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Mythic Europe
Ars Magica™ was intended to be played in what we call Mythic Europe, a setting in which all our game supplements and adventures are based.   Though you may have qualms about role-playing in an "authentic" medieval setting, you should know that it's not nearly as hard to portray as you might think. You only need a general concept of how to evoke the feeling of the times and then let all the historical details come as they will. As your saga progresses, you can add more and more historical fact to your world (as you gradually learn it) — but never hold yourself back from doing something just because you're not sure of a particular fact.
Mythic Europe is based heavily on historical Europe of the 13th century, but there are two major differ​ences: magic and other supernatural forces and beings do unquestionably exist; and the medieval world-view is, in general, the way things actually are. Thus we have magi, demons, faeries, divine miracles, and the wisdom of Aristotle, declaring that heavy objects fall faster than light ones. Obviously, many medieval people disagreed over some questions, such as the nature of God, and these questions are still unanswered in the game world.
The Mythic Europe of Ars Magica™ is not histori​cal Europe, close as the two are, so ultimately you can portray it any way you wish.   Future supplements from Lion Rampant will deal with specific regions of Mythic Europe, and provide more information about their histories.
We have a few additional suggestions for you, to help you play out the atmosphere of the times:
· Don't pass up chances to talk about the filth and vermin that are found in every city, village, and castle. Castle moats were the sewers for the entire fortress, and they stank! There is disease everywhere and even healthy folk often carry the scars of earlier bouts with illness. The fresh, clean face of a young maiden is a rarity, and it stands out. The old hag and the crippled beggar are much more common sights; make sure you describe them often.

· Hierarchy is the basis of interactions between people. Those who are highborn get all the breaks; those who are not get trampled on.   Point this out as much as possible, and emphasize how strange it is that the characters arc the only people outside of this system. Serfs are likely to mistake the magi for nobility, and bow to them, or at least tug their forelock. Townsfolk arc likely to get very confused — how do you treat a magus?   They're not noble born, but neither are they commoners.

· Human life is not as valuable as it is to us. It is a barbaric and violent world. Life is taken and given casually; some folk might see as much death and violence on the streets as we see on TV. Though most people live their lives peacefully, there are always periods during which the streets flow red with blood. Death isn't seen as shocking or even as mildly interesting — it is a regular part of life. Depict the taking of human life almost as an afterthought at times, mention it almost as if in passing, "As you walk past the fork in the road you see a corpse hanging from the gallows, alongside three or four skeletons."   Let the charac​ters mourn the death of a street urchin who had befriended them, but play out the utter callousness of the bystanders — "It was only a beggar."
· Play out the romance and beauty of the age as much as you can. It will stand out sharply in contrast to the darkness and misery you've spent much of your time depicting, so be sure to include it. There are lofty ideals in this world. These people are reaching out of the chaos and misery of their age in an effort to create a new world. Describe the beauty of the cathedral in the sunset, the oak trees creaking in the wind, the lovers in the glade, the festivals, and the church processions.   Don't forget chivalry cither; make sure the characters meet a few virtuous knights who will fight to the death to uphold their honor.

· There is magic everywhere; it is found in the fragrance of a rose, in the light on a spring day, and in a bard's song.   Even though the Dominion limits the power of magic within its bounds, it can still be found, though it is subtle and seen out of the corner of the eye. Innocent and unassuming people (especially children) might encounter a sprite or a small gnome in a meadow, and there are stories of elves helping a kindly cobbler make shoes. Love weaves a web of magic, and the charms and potions of the serfs may actually work.   Portray magic as being pervasive throughout the world, but remember that, except in the faerie forest, it is elusive and subtle.   Build upon the mystery of it all, and try to create a feeling of wide-eyed wonder.

