from Frodo).


“The rollout of new technology always affects how wizards do business.”


—DIANE DUANE


Some wizards and sorcerers are bad from the beginning—or at least only ambiguously good. Raistlin Majere, for example, the golden-skinned sorcerer of Margaret Weis and Tracy Hickman’s Dragonlance series, abandoned his companions during their quest and ultimately donned the black robes of evil during the War of the Lance. Profion, the antagonist in the movie Dungeons & Dragons, is over-the-top evil, complete with cackling laugh and maniac expressions.




The Seduction of Evil


Just because Raistlin is evil doesn’t mean the character hasn’t been popular with readers. On the contrary, the character so intrigued fans that Weis and Hickman wrote a second trilogy of novels detailing Raistlin’s conflicted relationship with his twin brother, Caramon Majere.





The attraction to evil for wizards comes from possessing power, which can make them arrogant, and from constantly living between the light and the shadow. One must keep in mind that from the wizard’s standpoint, she or he is not evil. Morgan le Fay, a sorceress and Merlin’s great opponent (depicted by Helen Mirren in the 1981 film Excalibur) is bitter with the wizard for manipulating her mother into sleeping with Uther Pendragon, thus conceiving Arthur. In revenge, she sleeps with Arthur, her half-brother, and by him conceives Mordred, who will eventually kill the king.


Even Voldemort, the evil wizard who killed Harry Potter’s parents and is a brooding presence throughout the seven novels, believes that right is on his side. Wizards are superior to Muggles, he reasons, and so pureblood wizards should rule them. The fact that Voldemort himself is of mixed blood never seems to occur to him. All he knows is that he’s got more talent than any other wizard. Of course he should be in charge.


Circe


On occasion, wizards go into exile, either voluntary or involuntary. Circe, a Greek enchantress who appears in Homer’s Odyssey, was sent to the island of Aeaea, possibly for the murder of her husband. Once there, she received visiting sailors and turned them into animals to serve her. Among those who came to the island were Odysseus and his crew, returning from the Trojan War. She changed the Greek seamen into swine, but Odysseus, with some assistance from the gods, was able to force her to change them back again. Curiously, he then remained on the island for a year as her lover, drinking and generally enjoying himself.


The poet Hesiod, in a lost poem titled The Telegony, says that Circe had three children by Odysseus (presumably in Hesiod’s version Odysseus remained on the island for longer than a year). To one of these, Telegonus, she gave a poisoned spear when he reached adulthood, and with this spear the young man killed his father. He returned with Odysseus’s widow Penelope and the hero’s son by her, Telemachus. Circe, in atonement for the death of Odysseus, made them immortal.


Lycophron, who wrote in Greece during the third century B.C., recounts that Circe, grieving for Odysseus, brought him back to life with her magic. She then gave her daughter, Cassiphone, to Telemachus to be his wife. However, after some time Telemachus killed Circe and was, in turn, killed by Cassiphone. Upon hearing of this, Odysseus died of grief.
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Circe Offering the Cup to Odysseus by John William Waterhouse (1849–1917)





“I have be-dimm’d
The noontide sun, call’d forth the mutinous winds,
And ’twixt the green sea and the azur’d vault
Set roaring war.”


—PROSPERO, THE TEMPEST BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


Prospero


Shakespeare allows magic in only two of his plays: A Midsummer Night’s Dream with its legion of fairies, and The Tempest. In this latter play, Prospero, the duke of Milan, is sent into exile by his usurping brother. On an island, Prospero studies magic in order to protect his daughter, Miranda. He uses his wizardry to enslave a creature, Caliban, while also drawing the loyalty of a spirit, Ariel, whom he has freed from imprisonment in a tree.


Prospero eventually draws his brother to the island, along with the king of Naples. He conjures a storm that wrecks their ship, stranding them on his island. However, his plans go astray when Miranda falls in love with Ferdinand, son of the king.


In the end, all is happily resolved and Prospero declares his intention to renounce his magic, as Miranda no longer needs his protection.


Prospero’s magic, Shakespeare stresses, was undertaken for the sole purpose of protecting his daughter. Thus at the end of the play he declares:




“I’ll break my staff,


Bury it certain fathoms in the earth,


And deeper than did ever plummet sound


I’ll drown my book.”





