
World-Building Through Character 

 One of the main things you hear about writing fantasy is that you have to spend a lot of time world-

building, i.e. creating the rules and characteristics of your fictional world in order to make it vivid and 

believable. In her essay on world-building, Holly Lisle gives this important bit of advice: “Build as you 

go.” I would take this one step further and say: Build as you go, allowing your characters to lead you. 

 Here are some specific things to consider when thinking about how your characters’ problems and 

relationships intersect with the world of the story: 

 Power 

 Who has the power in this world and where does your character stand in relation to that power? Is she 

a queen who is expected to lead her people into war to defend an ancient tradition? Or is he a peasant 

who isn’t allowed to enter the palace? Once you know where your characters fit into the social 

hierarchy, you’ll have a clearer sense of the restrictions and expectations that rule their lives. 

 Safety 

 What threatens your character’s security? What would put him in danger? Perhaps the peasant boy 

mentioned above has a sister who’s disappeared; he has no choice but to go into the palace looking for 

her. Where will he be taken after he’s caught? And what happens to law-breakers in this world? 

 Abilities 

 Does your character have any abilities or traits that give him an advantage in this world? What if the 

peasant boy can sometimes see flashes of the future? In one of these flashes, he sees the outcome of 

the queen’s impending war. He uses the information from his vision to buy his freedom and to find his 

sister. 

 Rules 

 When magic is introduced into fantasy with no clear rules about how it works, it can be frustrating to 

the reader. How come the boy’s vision warned him about the queen’s war but not about his sister’s 

disappearance? Perhaps the visions only come when he’s frightened, or the visions might be so vague 

that he can only guess at their meaning. Whatever the reason, it needs to be consistent throughout the 

story so that we understand when the magic works and when it doesn’t. 

 Consequences 

 Not only does magic have to adhere to strict rules, there needs to be a price for using it, e.g. every time 

the boy has a vision, it drains him of his strength. The greater the price for using magic, the more 

difficult the character’s struggle will be. What if the boy is the only person in the kingdom to have 

visions? Not only are there physical consequences for using the magic, there are also social ones. The 

boy knows others will use him for his ability so he’s kept it hidden, but when his sister disappears, he has 

no choice but to divulge his secret. 



 Ultimately, world-building should give us a realistic sense of the story’s setting as well as help shape the 

story itself. In this unique world, the characters go up against obstacles that can only be found here. The 

story becomes an intersection of character and place, so that the world helps propel the action forward 

and define what your characters must do in order to succeed. 
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Limyaael’s Rant No. 5: Building Fantasy Worlds 

1. Do not make a list of things you absolutely have to have in your world, any more than I think you 

should make a character profile. This results in a mechanical thing, not a living world. When I created my 

first fantasy world, Arcadia, I assumed that I was writing about a world in which kings, knights, and 

castles would be common, and a more or less feudal society the norm. I am lucky that the story was 

already moving so strongly in another direction- for one thing, the dominant race of that world is non-

human, and far too individualistic to bear feudal constraints- that I more or less forgot about it. From 

time to time I would remember, but those concerns always got submerged in another new 

development. And now I have a very atypical fantasy world, where the only monarchies are special cases 

(one formed to stop a war, and the other formed of wolf shapeshifters, laid out along lines where the 

King or Queen basically takes the place of the alpha). Forming a non-Generic Fantasyland can be a 

wonderful thing. 

2. Consider not having your fantasy world dualistically divided between good and evil. I know that 

Tolkien did it, but not every fantasy author is Tolkien; in fact, I would argue that no one is but Tolkien 

himself. And even Tolkien was more subtle about it than writers of Generic Fantasy are. He tempted his 

heroes, made the ending of LOTR as much about sorrow as joy, and proved that the line between 

“good” and “evil” in characters like Saruman and Denethor can be very, very thin. Making your evil into 

a hulking Dark One might satisfy your audience’s need for clarity, if they really have it, but it also makes 

your opponents into caricatures. In extreme cases, it can also suck the life out of the heroes like a black 

hole. Consider having many, many sources of evil, or not identifying one at all. I’ve taken several 

different tacks in the creation of several different worlds. Arcadia, my first-created and most atypical, 

has no identifable source of evil, no single evil power that could gain ascension over the world. Others, 

like Orlath, have the Dark, which the Light thinks of as evil, but which is not so, and powers like Shadow 

that are firmly between the two extremes. Eloria, full of shapeshifters who have been forcibly converted 

into either animals or humans with only a few animal traits, has a faceless, nameless power that did this, 

and the shapeshifters will probably never learn its true name or nature. 

