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INTRODUCTION

 

I am one of those authors who have been writing, pretty much, since they were old enough to hold a pen. I have a folder of old stories, typed up on an old typewriter, that I don’t even remember having written.

 

I was rarely seen without a book in my hand, and spent every spare hour I had, buried deep in fantastical worlds. I was lucky in that my parents encouraged it. They never told me that I was wasting my time, or to keep my head out of the clouds. They even let me read at the dinner table, eating one-handed.

 

I was also lucky to have access to a local library, and quickly worked my way through the fantasy catalogue in their children’s section. I swept my way through all of the Choose Your Own Adventure books; not only following the adventures of kids—passing into a fantasy world to fight dragons, mounted on their bicycle steeds—but I got to control the stories. I could re-read them over and over, choosing different paths each time, creating a multitude of adventures for myself.

 

My love of speculative fiction had started young. It was my dad’s job to read the bedtime stories each night, all of us huddled together to listen. He often picked books from his own collection which, almost exclusively, consisted of classic sci-fi novels. And so, as a child, my bedtime stories were written by the likes of H.G. Wells and John Wyndham. Looking back, I suspect that The War of the Worlds and The Day of the Triffids were probably inappropriate choices for children about to go to sleep, but it must have caught my imagination. I will forever thank my dad for introducing me to such tales.

 

At the age of 16 I finally picked up the Chronicles of Narnia books, reading all seven of them in just five days. It was then that my Narnia obsession began, and it has never waned.

 

Before starting at university, I worked in an antique auction house. Every wardrobe that came through the saleroom, I would check in the back of it for Narnia. It reached the point that the staff would come and inform me each time they took receipt of one!

 

When they announced the latest film adaptations, I scoured the internet daily for news. I saw each of them on their day of release, going to the cinema alone for an uninterrupted experience. A pure absorption of them. I can still name the four actors who portrayed the Pevensie children, their names branded into my memory. Yes, the woman who can’t even remember her own phone number!

 

One of my most treasured possessions is an old wardrobe. I bought it from a second-hand furniture shop for just £20. It has moved house with us several times, and has practically fallen apart, with my husband tasked with fixing it back together. Carved into its door is a beautiful rendering of a ship, in full sail, riding the sea. And the serpentine hinges on it are like sea monsters. It is beautiful, and largely useless. It isn’t deep enough to hold a standard coat hanger on its rail, and the mirror on the back of the door is so mottled and degraded it hardly reflects anything at all. In fact, it has rarely ever been used as an actual wardrobe, and currently holds my increasingly out of control to-be-read pile.

 

But, because it looks like it may have once stood in the captain’s quarters on board the Dawntreader, I will never part with it.

 

And, over the years, I have collected other bits and pieces that remind me of Narnia. Including film props, and a good collection of behind-the-scenes and the-making-of books. My obsession is complete, and incurable. All that is left is to find a way to Narnia myself. I’m still looking, and I won’t give up.

 

Despite this, I did stray from my love of fantasy. At university I studied Drama and Creative Writing, and wandered away from magic and fantastical worlds. I can’t say why, it just happened. Perhaps I felt pressure to finally grow up. Perhaps my university course pushed me towards literary fiction. Perhaps I simply needed a break from it for a while. I don’t know.

 

After university, as I began to navigate the confusing and cynical world of adulthood, I barely read anything at all. For a long time, I hardly managed a handful of books a year. During this time, I read my first ever Stephen King book. It was, interestingly enough, On Writing that I picked up first, and I finished it in just a few days. And so, I was brought back to literature with a renewed desire to read, as well as to write.

 

Although I’ve been writing since I was very young, it was never my ambition to make a career from it. I wanted to act. I wanted to be on stage. My whole childhood was filled with drama lessons, singing lessons, lessons in several different forms of dance. I was always performing; music concerts, amateur dramatics, school plays. If there was a spotlight, I was in it.

