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On the Discworld, where magic has more in common with particle physics
than Houdini, high-level background magic (most likely a reference to real-
world background radiation) occurs when a very powerful spell hits, creating
a myriad of sub-astral particles that severely distort local reality. Building a
house in (or even walking into) a region where this has happened is extremely
dangerous as it is mentioned that an individual may not remain the same
species, shape or level of sanity, as they were when they entered. Medium
levels cause odd effects, such as coins landing on their edges and turning into
caterpillars. Areas with larger than normal quantities of background magic
tend to display unusual qualities, even for the Disc. Very high quantities
of magic can knock a hole in Discworld reality, leading to an invasion by
Lovecraftian monstrosities from the Dungeon Dimensions, or, almost as bad,
the world of the Elves. In the Discworld universe, magic is broken into
elementary particulate fragments in much the same way that energy and
other forces are in real-world quantum physics. The basic unit of Discworld
magic is the thaum (from the Greek thauma, marvel), equal to the amount
of mystical energy required to conjure up one small white pigeon, or three
normal-sized billiard balls. Several SI-modifiers have been applied to it (e.g.
millithaum, kilothaum) in the books. Discworld magic can be measured with
a thaumometer, which is described as a black cube with a dial on one side.
A standard thaumometer is good for up to a million thaums, beyond that
level, Discworld reality starts to break down. The thaum also appears to
be a particle; the Discworld physics equivalent of the atom. ”Splitting the
thaum” revealed that it was in fact composed of numerous sub-particles,
called resons (”thingies”) which in turn are created from a combination of
up to five ”flavours”: up, down, sideways, sex appeal, and peppermint (see
the real-world quarks).
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