The spectators may have felt that this is a bit hasty. After all, Prospero’s usurping brother is still alive, and the Milanese might welcome a magic-wielding ruler. However, magic in Shakespeare’s age was a potentially delicate subject, as it was connected to witchcraft, a burnable offense. The playwright may well have felt that Prospero’s return to the world was only acceptable if he gave up being a wizard and instead became an ordinary mortal once more.
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Prospero and Miranda by William Maw Egley (around 1850)







Sending Storms


Prospero’s story points out another feature of wizards—they can control the weather, at least to some extent. In The Fellowship of the Ring, the warrior Boromir speculates that a snowstorm that is plaguing the company may be the work of Sauron. “His arm has grown long indeed,” growls Gimli the dwarf, “if he can draw snow down from the North to trouble us here three hundred leagues away.”


“His arm has grown long,” replies Gandalf.





TOLKIEN’S WIZARDS


One other significant type of wizard is that created by J.R.R. Tolkien in The Lord of the Rings and its associated works such as The Silmarillion. Tolkien reveals that there are five wizards in Middle-earth and that they were sent there by the Valar to help in the struggle against the evil of Mordor. In The Lord of the Rings, three of the wizards are mentioned: Gandalf the Grey (later, after his death and rebirth, Gandalf the White); Saruman the White (later Saruman of Many Colors); and Radagast the Brown. The first two are major actors in the story, whereas the third is mentioned briefly and only plays an indirect role in the events of the Third Age.




Blue Wizards


In writings that remained unpublished until his death, Tolkien said that the names of the two wizards who do not appear at all in The Lord of the Rings were Alatar and Pallando, and that they wore sky-blue robes.





All the wizards in Middle-earth look like old men and they age very slowly, if at all. In the sixty-some years that pass from the time of Bilbo’s original adventure, recounted in The Hobbit, and his eleventy-first birthday, Gandalf’s hair grows a bit whiter and he develops a few more wrinkles, but that’s the extent of his aging. (Bilbo doesn&apos;t age much either, but for substantially different reasons.)


The wizards are Maiar, powerful spirits. (Interestingly, balrogs are fallen Maiar, which is why only Gandalf can defeat the one in Moria.) Outwardly, they appear to have only limited powers. Gandalf can start a fire, a skill that seems peculiar to him. Saruman specializes in the lore of the Elven rings, but he can also see events happening far away—though he’s aided in this by use of a Palantír, a magical seeing stone. Radagast is particularly attuned to the natural world and speaks the languages of many animals.


Of the three, Saruman appears to have the least contact with Middle-earth, shutting himself up in his tower of Orthanc, whereas Gandalf and Radagast travel about a good deal. Gandalf, in particular, makes the acquaintance of many of the leaders of Middle-earth, and it is as their counselor that he plays his most important role in the struggle against Sauron.


WIZARDS AND GODS


Finally, there is another category of wizard who receives his or her power or wizardly training from the gods. Belgarath the Sorcerer, a major figure in David Eddings’s epic fantasies, is trained in wizarding skills by the god Aldur, as are several others, known as Aldur’s disciples. One of the benefits is apparent immortality; when he first appears in Pawn of Prophecy, Belgarath is 7,000 years old and widely known as the Immortal Man. The magical method Aldur teaches them is referred to as the Will and the Word, something that Belgarath passes to Garion, his descendant and the hero of the books.


Elminster, the Sage of Shadowdale, is another wizard who has a special connection to the gods—in this case to Mystra, the goddess of magic. Elminster was created by Ed Greenwood as part of the Forgotten Realms, one of the main settings for the roleplaying game Dungeons & Dragons. His magical abilities, which are considerable, are the result of being one of the Chosen of Mystra, which gives him a direct connection to her and to the magic “weave,” the source of magical energy in the Forgotten Realms world of Faerûn.


Also as a Chosen of Mystra, Elminster is immortal and, if injured, can heal himself with silver fire. This has helped him out of many harrowing situations. However, when Mystra is assassinated, the result is a collapse of the Weave, an event known as the Spellplague. During the decade after Mystra’s death, magic in Faerûn becomes wild and unreliable. The land itself is reshaped by vast, uncontrolled magical forces. Because of this, Elminster largely withdraws from the world.


WHERE ARE WIZARDS TAUGHT?


Actually, the question is more complicated than this. We have to ask what wizards are taught and why they have to be taught it at all.