Background to Mythic Europe
Western Europe of the High Middle Ages is the product of the decline and collapse of the Roman Empire centuries earlier.   After a long period of decadence, internal strife, and economic collapse, the western Roman Empire finally dissolved in the 6th century.  In its place appeared the kingdoms of the barbarian warlords, such as Clovis. It was the Dark Ages, a time of dissolution, disorder, and untold violence. Though Europe has emerge from that period, it is divided into many different kingdoms and minor princi​palities, and there is ceaseless conflict and intrigue between them.
Throughout the chaos of the Dark Ages, the Church provided a sense of unity and continuity. So much so, that by the 11th century the Pope was able to call a Crusade against the Muslims who had taken Jerusalem. The Cru​sade united the hearts of commoner and noble, German and Frank alike. Unfortunately, in the past two hundred years, the Popes have grossly overused Crusades and excommuni​cation as political tools, and many folk have grown tired of the Church's power. Heresy is rife, and the clouds of religious persecution loom.
Some say the clergy have grown distant from those they tend, spending more time managing their vast lands than preaching the word of God. At the beginning of the next century, the Order of Dominicans will arise, alternately using reason and the torch to assure dogmatic conformity to the Church's doctrine. As a counterpoint, the Order of Franciscans will be founded; their saintly lives of poverty and service to others setting an example to the common folk. The Franciscans wandered the countryside, aiding the peasants and preaching the work of a loving God.
The Twelfth Century
The Twelfth century is one of change, growth, and decay within a culture that has progressed far in the last few centuries. The Princes of Europe are still engaged in battles for wealth and glory. Some of them still hold to the doc​trine of the Church, but the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire is outspokenly irreligious and openly contemptuous of the Pope. There is growing conflict between the secular rulers and the Church throughout Europe.
In the British Isles, the Normans have consolidated their conquest, led by William the Conqueror in the 11th century.   The Norman nobility all speak French, while the common folk speak old English.   England still wars with the clans of Scotland and, though Wales has been con​quered, there arc still occasional uprisings.   Expeditions sent to Ireland have met with great success and half of the Emerald Isle has been conquered.
Stretching from the Pyrenees to the North sea is the Kingdom of France. In southern France, Catharist heretics are common, though they consider themselves good Christians.   Along the south west coast in Aquitaine and Gascony, the Barons all swear fealty to the English King, though technically they are still part of the Kingdom of France. The relations between these two kingdoms is greatly strained because of this.
The Holy Roman Empire, also known as Germany, stretches from the Alps to Denmark (with the exception of the ever independent Swiss).   More of a confederation of kingdoms than an empire, the Emperor has little influence beyond the borders of his own kingdom.    In order to protect free and open trade, a score of mercantile cities along the Baltic sea have banded together to form the Haessiaric league.   Several Holy Orders of Knights (Pala​dins) continue to battle the heathen in Poland and Transyl​vania, establishing new Kingdoms for themselves by recolonizing it with settlers from the West.
The young Christian kingdom of Portugal is estab​lished on land won from the Muslims, who hold the rest of the Iberian peninsula.  The Moors still control most of southern Spain; their highly advanced culture still retains much of the glory of ancient Rome.   Many scholars come south to learn from the highly literate and enlightened Moors.   Christian knights have been battling the Moors for centuries, slowly pushing southward.  The kingdom of Aragon, located just south of the Pyrenees, has been central to this effort. Less than a century ago, they were able to retake Barcelona, a city renowned for the commerce that flows through its port and the enlightenment of its inhabi​tants. Wizards from all over Europe visit Barcelona to savor the sweetness of southern living, and to meet with their fellows to study and conduct trade. No other city in Europe is as tolerant of them.   Peasants are slowly settling the inland areas of the kingdom.  The inland regions of Spain are somewhat barren and foreboding, having much in common with the American West.
Magic is on the retreat in Europe.   As society has emerged from the Dark Ages, the population has increased and the wilderness has been cleared. Countless faerie forests and magical sites have been overcome by the Dominion. Knights have systematically eradicated threats in their societies' borders, driving back the faeries, ogres, elementals, serpents, and dragons. Slowly, magic is leaving the world — for though these mystical areas' may return on special nights, their full power and splendor are lost forever.
On the outskirts of the Dominion, the monsters and faeries still cling to existence, often embittered by their loss of power since the Dark Ages. In mountain and forest fastnesses, their influence is undiminished; in the vast tracts of wilderness still to be found across Europe, untold magical powers still hold sway.
The magi are in a unique and curious position, as they are part of both worlds — human and supernatural. They share in the culture of society, and benefit from the growth of learning and general prosperity; yet their power is derived from magic — it is their love. Some wizards have begun to realize the full extent of the situation, and wonder what will happen if — or when — the Dominion covers all of Europe. Will their power vanish with the faeries? Will the day come when the wizards will have to turn against the Dominion for the sake of preservation — or will that need be discovered too late, with the magic of this world already past the point of no return? Or perhaps there will always be some secluded, richly magical place where the reclusive magi might cloister themselves? These questions will have increasing importance in the years to come.
