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An important part of writing a good story is making it relatable to the reader. Even when
the setting is on an alien planet you need one element of reality that the reader can ground
themselves to before they are ready to suspend their belief and accept the new reality the
story presents. Using a map can help eliminate inconsistencies that will take the reader out
of the story.
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What is a Map?
 A drawing of a geographical
area.
 A diagrammatic representation
of an area of land or sea
showing physical features,
cities, roads, etc.
 A guide to direct travels.
 An accurate measurement of
distances between
geographical features or
settlements.
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Using a Map to Improve the Story
Use a map to establish:
Settlement Locations
Roads and Waterways
Geographical Features
Travel Distances

When editing ‘Dracona’s Rebirth’ a beta reader pointed out that in one place I had
someone travel between the village and Dracona in a single day by foot and in another
place it took two days on horseback. At that point I knew I needed to lay out my world on a
map so I could accurately estimate travel times consistently.
I was able to use this map for subsequent books to keep travel and other details consistent.
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Geographical Challenges

Geography can create barriers. Cliffs and mountains can be a barrier, a challenge and a
source of curiosity. *click*
Rough seas can be a defense from invasion or turn an island into a prison. *click*
Deserts are difficult to cross due to the soft and shifting sand that slows travel. Hard packed
dirt and rock can enable faster travel. *click*
Even calm seas can present a challenge. *click*
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How will it affect a Character?

Are your characters properly equipped to explore their environment? This is where you’ll
need to do your research.
This is me on a dive trip. With my dive gear I was able to explore coral reefs and sand
chutes. I even saw a nurse shark and a 7 foot olive green moray eel before finding the
anchor rope that led me back to the boat. If you haven’t used a specific form of travel like
scuba diving you really need to talk to someone who has so you get the details right.
*click*
In the Sahara Desert water is scarce and for centuries the preferred mode of travel was by
camel. Their large feet keep them from sinking into the sand just like snow shoes do in
deep snow. They can also be ill tempered and spit. Do your research. *click*
Traveling by boat or plane requires specific skills. Is your character the captain or just a
passenger? Traveling on a sail boat can leave you stranded on a calm day or in danger of
capsizing in a storm. *click*
Traveling by horseback presents its own challenges. If you haven’t ridden a horse or been
around horses it is best to talk to someone who has before writing a story with horses. If
you get the details wrong the horse owners will let you know how wrong you got it. Horses
can have quite the personality as well. *click*
Mountain climbing has many challenges of strength and requires nerves of steel. There is
very specific equipment that can mean the difference between success and death.
Do your research before using a specific form of travel if you haven’t done it yourself.
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Location, Location, Location

Where your story is set can dictate a lot about what is possible. If it is set in the middle of
the forest you will have more animals than sentient beings. *click*
In a small village people are most likely to trade directly with each other than in a market.
Disputes might be settled with fists or by going to the village chief or elders. Homes will be
smaller and life harder. *click*
In a town you will have businesses and a market place. Perhaps there will be a person or
group that enforces laws and settles disputes. There will be more people to interact with.
*click*
A city in the desert must have a source of water that might be tightly controlled by the
leaders. In the desert water is more valuable than gold. There might be a large group that
enforces the law, perhaps even a garrison of soldiers. *click*
A walled city most certainly has a garrison of soldiers who answer to whomever sits on the
throne. Like the rough ocean those city walls can be a refuge or a prison. There will be
markets and businesses.
The bigger the city the more important a map will become.
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Climate