3. Along the same lines, consider having your heroes lose, or at the least pay high prices. This is one of 

the things Tolkien did that does not have a large following among recent writers of fantasy. Sometimes, 

a minor character will die, but they usually die heroically, achieving results for the main heroes far 

beyond the pain their death causes. Sometimes they even come to life again in the sequel. Heroes will 

have happy marriages, a lingering fairy-tale element. I think one thing that makes Lord of the Rings so 

powerful is the sorrow entwined with the destruction of the Ring, the knowledge of the suffering that 
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has occurred so that Aragorn can reign in Gondor. Such a picture is, I think, deeper and fuller and more 

beautiful, if less emotionally satisfying, than the antiseptic ending of a fairy-tale. 

4. What about a new pantheon of gods? Many fantasies seem to take one of three courses:  

1. A Christian-like religion, perhaps without Jesus. 

2. A more or less generic pantheon, sometimes lifted whole from the Greek, Roman, or 

Egyptian, sometimes given new names and slight cosmetic alterations. 

3. (Lately more common) An earth goddess religion in conflict with an evil male-centered one. 

All three lack a certain something. Christian religions confine you to a worldview that many readers are 

already familiar with, lessening the allure of the exotic that draws many to fantasy. (It may also cause 

you to repeat all the contradictions and problems of the Christian religion, but that’s from my point of 

view as an atheist). If you steal a pantheon, you have to explain why these people in another world just 

happen to worship exactly like a culture from ours. The earth-centered religion is a good idea in theory, 

but turns too easily into a transplantation of Wicca or even a “message” about feminism, 

environmentalism, or some other criterion more positively left outside the circle of your story. 

 

5. Don’t base specific events in your world’s history on specific events in ours. It’s a Bad Idea. At worst, 

if you draw the parallels too closely, your readers will notice and suspect you of making either an in-joke 

or an allegory. (They may read on if they enjoy that kind of thing, but some, including myself, will not). 

At best, you’ll create a sense of eerie similarity, and you may enable history buffs to predict what 

happens next. This doesn’t apply to alternate histories, of course, but in pure fantasy, try to make your 

world a priori, not a posteriori. 

6. The same thing goes for cultures. Why lift the Chinese culture, or the Native American, or the Roman, 

or the Central European, and plop it down in your stories whole? How will you explain how this world 

just happens to have the exact same beliefs and stories and even names as a culture from our world? 

Convergent evolution? Alas, very few fantasy authors ever try to explain this at all; they seize on the 

culture out of personal love, to avoid having to do the ‘work’ to create a culture of their own, or both. 

This doesn’t mean that your preferences can’t influence your culture. I created non-evil Dark creatures 

for the world of Orlath out of love for the idea of taking new perspectives. Tolkien fashioned ideas of 

Elvish love and marriage very closely after his own Catholic precepts. But sculpting out of love is not the 

same as pure theft, and most of your readers will be able to tell the difference. 

7. Try to come up with a new system of magic, and clearly set its limitations. Many magical systems in 

fantasy turn out, in essence, to be disturbingly simple. They may rely on fairy-tale ideas, such as certain 

swords that can only be handled by the pure of heart, or feudal ones, such as only members of certain 

families having the ability to do magic. And the costs often seem to be small. Consider: What would 

actually happen to a mage who created effects by chanting and waving his hands? Why those particular 

gestures? Why those particular words? And what would happen if someone broke his fingers or gagged 



him? Even in cases like this, where the mage could be neutralized relatively easily, few villains seem to 

think of it. 

8. Why the stupid villains? Even if your world is divided dualistically, why not make beautiful, powerful, 

and intelligent villains? I didn’t know for certain that this was a standard in fantasy when I made Arcadia, 

and so I have beautiful, powerful, and quite clever “evil” creatures. I had one Orc-like breed, but they 

have since been discarded. Even in other fantasies, I’ve noticed that I have a tendency to avoid stupidity. 

