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Creating a Unique Fantasy World for Your Novel
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To the weird ones:

You are not alone.




ABOUT THIS BOOK

 

Oz, Wonderland, Narnia, the 100 Acre Wood, Neverland, Hogwarts, the United Federation of Planets, Westeros, Middle Earth, Alagaesia, Terabithia, Gotham City, Jurassic Park, Fablehaven, and a galaxy far, far away.

These fictional places have become real in the minds and hearts of readers. These are storyworlds that someone invented—someone who was once like you, learning to tell stories, learning to write, and dreaming about publishing a novel.

You have the ability to create such a world for readers. Isn’t that incredible?

If you’re a beginner who’s overwhelmed by the idea of creating an entire world or who’s uncertain where to start, this book will help you. 

But if you’re looking for a book to magically give you the ability to create worlds without doing a lot of work, I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news. Writing a book can be loads of fun, but it’s not easy. And coming up with a unique storyworld to go along with your book can complicate the process even more. 

Worlds are not created overnight. They take time, patience, practice, and persistence to build. Still, this is my favorite kind of work. If you want help with that—if you want to create a story that stands out from others—this book will provide tools to help.

There’s no one way or right way to build a storyworld. I’m a builder by nature. (You can read my story in chapter 16.) So, I’m going to take you through my process in hopes that it will inspire you. 

I’m a checklist girl. I make a list of the areas that need special attention, then do them one at a time. But I’m also creative, and I often choose to ignore certain things on my own lists.

Story is key. It trumps everything else.

I have an author friend who starts her brainstorming by making a collage. She’ll tear through magazines and print images from the internet, and sometimes draw or paint to create a collage of the world she’s going to create. And when she’s done, it sits by her computer while she writes, a constant inspiration.

I tell you this to impress upon you the vast differences in storyworld creation styles, but also to stress to you that this book is not meant to be a “To Do” list. Writing good speculative fiction is about immersing your reader in the world you’ve created. No writer does that in the exact same way.

Few stories go in depth on every aspect of a storyworld, and trying to do everything in every book can drive you crazy and bog down your story. In this book I’ve given you the tools I use to create worlds, but you must decide how best to use them. Find your own process as a writer. Embrace your creativity and trust your instincts.

This book is all about creating a mythical storyworld, but you could apply these same principles in creating a contemporary place like Bedford Falls, New York. 

It doesn’t matter if you’re starting from scratch or looking to add realism to a story you’ve already written. The topics in this book can be applied to all stages of the creative process.

So, hold on to your fezzes! It’s going to be a wild ride.
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Chapter One

Creating the World

 

 

GENRE

 

The first thing you need to do when creating a storyworld is decide what kind of story you’re going to tell. An epic fantasy novel requires a different level of worldbuilding compared to a heroic fantasy. And a middle grade science fiction story requires much less worldbuilding compared to an adult science fiction one.

So what do you have? Swords or blasters? Horses or land speeders? An urban or rural environment? For what age readers?

If you don’t know what genre your story is, I suggest you read. When you’ve found some books that are pretty close to the type of story you’re writing, note which genre they are sold in. If you still need help, skip ahead and look at the Speculative Fiction Subgenres article in the Extras section of this book.

If you’re not sure which genre you want to write, go with your strengths. I’ve written some science fiction novels, but I’m no scientist. And the amount of research I have to do to write a believable science fiction novel is tough for me. It doesn’t come easily, and that makes it harder for me to tell a good story. (Plus, I get grouchy when I’m writing them.)

I’m happiest writing fantasy. But it took me writing ten books to figure that out. Sometimes you have to try different genres to know what you like best. And that’s okay.

 

 

RELEVANCE

 

In each area of worldbuilding, take into account the plot of the book you’re writing. If the story centers on one family living in the mountains, you might not need to spend much time developing the inner-workings of the government for the region. But if your story takes place in a castle, the politics of court life in your world might require more of your attention.

Your characters and what’s happening to them trumps storyworld. Always. Worldbuilding is cool and fun, but you must not get so caught up in it that you ruin your book. Writing is a balance of characters, plot, pacing, voice, and storyworld. Weave storyworld into your character’s actions and dialogue, and remember that a good storyworld should complement the story, not take over. You want the reader to feel like he’s there, but not like he’s there on a tour.

So now it’s time to dive in to some worldbuilding topics. Have fun with this, but remember to keep it relevant to the type of story you’re telling.

 

 

ASTRONOMY

 

George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire series has uneven seasons. The characters know that “Winter is coming,” but how it all works is a mystery that the author chooses not to explain. In the movie Pitch Black, however, we get more information. Every twenty-two years, the planet experiences a month-long eclipse when all three suns go dark. And that’s when the little creatures come out.

Think about the universe your story takes place in. Is it our universe in the present, past, or future? Or does your story happen in a fictional universe? Is yours an on-world story? Or are you writing about a spacefaring society that will require the creation of a solar system and planets? 