When writing a story you need to consider the climate. Is there scorching sun during the
day and cold nights? *click*
Deserts have a wider temperature range within a single day than any other ecosystem.
*click*
How often and how hard does it rain? Do torrential rains cause floods? *click*
How often does it snow? How deep does the snow get and how dangerous is the snow?
*click*
Is your story set in a temperate tropical climate with lush plant growth? In some areas of
the world if you buy a coconut and don’t put a hole in it to drink the coconut milk it will
sprout. *click*
At high elevations even summer mornings can start out icy cold. Where does this weather
place your story? There is a wide range between the climate at the equator of a planet and
the poles. Does your story occur south of the equator making North hot and South cold?
The climate will affect what plants, animals and insects your characters will encounter.
What clothing and housing they need to live is affected by climate. By mentioning clues
about the climate in your story your readers will form an idea of what part of a planet your
story occurs.
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Mapping Floor Plans

If much of your story occurs inside a building, ship or space ship you might need to draw a
floor plan. This can help you stay consistent when describing action in a particular building
or room. You can plot out movement through a building like this tour plan does. *click*
Sometimes you need the big picture detailing all of the rooms. Are the restrooms down the
hall or right next door? *click*
Sometimes you need the detail of a single room. *click*
Other times you might need more detail including furniture like this floor plan of a prison,
*cough*. Um, call center. Will your character feel this area is a refuge to escape to or a
prison to escape from?
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Making Maps That Work
Start simple
How much detail do
you need?
What is important to
your story?
How pretty does it
need to be for your
story?
Does it need to
change?

Start simple. *click*
It doesn’t matter if you can’t draw stick figures and it comes out looking like it was drawn
by a 3 yr old, if it helps you it is good enough. *click*
Maybe you need a bit more detail. *click
Which direction is North? What locations need to be on the map? *click*
What is important to the story you are writing right now? *click*
Even if you know there are more stories to come, concentrate on what you immediately
need. This map covers what is in ‘Blood of Ancient Kings’. *click*
How pretty does it need to be for your story? Having a map in a fantasy novel is quite
common so I used Campaign Cartographer 3 to create this map. *click*
Understand that if you write a series sometimes the areas you didn’t deal with in previous
stories might change a bit. *click*
When I first drew this map I didn’t know the city of Mannton would have a river running
through it and a harbor in the city. Now I need to change the map, but that’s okay too.
What is important is the map serves as a reference tool for you as an author.
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Working With a Map
Using a map when writing can help:
 Keep locations consistent
 Keep directions consistent
 Calculate travel times
 Track a character’s journey
 Put geological features in place
 You visualize your world
 Your readers share your visualization.
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When to Use a Map
When editing your book:
 If you can’t keep your directions
straight neither can your readers
 Setting a story in a real location
requires you to use real landmarks
so even the locals can get into the
story
 As a reference to keep things
consistent.
 Update your map as needed.

As you sit down to write, look over your map quickly to refresh your memory. *click*
When you are in the zone writing that’s great. Don’t worry about referring back to your
map. When you are editing is when your map will be very useful. Sometimes you need to
rewrite bits to make certain the sun doesn’t rise and set in the same direction. In my book
‘Dracona’s Rebirth’ once I decided that the sun rose over the mountain behind the castle
and set over the forest I was able to write a scene that described the shadows receding
towards the castle that turned out effective in describing the mood of the main character
as he struggled to reconcile his past with his future. *click*
If you are using a real life location a map is crucial to making your story fit into the setting.
A friend of mine wrote a story where a lot of it occurs in Highgate Cemetery in London.
After reading the story I was able to look up maps and images of Highgate Cemetery and
found his story was spot on when describing the location. I’m certain someone who had
been to the cemetery would have been able to recall being there just from his descriptions.
*click*
Using a map as a reference to keep things consistent will make for a better story even if the
reader never sees the map. If the table the character sets their keys on is to the right of the
door coming in they will pick them up with their left hand as they open the door. Your
readers will notice things like that. *click*
At times you might need to update your map when your character unexpectedly needs to
cross a river you didn’t know was there. It happens. As characters develop they start having
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minds of their own and sometimes go on unexpected adventures.
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Thank you for attending
Maps and Geography

All examples are from work by V.J.O. Gardner both published and unpublished.
All rights reserved. This work is copyrighted and may be used for reference only.
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