In Orlath, this is deliberate; the entire thing was created as a parody of other fantasy works, and so the 

creatures of the Dark are not particularly evil, and certainly not stupid or ugly, except to the prejudiced 

eyes of the Light. But I think the idea could work even in a “standard” fantasy. Why are most Dark Ones 

hideous creatures hiding from the Light? Why not make them stunningly beautiful? In the few cases I 

know of where this has happened- I am thinking of sirens in some legends, and the drow in the D&D 

campaign- there have been readers who take to the new creatures like fish to water. Villains who don’t 

look like slime will not cost you your audience. 

9. Don’t steal continents from Earth, either. Unless your world is deliberately set up as alternative 

history, close resemblances even to physical places should be avoided. If you have a continent 

Australia’s size and shape and located in Australia’s place, I can bet you that some readers will look at it 

and think “Australia” even if you identify the place as Daamalsa. And there are fantasy readers who will 

give an author a lot of grief if they believe that he or she represents the place where they live, and gets 

it wrong. 

10. You don’t have to make every fantasy epic- and I mean that not only in the sense of length, but in 

the sense of subject matter. Very few epics tell us the inner thoughts and feelings of the characters. 

They concentrate mostly on actions, and grand actions at that. Beowulf fights battles. The epic doesn’t 

tell you about the times he stops to relieve himself. Even most fantasies don’t concentrate on characters 

feeling hungry or tired or thirsty. For amusement, I have sometimes counted the number of days that 

fantasy characters are apparently going without food or rest of any kind, and come up with numbers 

that are staggering. Remember that these kinds of needs don’t go away, and if you’re writing about a 

world without modern Earthly conveniences- as you are almost surely doing- they become far more 

pressing. If you can’t just open the fridge to get food, what do you do? How do you preserve it once 

you’ve hunted it? How do you cook it? And so on. 

11. Consider limiting the use of prophecies, destinies, magical quest objects, and the like. They are 

inheritances from epic poetry, but are not usually employed as skillfully. Again, does your character 

need to be the center of the world? (See other rules lists). Is it really necessary to lay out everything that 

is going to happen from the moment the book begins with a stupid prophecy? For an example of good 

prophecies that keep the readers guessing, see Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire series; for an example of 

a very stupid prophecy that reveals far too much, see The Wayfarer Redemption. 

12. Remember that your readers don’t know as much about the world as you do. If you make an 

assumption and then neglect to explain it, it might be understandable. If you keep doing this, you are 

going to confuse your readers to hell and back. It might seem as if you are just pulling coincidences and 

exceptions out of the air to keep your heroes going. If that is really the case, Stop. Plot a real story. 



13. A final note on style and language: Try to make your style fit the story. Don’t write in modern Earth 

slang unless you have a world that can be sculpted that way. Would your high-flying elf really say, “Bring 

it on!”? Would a character who doesn’t speak English make a pun dependent on English words? 

Sometimes an author can do something strange well; Steven Brust, who writes the Vlad Taltos series, 

has a hero who is a mob boss and assassin, and whose whole world is considerably less formal than 

most fantasy. When Vlad says, “Do not fuck with me, gentlemen,” it is credible. When a princess says 

that in a story that is supposed to be serious high fantasy, the effect fails. The point here: If you want to 

be able to use certain slang phrases, curses, and puns, the whole story must bend itself to creating that 

effect. Otherwise, it has failed. 
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What Disneyland Can Teach Us about World-building 

Anyone who has visited a Disney park knows they aren’t like other amusement parks.  They don’t have 

the fastest, highest, biggest rides.  What they do have are rides that tell a story. 

 My favorite ride at Disneyland is Indiana Jones Adventure.  Like most of their big rides, Indiana Jones is 

all about the experience. 

 The story starts with the plants around the first 30 feet of the line—tall and green—and we’re 

immediately transported to the jungle.  A few props of a battered jeep-type vehicle and crates add to 

the expedition feel. 