 

While I was at university, studying Drama, I discovered that I wasn’t enjoying it as much as I’d expected to. I had a long heart-to-heart with myself, finally accepting that the ambition I’d had all of my life, my singular goal, simply wasn’t what I wanted anymore. And it was difficult to let go of. This vision had shaped my entire life, my entire personality, and I had nothing to replace it with.

 

But, I couldn’t pretend to myself anymore. And, as I continued with my degree, I came to the conclusion that I didn’t want to be onstage, blinking into the spotlight, speaking someone else’s words. What I wanted was to sit in the back of a darkened auditorium, watching other people perform my words. I wanted to write.

 

Even with this revelation, I still didn’t imagine myself making writing into any kind of a career. The first Kindle wouldn’t come on the market for another six years. The publishing landscape was a very different one to what it is today. Becoming a published author was a pipe-dream. One that seemed to rely far more on luck than any kind of talent. A who-you-know rather than a what-you-know industry. And for a young woman barely into her twenties, and still reeling from losing the footing of the one constant she’d had in her life, it all seemed like an impossibility.

 

As part of my Creative Writing class, our tutor asked us to write a personal introduction to an imaginary book about ourselves. Much like this introduction you’re reading right now. The difference being, in that imagined introduction, I wrote “I can’t imagine writing ever being anything more than a hobby for me.” When I wrote that, I wouldn’t have believed I’d ever be writing one for real.

 

When our assignments were returned, my tutor had highlighted that sentence, responding with the note “That would be a shame.” That single comment began a shift in mindset which, over the following years, led me to this moment right now. And this book, through all those that have come before it.

 

Inspiration tends to come from the most unexpected sources, at the most unexpected of moments.

 

And I’m sure that my tutor has no idea of the impact she had. Of the wheels she set into motion. Of the future she helped to craft. She dropped a small pebble into a pool, and its ripples are still radiating outwards.


USING THIS GUIDEBOOK

 

If you’re looking to build your first fictional world, and you’re not sure where to start, this is the book for you. If you’d like to deepen and expand your world, this is the book for you. If you find the idea of worldbuilding daunting, and you’ve been putting off even starting your world, this is definitely the book for you.

 

This guidebook is broken into 30 easy, manageable prompts for you to complete. If you work your way through, simply completing one prompt per day, by the end of the month, you will have a strong, solid basis to your world. From there, you can grow it more.

 

This list of worldbuilding prompts is not, by any means, exhaustive. Depending on your genre, your story, your characters, and the world you need to create for them, you may need aspects that are not covered by this workbook. Likewise, some of these prompts may not be relevant to you.

 

Think of it like a garden. This book gives you the foundation to build upon. It helps you to plant the seeds, and offers you seeds you may not have considered planting yourself. But, you’ll need to cultivate it, and water it. And, you may have plants of your own that you want to include. A special tree, your favourite flower. You may like to have a pond, or a bench, or a marquee.

 

You will also need to create a safe, singular place to keep all of your worldbuilding notes, whether in hard copy or digitally. It’s surprisingly easy to get lost in your own world, and surprisingly easy to forget the details of it. This will become your worldbuilding bible. Your one-stop-shop for everything you need to know about your world. When you come to writing your story, keep these notes next to you, so that everything you need to know about your world is in easy reach.

 

Above all, enjoy your worldbuilding. Enjoy exploring it, and watching it come to life around you.

 

As a simple human, this may be the closest you’ll come to performing real magic. To visualise an entire world from nothing. To pluck things from the air and make them real. To take breath on the wind and form it into something tangible. That is the most real, purest magic I know of.

 

Of course, I’m being presumptuous here. You may have magical abilities beyond my comprehension. In fact, you may even be a little more than human...


WORLDBUILDING BASICS

 

While fantasy and science-fiction authors may be doing the heavy lifting when creating their fictional worlds, worldbuilding exists in, pretty much, every genre. To a certain extent.

