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The Architect of Worlds: Creating Believable
Fantasy Settings
Materials Needed

Paper (multiple sheets, preferably large for mapping)
Pencils, erasers, and colored pens/markers
Optional: Poster board or access to basic digital mapping tools (e.g., online drawing program)
Optional: Index cards or sticky notes for brainstorming

Introduction (20 Minutes)

Hook: Why Do Worlds Feel Real?

Think about your favorite fantasy storyâ€”whether itâ€™s a book, movie, or game. What makes that
world feel like a place you could actually visit, even though itâ€™s totally made up? Itâ€™s not just the
dragons or the magic; itâ€™s the history, the climate, and the rules.

Fact Check: J.R.R. Tolkien spent decades developing languages, histories, and geological maps before
writing The Lord of the Rings. This lesson is about learning to think like Tolkien.

Learning Objectives

By the end of this lesson, you will be able to:

Define the four core pillars of immersive worldbuilding (Geography, History, Culture, and Rules).1.
Apply the "Iceberg Principle" to develop deep, hidden backstory for your world.2.
Create a detailed geographical map and a foundational historical timeline for your original fantasy3.
world.

Success Criteria

You know you were successful if you can present your map and clearly explain:

The major geographical features and how they affect the climate.
The worldâ€™s primary "Founding Conflict" (the big event that started everything).
One specific piece of history or lore that the people living there currently do NOT know.

Phase 1: I Do â€“ Modeling the Iceberg Principle (15 Minutes)
Concept: The Worldbuilding Iceberg Principle

Professional writers know that the reader (or viewer) only sees about 10% of the world you created (the
plot, the main characters, the immediate setting). But for that 10% to feel solid and real, the writer must
have the hidden 90% ready underneath. This hidden 90% is the deep history, economics, and lore.

Example Modeling: The City of Glass

Imagine a major city in our world is built entirely of shimmering green glass. (This is the 10% the
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audience sees.)

Question: Why is it built of glass?
Surface Answer (10%): Because glass is beautiful and makes it look futuristic. (Weak answer.)
Iceberg Answer (90% - Hidden Lore): Centuries ago, the local volcanoes erupted, spreading
green obsidian dust across the region. The people learned that this specific obsidian was the only
substance that could contain their powerful, chaotic form of magic. Building the city from it was
necessary for survival. (Strong, deep answer.)

Instruction: Your job is not just to draw cool things, but to figure out the hidden necessity behind them.

Phase 2: We Do â€“ Laying the Geographical Foundation (40
Minutes)

Activity: Cartographerâ€™s Creation (The 10% Map)

Geography determines culture, politics, and survival. We will start creating the physical container for
your story.

Step 1: Sketch the Boundaries. Use a piece of paper to draw the basic outline of your main1.
continent or landmass. Focus on irregular shapesâ€”fantasy worlds shouldn't look like squares or
circles.
Step 2: Place the Mountains and Water. Draw a major mountain range. Remember that2.
mountains dictate where rivers form (rivers always flow from high ground to the sea). Mark your
major oceans or seas.
Step 3: Define Climate Zones. Draw the equator/Tropic lines (or simply label hot/cold zones).3.
Step 4: Determine Settlements. Mark 3-5 major cities or points of interest.4.

Think-Pair-Share (Self-Check/Discussion): Why is City A located on that river? Why is
City B hidden in the mountains? (Answer should relate to resources or defense.)

Formative Assessment Check

Review your map. Does the geography make logical sense? Rivers shouldn't split when they flow
downstream, and deserts are often found on the leeward (rain-shadow) side of large mountain ranges.
Adjust your map if needed.

Phase 3: You Do â€“ Digging into the 90% (50 Minutes)

Activity: The Founding Conflicts and Forbidden History

Now, let's build the deep structure using the Iceberg Principle.

Task 1: The Founding Conflict (History)

Every world is shaped by a monumental eventâ€”a war, a cataclysm, a discovery. Define the single
most important event that made your world the way it is today.

Prompt Questions: Was there a great war between the Ancient Empires? Did the gods abandon
the people? Did a major magical resource disappear or get corrupted?
Outcome: Write a 3-sentence summary of this conflict.
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Task 2: The Rules (Magic/Technology)

Magic (or advanced technology) must have limitations. Limitations create tension and believability.

Prompt Questions: What is the biggest restriction on magic? Does it cost the user energy, life
force, or money? Can only certain people use it?
The Limitation: Define one unique rule that limits the most powerful force in your world.
(Example: Magic works perfectly, but only if the user is completely alone. It fails in crowds.)

Task 3: The Secret (The True 90%)

Create one major piece of lore or history that is true, but that the majority of the current population
does not know. This is the ultimate "Iceberg" secretâ€”it might only be revealed in the sequel or the
deepest part of the plot.

Example: Everyone believes the King is a wise, kind ruler. The Secret: He is actually the
resurrected villain from the Founding Conflict, slowly maneuvering the world toward disaster.
Outcome: Write down your secret on a separate piece of paper and keep it hidden from your map
presentation.

Conclusion (15 Minutes)

Recap and Reflection

Weâ€™ve established the geography of your world and created the hidden history that gives it depth.
Remember, a good world is not just a collection of cool ideas; it's a logical ecosystem where the 90%
supports the 10% the audience sees.

Key Takeaways:

Start with geographyâ€”it dictates everything else.1.
Establish clear rules for magic and technology.2.
Always create more backstory (the 90%) than you think you need.3.

Summative Assessment: The Elevator Pitch

Present your map and your worldâ€™s foundation. Address the success criteria clearly.

Introduce the name of your world/continent.1.
Point out the major features (mountains, rivers) and explain how they influence the climate or2.
settlement location.
Explain your worldâ€™s Founding Conflict (Task 1).3.
Explain the biggest limitation on Magic/Technology (Task 2).4.

(Optional for advanced learners/classroom setting: Peer feedback session focusing on logical
consistency.)

Differentiation and Adaptability

Scaffolding (For learners needing more structure)

Focused Scope: Limit the map requirement to a single island or a small region instead of an
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entire continent.
Checklist Guidance: Provide a structured worksheet for the 90% tasks, requiring answers to
basic prompts (e.g., "What is the primary resource for magic?" "What happened 1,000 years
ago?").

Extension (For advanced learners or longer engagement)

Cultural Deep Dive: Choose one of your 3-5 settlements and develop one unique cultural trait
(e.g., a specific festival, a common naming convention, or a unique style of architecture) that
relates directly to the geography or the Founding Conflict.
The First Chapter: Write the opening paragraph of a story set in your world that hints at the
secret (the 90%) without revealing it.
Ecosystems: Design two unique fantasy creatures (a flora and a fauna) that are necessary for
the survival of the main population group.


