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Prompts and Activities to Create and Customize Your Own Game World
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Praise for James D’Amato’s Ultimate RPG Series

The Ultimate RPG Character Backstory Guide


“[T]his book is pure fun.…Newcomers to the genre and returning heroes from past fellowships will find something in this for them.”

—Horror Fuel

“It’s not only a useful tool for building and fleshing out characters, it’s also written in an incredibly entertaining way, making it a fun way to get the creative juices flowing.”

—Gaming Trend

“It’s akin to a graduate school course in role-playing games.”

—Review Fix



The Ultimate Micro-RPG Book


“The ideas are brilliant, the breadth of content, completely creative.”

—Borg

“Innovative.”

—Nerdist

“[This book has] lots of play value.”

—NPR Milwaukee






Praise for James D’Amato’s Ultimate RPG Series

The Ultimate RPG Gameplay Guide


“James D’Amato is one of those rare storytellers who can not only make those delightful and unexpected choices that make the table laugh or their eyes go wide, but he has that second, rarer gift. When doing it, he can build upon what’s already been established, weaving a little more and passing the tapestry to someone else to be inspired from.”

—Alan Linic, writer for Saturday Night Live and cohost of the tl;dm podcast

“James D’Amato is doing the coolest, most exciting, and original work in tabletop game design right now… If I were you, I’d be getting this book in my hands as fast as possible!”

—Brennan Lee Mulligan, host of CollegeHumor’s Dimension 20 D&D RPG show

“James has put together a great collection of ideas that’ll appeal to a wide range of players, from newbies to old hands.”

—John Rogers, writer and showrunner for Leverage, The Librarians, and Jackie Chan Adventures
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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

Look for Connections
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