 

Whether it’s the creation of an imaginary cafe in a real town, or imagining an alternative outcome to an event from history, any book, of any kind, can involve worldbuilding. At the fantasy, sci-fi, and horror end of the scale, the worldbuilding-heavyweights, it may mean the creation of a magic system, or monsters, to slot alongside the real world. Or it may mean building an entirely new world with new species and cultures, right up to an entire universe of planets.

 

It can become quite the epic task!

 

Now, I don’t know about you, but I tend to get easily overwhelmed by epic tasks. That’s why I’m still working up to de-cluttering my house. I just look at the job as a whole, can’t untangle where to actually start, and I end up doing nothing at all.

 

As much as I understand the usefulness and the importance of breaking things down into workable chunks, into simple steps, the ability and method for doing this very often escapes me. Unlike many other people, I can see the wood very clearly. It’s the trees I have trouble with.

 

And this is what this workbook is designed to do. It breaks the task of building a fully fictional world into sizeable chunks. 30 of them (with a bonus one at the end). If you simply complete one task per day, by the end of the month, you will have a whole world to begin writing in, or to continue building into finer detail.

 

One task a day. That’s not difficult or scary, is it?

 

Worldbuilding doesn’t need to be difficult, or complicated. It doesn’t need to take forever, or be an excuse for never actually writing the book. It doesn’t need to be overwhelming or intimidating. At the other end of the scale, it shouldn’t be something that you haphazardly bolt on in a last-minute panic.

 

As you’ll discover through this book, worldbuilding should be tightly integrated with your plot and your characters. Your characters, and their goals, their struggles, their journey, that is the reason your readers show up. That’s the reason they keep reading. You can have the most amazing world, but if you don’t populate it with compelling, sympathetic, and relatable characters, readers will simply stop turning the pages. Likewise, if you write amazing characters, and put them into a flat, paper world, your readers won’t want to walk along with them, or explore with them.

 

Just as you want your readers to believe in your characters, you want them to believe in your world, too.

 

Let them smell the salt on the breeze, hear the buzzing of the insects. Let them feel the heat of the burning buildings, and feel the oppression of the government. Let them walk every single step with your characters. Invite them in. And invite them to stay. Whether they want to set up home there, or fight to change it.

 

Your worldbuilding is equally as important as your story and characters. Give your characters somewhere real to live, and give your readers somewhere real to visit. You simply can’t separate these things out if you want to write the best book that you can.

 

So, what are you waiting for? Let’s get started with the basics of worldbuilding.

 

DIFFERENT TYPES OF WORLDBUILDING

 

There are a few different ways to approach worldbuilding, and which you choose, will depend on your goals, your story, and your genre.

 

Building a whole new fictional world:

This is mostly used for writing fantasy and science fiction, and involves creating an entirely fictional world from scratch. Somewhere that does not, and never has, existed. It may have similarities to our world, and it may have huge differences. Think along the lines of second-world fantasies penned by the likes of J.R.R. Tolkien or C.S. Lewis.

 

A real place with an alternative past or future:

This may be taking a real existing place, London, for example, and giving it an alternative or altered history. Imagine if the Great Fire of London had actually been started by dragons. How would that change the world today? Or it may be taking the real-world place, and throwing it into your imagined future. This is very common in dystopia, imagining an unpleasant future for our world.

 

When using this style of worldbuilding, your map is usually, largely, already done for you. There is likely to be some changes, such as missing landmarks, or different names for places. The extent of the changes would entirely depend on your story, and how different you have imagined the past or future of this place.

 

A real place with a parallel fictional world:

The other way is to set your story in a real place, and have a fictional world created alongside it, usually invisible or hidden from the general public. Such as in Neil Gaiman’s Neverwhere, or Harry Potter, or Hellboy. The fictional side of the world may be tightly integrated with the real world, or it may be quite separate. This would depend, again, on your story.

 

Whichever kind of world you’re building, your objective is still the same: to create a believable world that your readers can really imagine walking around in.