Some wizards seem to inherit their powers through blood ties. Author Jim Butcher’s Harry Dresden, for example, a wizard and private detective in modern-day Chicago, inherited his powers from his mother’s side of the family. J.K. Rowling’s wizards usually come from families where one or both sides of the family include wizards or witches. Significant exceptions to this exist, though. The parents of Hermione Granger, for example, are both Muggles and there’s no indication of any other kind of wizarding blood in her family line. On the other hand, Argus Filch, caretaker of Hogwarts, was born to wizard parents but has no magical abilities whatsoever—the technical term for such a person is “squib.” For that matter, there’s no indication that Harry’s grandparents were magical, yet one of their daughters, Lily, was a witch, and the other, Petunia, wasn’t.


Wizards who inherit their powers must learn, through patient instruction, to control them. The witches and wizards studying at Hogwarts all have magical abilities in varying degrees, but have no idea at first how to cast spells, mix potions, or fly on broomsticks.


“The best thing for being sad . . . is to learn something.”


—MERLIN, THE SWORD IN THE STONE BY T.H. WHITE


Wizards who inhabit Terry Pratchett’s Discworld are in a somewhat similar position. They must attend classes at the Unseen University to master their magical powers. Rincewind, the hapless wizard who is a member of the university’s faculty, has proven so inept over the years at mastering his art that it’s been suggested that if he were to die the average magical quotient of everyone on the planet would actually go up a bit. Still, other students manage to make it all the way through the Unseen University and get their degrees in magic.


Among the more impressive wizard-teaching institutions are:




	Unseen University (Discworld)


	Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry (Harry Potter series)


	College of Winterhold (Skyrim)


	Academy of Sorcery (Dragonlance)


	Palace of the Prophets (Sword of Truth series by Terry Goodkind)


	Brakebills Academy (The Magicians by Lev Grossman)





In some instances, wizards can be individually taught or can, sometimes, themselves be tutors. In White’s The Sword in the Stone, Merlin undertakes young Wart’s instruction by turning him into a series of animals, including a fish, a hawk, an owl, an ant, and a hedgehog. The perspective Wart gains through each of these experiences will improve his abilities as a ruler when he eventually comes to the throne under his true name, King Arthur.


THE HAZARDS OF WIZARDRY


Learning and practicing wizardry can be a terrifying and physically draining experience. Raistlin Majere’s experiences in the Academy of Sorcery have left him with golden skin, and his eyes now have hourglass-shaped pupils through which he sees the constant death and decay of everyone and everything around him. The ordeal also left him with a hacking cough and congenital weakness, and he is forced to rely for support on his larger (and, some would say, stupider) brother Caramon. It is, perhaps, these physical impairments that explain why the character eventually turned to evil.


In The Ring of Solomon, part of Jonathan Stroud’s Bartimaeus series, the magical ring held by King Solomon allows the wearer to perform impressive magic and to summon and control a mighty djinn, the Spirit of the Ring, but it comes at a cost of intense pain to the wearer.


Mary Stewart’s Merlin, who can communicate with the old gods, does so in an involuntary trance, sometimes compared by critics to an epileptic fit. His prophecies, therefore, though correct and important to the rulers of Britain, incapacitate Merlin if they happen too frequently.


In all these cases, wizards survive the pain of magic because they are driven—some by ambition, some by a desire for power, others by forces they don’t fully understand.





CHAPTER 2
The Power of Magic


“What is magic?
“There is the wizard’s explanation . . . wizards talk about candles, circles, planets, stars, bananas, chants, runes and the importance of having at least four good meals every day.”


—TERRY PRATCHETT, LORDS AND LADIES


Like ice cream, wizards come in many different flavors. That is to say that there are various kinds of wizards, performing vastly diverse sorts of magic. In this chapter, we’ll examine some of the strange powers of wizards and from whence those powers come.


TYPES OF MAGIC


Most wizards specialize in one or another type of magic, such as incantations, evocations, divinations, or alchemy. However, they must be familiar with all types.


Incantations


An incantation is a charm or spell created using words. The wizards in Harry Potter’s world use incantations liberally, often a single word or phrase, usually in Latin. Wingardium leviosa! for example, is what a wizard would say in order to levitate an object. An incantation may be part of a ritual, spell, or prayer and may employ the use of physical objects, although this isn’t essential.




