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World Building in Fantasy Literature
FANG Xiaoli

Abstract: Employing Mark Wolfe’ s theory of imaginary world building, this paper aims to explore
the principles of world building in fantasy literature. In comparison to the real world, the ontological
status of any narrative world-building remains inherently incomplete due to its highly selective nature.
The verisimilitude of a world hinges upon the harmonious integration of invention, consistency and
completeness achieved through the intricate process of imaginary world-building. The outcome of fantasy
world-building is intricately woven through the interaction of the paradigmatic and syntagmatic axes.
Invention assumes a pivotal role in shaping the abundance of alternants along the paradigmatic axis,
determining the materials available for incorporation into the fantastical world. In tandem, consistency
epitomizes the principle of relevance on the combination axis, brought to fruition through the judicious
amalgamation of carefully selected materials. The dynamic interplay between invention and consistency
establishes reciprocal constraints, culminating in the construction of imaginary worlds imbued with a
discernible degree of completeness. The completeness of imaginary worlds in fantasy literature transcends
mere intricacies and internal coherence. It manifests itself in the profound representation of the
fundamental structure of the empirical world. Moreover, this completeness is characterized by the infinite
possibilities that arise from the deliberate exposure of inherent “incompleteness” .

Key words: fantasy literature, world building, invention, consistency, completeness
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