Either way, take some time to think about the astronomical characteristics of your world. It’s unlikely that your planet would behave the same as earth does. Consider things like orbits, rotation, axial tilt, tides, habitable zones, the sun, moons, climate, weather. How long is a season? How long are your days, months, years? You can do some really interesting things with this. The level of information you give your readers can vary depending on the genre and your writing style.

I created a Solar System Worksheet that might help you as you brainstorm. You can find it here: http://bit.ly/YhIAT6.

 

 

GEOGRAPHY AND THE ENVIRONMENT

 

What does this place look like? I’m a visual person, so when I create a new storyworld, one of the very first things I do is draw a map of the world. (I’ll talk more about maps in the next chapter.) To start, think about your story location. Is it a city? A region of land? A continent? An entire planet? Consider the terrain. Mountains, canyons, plains, and coastlines. Rivers, lakes, swamps, and oceans.

Do some research on biomes to find out what kinds of plants and animals thrive in what type of environment. Will your planet have multiple biomes: aquatic, desert, forest, grasslands, or tundra? Your planet doesn’t have to be as diverse as earth, but it doesn’t have to be a one-biome planet, either, like Hoth from Star Wars or Arrakis from Dune. 

Pay attention to the plants and animals too. If you have a Hoth-like planet but your characters are eating tropical fruits, where did the fruit come from? Also watch out for everyday earth details sneaking in to your otherworldly story.

When you think about water, remember that rivers flow downhill into bigger bodies of water and eventually into the ocean. How might these things influence your plot? In The Lord of the Rings, the fellowship parted ways when they reached the waterfall on the river Anduin. The water forced them to take another path. 

Study a map of Middle Earth. It has lots of interesting terrain like the Dead Marshes, the Gap of Rohan, Fanghorn Forest, and the mountains of Moria. Much of this geography comes into play in the story and adds depth.

What’s the temperature like in your world? What’s the weather like? Think about your astronomical factors and how they might affect the climate and weather.

What kinds of animals live in your land? Do you have any mythical creatures? Dragons? Unicorns? Something totally unique that you made up? I recently read the book Dune, and I was fascinated by the giant sandworms. But Dune wasn’t the only story to use giant worms. The ones in the movie Tremors weren’t quite as big and no one could ride them. Let's face it. Riding a sandworm is pretty awesome stuff.

If you’re going to create your own animals, make them different enough from the animals we know. Don’t have an animal called a gorse that looks like a horse and acts like a horse and pretty much is a horse. With speculative fiction, readers are already taking in a lot of new information. So make things easy on them. If there are horses in your world, call them horses.

Consider disease. Could something in your environment cause illnesses? A plant, animal, or something in the air? In Artemis Fowl: the Atlantis Complex, the Atlantis Complex is a psychological disease common in fairies who suffer from guilt. In the novel Watership Down, Myxomatosis is a disease that affects rabbits and causes blindness. In Stephen King's The Stand, most of earth's population was killed off by a superflu. And in my book Captives, the people in the Safe Lands all have the Thin Plague, which is central to the plot.

What about natural resources? In Dune, the planet Arrakis didn’t have much water, but it had a lot of "spice," which was an addictive substance that gives the consumer telepathic abilities. In The Empire Strikes Back, the planet Bespin is rich in tibanna gas, which is refined and used to make blasters and coolant for starships. 

These types of things can affect the plot in different ways. In Dune, the desert Fremen learn to recycle their body's water and the overuse of spice turns their eyes blue. In The Empire Strikes Back, Cloud City is rich because of the tibanna gas, which drew the interest of the empire to try and extort money, which was why Lando made the deal to hand over Han Solo. The trick isn’t merely coming up with a lot of cool things, but in deciding how these things interact with your plot and characters, and how they come into conflict with other aspects of your storyworld. That’s what makes things interesting.

 

 

CITIES & TOWNS

 

Originally, towns were formed around places that saw a lot of traffic like forts or castles; monasteries or cathedrals; crossroads or market crosses, where people came to trade goods; active bays; and fertile valleys. Cities also formed on defendable hilltops or near natural resources like a coal mine. 

What kinds of cities and towns does your world have and how did they start? Consider some interesting cities like the planet Coruscant in Star Wars, where the entire planet is one big city; the Emerald City of Oz, which is green; Hamunaptra, the city of the dead, from the movie The Mummy, a fictional city in which Imhotep's priests were mummified alive; and Brandon Sanderson's Elantris, a city that was once magnificent and now is in ruins.

When I was worldbuilding my Blood of Kings trilogy, I created a chart for each city. I used a set of encyclopedias to look up places on earth that I felt were similar. For example, the landscape and climate of Barth is similar to northern Africa. So I looked up some countries in northern Africa in the encyclopedias and jotted down climate, crops, animals, plants, industry—that sort of thing. The process helped me understand what it might be like to live in each of my cities.