Material Components


In Dungeons & Dragons, incantations are usually referred to as spells and often include “material components”—that is, objects of some kind. These are as varied as a pinch of dirt taken from a graveyard or a silver dagger. D&D spells are organized by “level.” The higher the level, the more complex the spell and the more experienced the wizard must be to cast it.





In Marian Cockrell’s delightful young-adult fantasy novel Shadow Castle, material components for a wizard’s spell include a pair of rainbows that keep bumping into one another. Some wizards make use of objects in their spells, but for others, an incantation is simply a matter of putting forth one’s will. Such is the case with David Eddings’s Belgarath. As mentioned in the previous chapter, Belgarath uses a method called the Will and the Word to cast his incantations. This consists of envisioning the Word that names the object to be affected and drawing upon a kind of universal Will or power to create the spell. Mastering the skills of spellcasting in Eddings’s universe takes a long time, and Belgarath, under the tutelage of the god Aldur, spends decades trying to create the simplest of magics. Finally, out of frustration more than anything else, he tries to move a massive boulder and succeeds without being entirely conscious of what he is doing. He then spends several thousand more years mastering and controlling this power.


Incantations are not to be undertaken by those without experience in such things or who do not possess the proper equipment. In Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, Ron Weasley, angered beyond endurance by the bully Draco Malfoy, hurls a slug-eating spell at him. Unfortunately, because Ron’s wand has been damaged, the spell backfires, and slugs come pouring out of Ron’s own mouth.


The words that accompany a spell are essential to producing the effect the wizard wants. Some spells don’t require words; others depend heavily upon them. In John Boorman’s 1981 film Excalibur, Merlin makes use of “the Charm of Making” and chants words meant to be some variant of a Celtic language.
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The Charm of Making


It’s been suggested that the words Merlin uses in Excalibur are derived from Old Irish:


Anál nathrach,
orth’ bháis’s bethad,
do chél dénmha


This Old Irish incantation would translate roughly into English as:


Serpent’s breath,
charm of death and life,
thy omen of making.


Boorman himself has never said where the words come from.





Such words, as mentioned previously, are essential to the wizards of J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter stories. The most important incantation—at any rate, the most feared—is the Killing Curse. The wizard raises his wand, points it at the subject, and utters the words, Avada Kedavra. The subject of the curse dies immediately.


Alert readers probably notice a close connection between the words of the Killing Curse and the familiar magical word Abracadabra. No one quite knows where the latter comes from; some speculate that it’s Aramaic for “I create as I speak.” It first appears in the third century A.D. in a medical book written by Quintus Serenus Sammonicus. Noted magicians once used it, but now it’s largely used by stage magicians and no longer taken seriously as an incantation.


EVOCATIONS


To evoke is to call or summon a spirit, demon, or god. It’s a practice deeply rooted in Western mystery schools such as the Rites of Dionysus or the Eleusinian Mysteries of Ancient Greece. A wizard often stands within a magic circle or pentagram (a five-sided star) and summons a being, compelling it by the terms of the evocation to obey the wizard’s commands.


“I hate to break this to you, but as a rule, wizards are nasty people. They’re powerful, capricious, ruthless, egotistical, used to getting their own way. That’s being kind. ”


—JASON HALEY, THE WIZARD HEIR BY CINDA WILLIAMS CHIMA


[image: ]


As one can imagine, this sort of thing can get badly out of hand. In Jonathan Stroud’s Bartimaeus novels, wizards summon demons to perform chores for them. However, the demons are constrained only by the precise words of the spell. If the wizard mispronounces a word or steps out of his circle of protection, the demon is released from the spell, usually with very unpleasant results for the magician.


Players of the collectible card game Magic: The Gathering are familiar with evocations, as this is one of the main tactics in the game. Two players, pretending to be rival magicians, use cards from their decks to summon creatures. Once summoned, the creatures can attack the player’s opponent or block her spells or creatures from attacking him.




The Cost of Summoning


Magic: The Gathering players are able to summon creatures by using magic, known in the game as “mana.” When a creature is summoned by the wizard, it is considered to have “summoning sickness” and can only be used on the player’s next turn.





At the end, when the summoned creature—be it demon or god or spirit—has done its work, the wizard must also know the proper way to dismiss it. This allows it to return to the plane of existence from which it was called.
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