 Then we descend into the Temple of the Forbidden Eye.  Signs warn us to avoid stepping on diamond-

shaped stones.  Arrow holes perforate the stone walls.  Lights flicker ominously.  More props decorate 

the space—rope ladders, hoists and pulleys, tree roots growing through the Temple’s ceiling. 

 All this is just while we’re waiting in line. 

 By the time we reach the actual ride, we’re primed for the story.  We’re fully invested in this world and 

ready to participate in Indiana’s latest adventure of escaping this Temple. 

 How Does Disney Do It? 

 ■ The Big Picture:  Many of the buildings used for their rides fit the story.  The broken-down 

hotel for Tower of Terror.  The house for Haunted Mansion.  The airplane hanger for Soarin’ 

Over California.  The setting matches the story. 

 ■ Details:  The details flesh out the world, creating a place to explore.  Props add a dynamic 

quality by making it seem like people live in this world and it’s not just a static building.  In the 

ElecTRONica nighttime event at Disneyland’s California Adventure park, the replica of Flynn’s 

video arcade from the Tron movies isn’t perfect, as they didn’t build a custom building for the 

attraction.  However, the details— “windows” at the second floor for Flynn’s hangout, 80s video 
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games and music, the original Tron game under the neon sign seen in Tron: Legacy—are all 

enough to make us believe in the facade.  Details bring a world to life. 

 ■ Consistency:  Nothing breaks the spell.  Even the video for the safety spiel of Indiana Jones 

Adventure is “in character.”  In Flynn’s, the Disney employees wear “Flynn’s” and “Flynn Lives” t-

shirts.  There’s a reason Disney calls their employees “cast members.”  Every employee is 

expected to play their part and contribute to the guests’ experience.  Keep them in the story. 

 World-building the Disney Way 

 All of those points also work for writers when world-building.  Whether that world is Regency England, a 

vampire’s hideout, or present-day Seattle, we have to make readers believe we’ve created a real world, 

populated by real characters. 

 ■ Create a setting that makes sense for the story. 

 ■ Use all the senses to make the setting feel tangible. 

 ■ Start world-building from page one, not with an information dump, but by gradually adding 

and layering details. 

 ■ Flesh out the world with props, characters, and unique aspects. 

 ■ And most importantly, never, ever, pull a reader out of the story. 

 Have you been to a Disney park?  Can you think of other ways Disney creates a full experience?  Can 

you think of other rides or attractions that made you feel part of a story? 
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World Building: Don’t Do It! 

People often associate world building with science fiction or fantasy.  But I’d like to talk about a 

different way to build a world, one that works for any genre. 

 It involves you, the writer, stepping back. In fact, stop trying to world build on your own. Instead, let 

someone else build your world for you. 

 Your characters. Specifically, your point of view characters. 

 Talk their talk, walk their walk. Live their world through their eyes and your reader will feel transported. 

Every choice your characters make, from what clothes they wear to the car they drive, helps to create 

this alternative universe for your readers. When a reader begins your book, you make them an implicit 

promise: You will entertain without boring or insulting their intelligence. 

 This translates to the only two rules I follow when writing: Never Bore and Never Confuse. 
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 You start building your world with the very first sentence. Which is why so many books begin with 

descriptions of setting or weather.  But there are other more dramatic ways to pull your reader into 

your world. 

 Here’s one of my favorite first lines. It’s from Evan McNamara’s FAIR GAME. 

 Ever since we shot half of the Mineral County sheriff’s department, my deputy and I have been a 

little shorthanded. 

 With that one line, McNamara creates an entire world and invites the reader to enter.  And with a hook 

like that, what reader would refuse? 

 How does McNamara do it?  He made sure his opening had three elements: it is visceral, evocative, and 

telling. 

 Visceral: as in revealing the point of view character’s emotions. 

 Here we have a first person point of view. We immediately see that the narrator is laconic, that he’s a 

man of action (shot half the department), and there’s no remorse here, is there?  Makes you wonder if 

maybe he’s gonna get his comeuppance for those past actions during the course of the story. 

 Read that last sentence again. “Makes you wonder.”  You as in the reader. 

 McNamara creates immediate tension in the reader and involvement by the reader. How? By making 

you care enough to wonder about something. 