 

 

A NOTE ON DEMOGRAPHICS

 

When I create a world, I tend to choose a place and time in our world’s history and research the number of people per square mile. That gives me a good idea of how many people live in my land. I can also research the average population of cities, towns, and villages, which allows me to figure out how many, if any, businesses might be found in different places. When figuring populations, keep in mind that the desert supports fewer people than fertile land. The more food and water, the more people. 

 

 

LANDMARKS & BUILDINGS

 

With earth’s vast history, there have been many examples of iconic architecture throughout time. Consider the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World or something as interesting as Stonehenge or Mount Rushmore. Our planet also has breathtaking landmarks like the Grand Canyon, the Great Lakes, or Victoria Falls. 

Give your world some of that. It needs natural landmarks, and unique, manmade structures add character to a land.

In my Blood of Kings books, the Gadowl Wall was built to serve as a border between two cities that always fought. And the Memorial Tree is a half-living, half-dead tree underneath which the previous king and queen were murdered . . . the place where the curse of darkness began.

Think of the lamppost in the Narnia books, the Doctor's Tardis, the Hogwarts castle, the yellow brick road from Oz, the Daily Planet building from Superman with the giant globe on top, the USS Enterprise. Or what about the Gates of Argonath or Pillars of Kings from The Lord of the Rings, which are the two gigantic statues of Isildur and Anárion that stand on either side of the river Anduin. Pretty sweet, huh?

 

 

SUSPENSION OF DISBELIEF

 

Reading is an act of faith. Someone picks up a book and instantly trusts that the author is going to tell a decent story. 

When writing science fiction or fantasy, you sometimes ask the reader to trust you further as you take him into another world. This makes it more difficult for the reader to relate and presents an opportunity to confuse him and shake that act of faith he brought with him into the story.

So, when writing, it’s important to keep in mind the term suspension of disbelief. This means that readers will give you the benefit of doubt when reading your story. They’ll hold off on judging you for implausible things—and maybe even some confusing things at first—trusting you to have it all make sense at some point. But if you push this too far, if things become too far-fetched, you risk losing your reader. 

This is on you. It’s your job to portray a world with characters, creatures, magic, and situations with enough realism that readers will believe it possible, or suspend disbelief, and enjoy the tale.

So tread carefully. Don’t give your reader a reason to mistrust your storytelling. Use science to make your inventions plausible. Give your reader familiar things to anchor him to reality along with your strange new ideas. Don’t have scaly snakes in arctic environments—unless you can use science to show the reader how it could plausibly happen. Don’t have characters on a fictional planet listening to Michael Jackson music—unless you intend to show how this mythical galaxy is connected to ours.

The reader is ready to trust you. Don’t betray them. 

 

 

WHAT IT FEELS LIKE

 

You can write amazing descriptions and still leave your readers uncertain of what your world is like. 

I grew up in Alaska without any running water. In summer, for baths and washing dishes, we hauled five-gallon buckets of water from a nearby river that was always swarming with mosquitos. I was a tiny thing and can’t tell you how many times my wheelbarrow tipped over, and I had to go back for more water.

Winters were beyond cold. Forty below at times. My eyelashes stuck together. My dad’s mustache and beard frosted around his face. But we didn’t have to haul water in the winter. We just filled a metal tub with snow and balanced it on top of the woodstove to warm for baths or dishes. 

There are other details that remind me of my childhood home. The bitter stench of sitting inside the outhouse. The faded sheet my mom tacked up over the window to use as a curtain. The towel on the floor against the front door to block the draft in winter. The soft buzz of a mosquito I couldn’t see but knew was hunting me. The smell of the fire pit as my dad grilled hotdogs. The sweet smell of wild roses. The taste of the raspberries from the bush by our driveway. The dirt under my fingernails from playing in the sand pit across the road. The smell of fresh-split firewood, and the mess it left on my clothes after hauling it inside. The smell of creosote when the chimney got bad. The little market we’d walk to in summer where my mom worked and would make us ice cream cones. The old turquoise trailer, and the red and black school/house bus parked behind our home that we played in as kids.

All these details of my Alaskan home give you a strong sense about the place about where I grew up. You’re starting to get a feeling for what it would have been like to live there.

You need to create that feeling for your storyworld.

Take some time to consider your world thus far. Have you thought about all the areas mentioned in this chapter? Have you spent lots of time on one area but neglected another? Look at your plot. Is there an area of worldbuilding you’re missing? Something you need to spend some more time on? 

All these things can add interesting twists to your characters’ backstory and motivations, and to your plot as well. The “what it feels like” details can help to fully immerse readers into your world. 

And that’s what you want.

 

 

A NOTE ON KEEPING TRACK

 

If you’re starting to compile information and need help deciding how to keep track of everything, skip ahead and read chapter fourteen for ideas.
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