 

 

MAP MAKING

 

One of my favourite parts of worldbuilding is making the map. You don’t need to be an amazing artist; a child-like scrawl on the back of an envelope is good enough, as long as it makes sense to you so that you don’t end up getting lost in your own world. Which, believe me, is surprisingly easy.

 

Imagine your characters are travelling from A to B. If, in one chapter, B lies west of A, and then, suddenly, it’s south, your readers will notice. Or if B is a coastal town one minute, and a village in the mountains the next, your readers will notice, and it will drag them out of your story. Plus, they will love to call you up on it. They’ll email you. They’ll message you on social media. And they’ll write it in their reviews.

 

As an author, your job is to keep them in the story. To keep them believing that it’s real. To blur out their real world, their real life, and construct a new one for them, for as long as they’re reading your book. Glaring inaccuracies will pluck them out of your world. Inaccuracies break the illusion, and remind them that they are simply reading a story. That they’re not a hero fighting against a terrible foe. It pulls them back to their own cold, harsh, boring reality. And no one wants that!

 

And so, at the writing stage, your world map is for you. If you’re not confident in your artistic abilities, there are plenty of artists who can create a stunning map to go into the front of your book. At this stage, the map is only for your eyes. Build it out of Lego, build it on Minecraft, mould it from clay, or cake, or whatever. As long as it’s useful to you (and you’re not tempted to eat it!)

 

And don’t be tempted to simply draw a map and then randomly scatter towns across it. That doesn’t happen, it’s not believable. Towns are founded in specific places for specific reasons. The main reason being, of course, survival.

 

So, imagine you’re choosing a place to establish a town. What do you need? What considerations do you need to make?

 

Fresh water source:

The most important and first consideration. Have you ever noticed how many major cities have a river flowing through them?

 

Varied food source:

Man cannot live by bread alone. Or cake, sadly. Their food source needs to be varied enough to keep them healthy.

 

Natural resources:

They need enough resources to be able to build their homes, and the things they need. They can also use these resources for trade.

 

 

Appropriate land for crops/animals:

The landscape they choose to settle in will hugely impact the kind of food and animals they farm.

 

Access and security:

Can they get in and out of their settlement easily while still keeping it protected from intruders?

 

Trade route:

Can traders visit their settlement? Is it on a major trade route, or will they have to rely on people making a special trip?

 

Predators:

What lives in the woods? Or the mountains? How do they protect themselves against it?

 

People, by and large, will choose the easiest option for their home, unless the benefits outweigh the dangers or struggles. For example, you might consider it foolish to establish a town in the middle of a dragon breeding ground. But what if just one dragon scale (which could be naturally shed) would sell for a price that could feed a family for three months. Then, it may well be worth it.

 

NAMING PLACES

 

There are several different ways to name the places on your map. Remember that it’s not just towns and cities you need to name. Depending on how big your map is, you might be naming mountain ranges, rivers, forests, counties, countries, oceans, continents, or even planets.

 

Just like places on your map aren’t randomly placed, neither are they randomly named. They might be named after their founder, or the landscape, or the natural resources, the wildlife, the river or mountain they’re close to. They might be named after a local legend; your place names can actually conjure up stories of their own.

 

Of course, you can backward engineer these things. You can find the name for a place, and then create the reason it was named that. Perhaps no one remembers. Perhaps it doesn’t matter to you, or your characters, or your story. As I’ll discuss in the next section, you don’t need a full and complete history for everything.

 

There are so many online naming generators. Simply do a search, and you’ll find countless. I have two that I favour:

 


	squid.org/rpg-random-generator



	seventhsanctum.com





 

 

HISTORY

 

Your current world is a product of everything that ever happened there, even if no one in your world still remembers. It’s your job, as the writer, to know. To remember what they can’t.

 

I’m not saying that you need to plot out 5 million years’ worth of history. Unless you’re into that. Some people are. But you definitely need to know enough to understand why things are the way they are. To know enough to effectively create the world, its culture, and values.