 This is what I like to call Emotional Velcro. It is a great technique for any hook, whether it’s an opening 

line, a pitch to an agent or editor, back cover copy, or a query letter. 

 Emotional Velcro works by evoking emotion in your audience. 

 That’s the next element in world building: Evocative details.  Using word choices to elicit emotion in 

your reader. 

 We already discussed how McNamara created curiosity, but what other emotions did you experience in 

reading this one sentence? 

 A feeling of kinship or empathy at a lawman forced to kill half his department?  A sense of bravado?  

How about anticipation of what might happen next? 

 And lastly, to successfully world build, you need telling details.  

Every single detail you choose must do the work of creating your universe for the reader. 

McNamara uses several telling details: half the department was shot (telling the reader that some 

survived). They were shot by we (telling the reader that it wasn’t only the point of view character doing 

the shooting). Where are we? Mineral County. Telling us the book will take place in a small town, rural 



setting.  And who is the main character?  The sheriff who’s been overworked and shorthanded but still 

has at least one loyal deputy to help out. 

 Wow!  Look at everything that one sentence achieved! 

 Most of us won’t be able to pack that much oomph into one sentence.  But remember, book buyers 

make their decision whether or not to read your book in less than 30 seconds, so you need to get those 

telling, evocative and visceral details up front. 

 Should you stop there with the first page?  Heck no. Once you make that promise to your audience, you 

need to keep delivering, building that world brick by brick. 

 What are those bricks made of?  Details. The decisions your characters make. 

 You’re not building your world alone.  By choosing the right visceral, evocative, and telling details as 

experienced through your point of view character, you invite the reader to join you. 

 Once your reader is invested in your story, you’ve got them hooked! 

 Give these visceral, evocative, and telling details a try with your own world building. And don’t forget, 

have fun with it! 
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Quick and Dirty World Building 

They say you should spend a lot of time crafting your world--the history, traditions, cultures, language. I 

think that's true. The more detailed your world is, the more it will feel real. But do you really have to 

flesh out everything? 

The correct answer is yes. Yes, you should. So don't tell anybody that I sometimes use the following 

tricks to speed up my world-building process. 

GOOGLE MAPS 

Have you ever noticed how fractal geography is? You can zoom in on any part, and it generally looks like 

any other bit of land. To use this to your advantage, go to Google Maps (http://maps.google.com/), find 

a relatively obscure bit of geography (i.e. don't use Long Island or the SF Bay Area, or anything) and 

zoom in until it looks like something you can use. Take a screenshot, change the scale, and voila! One 

fantasy continent. 
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If you can tell me where in the world these maps are from, you win a custom sketch. Not even joking. 

WIKIPEDIAN HISTORY 

It turns out history is just as fractal as geography: zoom in on any point, and you can find something to 

use for your world. Need a war? Take your pick: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_wars . How about 

a revolution (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_revolutions) or a realistic-but-obscure form of 

government (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_forms_of_government)? Wikipedia (and the internet 

in general) is full of stuff like this. Just change the names and dates, perhaps a few key details here and 

there, and you've got your own semi-original history. 

WIKIPEDIAN CULTURE 

The same thing applies to creating a civilization. Do a little research on some unknown people group, 

then mix and match their traditions and values with some other culture you're into. Choose a 

technology level, flesh it out by asking how, why, and what result 

(http://www.adamheine.com/2011/03/thousand-ideas-in-hour.html), and pretty soon you have a viable 

society with relatively little work. 

Does this sound unoriginal? Like plagiarism? It's not, really. Stealing from our own world's history, 

geography, and cultures is no different than creating characters by mixing and matching attributes from 

yourself and the people you know. Just like making up fantasy languages 

(http://www.adamheine.com/2010/02/making-up-words-without-sounding-like.html), the trick is 

obscuring your sources. 

And I'm not suggesting you build your entire world this way. Use this as the foundation, then tweak and 

twist things as you go. Ultimately the parts you care most about will be the parts that are most originally 

you, while the rest of the world still feels fleshed out because it has a strong, realistic base behind it. 

Anyone have any other quick-and-dirty tips on building a world? I'd love to hear them. 
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