 

As people, we act according to our culture. And each culture is different. And there are variations in that culture. The things we value. The things we see as rude, or polite, or unnecessary. The things we want, the things we avoid. Religion. Festivals. The way we treat our elderly. The way we treat children. The kind of food we eat, and the way in which we eat it. The kind of jobs we do. The differences between rich and poor. The differences between high culture and low culture.

 

And these things change over time. Invading cultures. Migrating cultures. Important events. A war, or a natural disaster can hugely change a place’s culture. Changing what’s important to them. Changing the way they live their lives.

 

And you need to remember that every time something changes, it affects everything else.

 

There are different levels at which an event can occur.

 

International events:

Something that affects the entire world. Like climate change, population explosion, the sun dying, zombie apocalypse, etc

 

National events:

Something that affects the country or large area. Like an economic crash, natural disasters, death of a monarch, etc.

 

Local events:

Something that affects a town or community. Harvest failure, flood, local elections, introduction of a new predator, a new trade deal, etc.

 

Individual events:

Something that affects one person or family. Bereavement, loss of employment, loss of home, births, marriages, a lottery win, etc.

 

It’s obvious how an international event affects everything else. I’m sure a worldwide zombie outbreak would affect you and your family. But what about the other way round?

 

So, imagine a family preparing for a wedding. They order a whole load of wine from the next village. That gives the farmer enough money to finally live out his dream of buying a boat and exploring the seas. When the winter rains come, the lack of the vineyard on the hillside causes a landslip which demolishes the mining town below, which leads to a shortage of minerals, which leads to a shortage of coins, which results in an economic crash.

 

This is, of course, a somewhat extreme example, but it’s an important thing to bear in mind. Think about the butterfly effect, and the ripples you might be sending out.

 

Imagine your world as a pool. Every event, ever construct, every thing you change or create, is like dropping a pebble into the water. Sometimes, the ripples last a few minutes. Sometimes, a few years. Spreading wider. Affecting more people. Sometimes, those ripples last for centuries.

 

HOW YOUR WORLD AFFECTS CHARACTER AND STORY

 

You can also use your worldbuilding to create conflict. Remember that conflict is created when your protagonist’s goal is interrupted, or opposed, and you can use your world to do that.

 

Perhaps the most obvious example is if the protagonist’s goal requires them to break the law. But you can use other things too: limitations of magic, social norms and expectations, gender roles. The landscape itself can become a physical barrier, or the weather, or a lack of resources.

 

And you can use all of this in your worldbuilding to raise the stakes. To increase the tension.

 

Because your world doesn’t exist separately from the people who live in it, and you should create it with those people in mind. They will have opinions about everything. Beliefs, hopes, grievances. Things they love, things they hate. Things they want to change. Things they fight to change.

 

And these things will differ based on all of their nuances: gender, age, class, religion, etc. So their opinions will be different to the person stood next to them. They may even directly oppose one another. Conflict.

 

You have to remember that everything comes back to character. You have to remember that you aren’t writing a story about a world that happens to have people living in it. You are writing a story about people who happen to live in a particular world.

 

Worldbuilding. Story. Character. None of these is independent from the others.


DAY 1: GENRE AND SETTING

 

The genre of your book has a big impact on everything that happens inside it. In every crime thriller, you’ll find a police detective. In every romance, you’ll find two people falling in love. There are certain things your readers will expect to find: characters, situations, and locations.

 

Your genre can help to determine how much setting you need. Likewise, your chosen setting can help you to determine your genre.

 

If you’re writing epic fantasy, the clue’s in the name; you’re probably going to be creating a vast amount of world with distant mountains, forests, oceans. Different countries, each with their own distinct cultures and characters. However, urban fantasy is likely to only require a single city, with a hidden, supernatural world existing alongside it. A space opera you may require an entire galaxy for your story to take place in, with multiple planets with their own worldbuilding requirements. Alternatively, you may be mapping a single spaceship.

 

There are far too many genres, sub-genres, and niche genres to list here, but you should have an idea of what genre you’re writing in. If you’re unsure, there are many resources online that give a description of all the different sub-genres. You should also be reading widely in the genre you wish to write in, which will give you a solid idea of the types of settings typical to that genre.

 

Remember that genre requirements can be quite fluid, and that your story may blend two or more of them together. It is also the case that new sub-genres are always emerging with conventions of their own. So don’t stress if, while building your world or writing your book, you realise that you might be in the wrong genre. Or if you change your mind about it. Nothing needs to be set in stone at this point in the process, but it is a good idea to have some direction.

 

Questions:

 


	What is your genre?



	What are some common locations seen in that genre?





 

You can either start with your genre and explore the setting from there, or you can work backwards. You can look at your setting, and then use it to inform your genre.

 


	List important locations for your story.



	How are they important to the story?





 

Write down any specific location ideas you might already have; important places where certain parts of your story will happen. This might be your main character’s home, a hut in a forest, a cave by the ocean, or a magic school beyond the mountains. It might be a flight deck, a loading bay, or an uncharted planet.

 

As you work your way through this book, you might have ideas come to you, in which case, you can navigate back to these notes and add extra locations.


DAY 2: DRAW YOUR MAP

 

Remember: it doesn’t need to be a beautiful work of art, as long as it’s useful to you as you write. As long as it prevents you from getting lost in your world.

 

You don’t need to know all the details yet, we’ll be working on that over the next few pages. You can sketch an island outline, the city limits, or a vague coastline.

 

But this will become your absolute go-to piece of information, so it’s important that you keep it beside you as you write, and update it as you need to.


DAY 3: WATER SOURCES

 

Towns and cities don’t simply spring up randomly. There are many essential decisions that need to be made before settling on one place or another, and whether a settlement thrives—growing from a hamlet up to a thriving city—or whether it withers and disappears, depends on those decisions.

 

The most important thing that is needed, in any settlement, is access to fresh water (unless you’re writing about non-human characters that have no need for water. In which case, they will need access to their essential element for life.)

 

Draw the water sources onto your map. This might be oceans, rivers, streams, lakes, reservoirs. It might be wells, boreholes, taps, or even huge containers of treated water.

 

Also think about where these water sources flow from, and where they flow to (remembering that rivers always run downhill). Look at both natural sources of water, and man-made sources. Think about fresh water, salt water, and ice.

 

Consider how much the natural landscape has been controlled and changed for people’s needs. Areas of land may have been flooded or drained. Rivers might have been diverted, dammed, crossed. Also consider how nature is fighting back: floods, erosion. And don’t just consider what’s happening above ground, there might be deep underground caverns flowing with water, just waiting for the right time to collapse, taking entire towns with them. Where has ice broken the land apart? Where has it melted? Has the supply of water forced people to relocate?

 

Think about how water is used. It’s not just for drinking and cooking. It’s also used for cleaning, manufacturing, and transportation. Maybe it’s used as a currency in your world, or a display of power. It might be a weapon, used for defences (such as a moat), or as a prison, trapping people on a single island.

 

And what about water sources that no longer exist? Or ones that have been forgotten, abandoned, or lost underground?

 

Is water plentiful and freely available to all? Or is it rare and expensive? Is it hoarded by those who can access it?

 

Also consider how water impacts your characters. This isn’t something you need to solidify right now, as you might not even have any characters yet. But it’s something to ponder. Are your characters afraid of water? Is it something powerful and destructive in their lives? Or does it represent food, freedom, a healthy landscape?

 

Finally, think about naming your water sources. Remember that towns are often named after the river they sit beside. In turn, the river may be named after something else: a mountain, a legend, an important person. Or the river might be named after what it looks like, or sounds like, or where it goes.

 

Write down any important bodies of water in your world. Give them names, give them significance, let them have an impact in your world and on your characters.

 

Questions:

 


	List the important water sources in your
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