
Story Bible LESSON  2 What should I put in my Story Bible?  

 

I personally believe that every writer should have a story bible. Unless a story is flash fiction, 
there will surely be character and setting details as well as cultural mores and behaviors to 
remember and keep consistent.  

I write mostly historical novels set during the Civil War and romantic suspense series set in real 
locations. I have one series set in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, and one set in Nova Scotia, Canada. I 
also have written sci fi, fantasy, and horror romance. Here are ten reasons I have found that 
make it essential for me as a writer to keep a story bible. I know from your responses to the 
Lesson 1 Assignment many of these will resonate with you, too.  
 

1. I have a terrible memory for remembering names, eye colors, car makes, store names, 
etc. For example, in my book Beneath the Skin the main character is missing two fingers 
on his right hand (or is it his left?). Sorting that out and making sure he was using the 
correct hand drove me and my editor crazy. 

2. I tend to lose track of time as related to story events. For example, if I have a teen 
character do something during the day, I had better make sure it works out to be a 
weekend not a school day. 

3. I like to include real people, places, and events in my novels—not just my historicals, but 
also my contemporary romantic suspenses. Spelling of names and facts about these 
items need to be accurate. 

4. When setting my novel in a real place, I like to trace the character movements on a map. 
I usually end up with a pile of hand-drawn maps and saved google map pages.  

5. When placing my characters in a location, I draw not just maps, but also find clippings of 
images and artworks that inspire me. 

6. I like to make sketches of the layout of buildings and homes where the characters live, 
work, make love, and murder each other. 

7. I like to collect photos of people who look something like the characters I am imagining. 
Pets too. And clothing and belongings and furnishings and on and on. 

8. I do a lot of world-building research on culture, language, architecture, food, weather, 
fashion, and so on to add as much realism to my writing as possible. 

9. Since I write Civil War, I collect tons of data and pics of weapons and uniforms and 
battle sites as well as everyday objects and activities. I have lead bullets, a corset, a rope 
petticoat, and a reproduction dress. 

10. I read books and blogs and newspapers about my topics and take piles of notes. 
 
From your responses to Assignment 1, I know many of you have a similar mess of materials. It 
might seem an impossible task to find order in that mess, but don’t worry. That’s is exactly 
what our first task is. 
 



CATEGORIZING YOUR STORY BIBLE 
 
To be effective a story bible must be formed around a set of organizing principles or categories. 

Here is a list of some general categories that are relevant to most types of writing. Which apply 
to what you are writing? 

• Timeline 

• Characters 

• Setting 

• Culture 

• Language 

• Artifacts/Symbols 

• Plot elements 

These types of groupings might seem to be a logical way to organize our writing. The problem is 
these are so general that details can quickly become just as hard to find as just doing a word 
find search in the manuscript.  

Instead of having broad categories, consider breaking them down into ones that are based 
more closely on the WIP. There are many subcategories, you can use. For example:  

• Character –traits, appearance, personality, psychology, relationships, backstory 

• Cultural – religious practices, folk customs, popular literature, common foods, dating 

relationships, etc. 

• Language - dialect/favorite words and common expressions 

• Setting elements –landscape, weather, climate, architecture, buildings, homes, etc. 

• Timeline – calendars, ages, story events, historical events 

However, for your story, you may find some topics more relevant than others. I personally do 

not use major categories at all, but move down a level and tailor my categories to those that I 

need to consult all the time. Here are some examples from my own writing. 

For one of my Civil War novels, which deals with abolition and politics, I have these categories: 

Abolition, Age Chart, Calendar Timeline, Weather Timeline, Character Appearances, Main 

Character Profiles, Character Relationship List, Civil War Battles, Civil War Photos, Copperheads, 

Dialect, Dress & Hair Styles, Food, Furniture, Hamlet, Historical Events, Lincoln, Literature (from 

the period), Maps, Medicine, Money, Names, Newspaper articles, Places, Quakers, Soldiers’ 

Letters, Theater, Travel, Women’s Rights, Period Words, Myths 

For my second Civil War novel which is set in a rural community, I have these categories: 8th 

USCT, 137th NY, Barns, Battles, Burial Practices, Character Profiles, Character Backstories, Civil 

War History, Local Diaries, Dairying, Dress, Expressions/sayings of the time, Farming, Food, 



Food processing, Furniture, Gettysburg, Important Events, Hospitals, House Building, Language, 

Local History, Lumbering, Medical Care, Names, Philadelphia, Local Places, Poor Richard’s 

Almanac, References Consulted, Schooling, Slavery, Historical Timeline, Trains, Uniforms, 

Weather, Women’s Rights 

These categories reflect the different content of each of these novels. In both cases, there are 
numerous subcategories.  
 
Now you will notice that I did not mention anything to do with the actual writing of the book. I 
did not include plot outlines, blurbs, or synopses, pitches or plotting diagrams. Many authors 
like to include these in their story bibles. While I personally like to keep my “data” separate 
from my writing, whether you want to do so or not in your own story bible is totally up to you.  
 
One thing to consider, however, is how you will move back and forth between your drafts and 
the data. Some of you have already noted that this can be a problem. 
 
Here is another list of topics--this time for a fantasy. J. B. Blain’s organizational system 
http://www.rjblain.com/2013/01/creating-a-story-bible-the-basics/ 
 

WHAT CATEGORIES DO YOU THINK YOU WILL NEED FOR YOUR WIP?  

Remember there is no way to predict all the specific categories you will need before starting a 

draft or even if you are in the middle of a work. My rule of thumb for starting a new category is: 

1.  If I know I will never remember it.  

2. If I have to look something up a second time.  

3. If it is a fact or specific name or sourced research, i.e. anything an editor or reader might 

question for accuracy.  

4. If it is something I need to refer to all the time like a map, a calendar, a list of military 

ranks, an eye color list, etc. 

5. If it is something I think I might need in the future for this book or for a series. 

Using these criteria, I have come to realize that many things I have saved, really don’t need 

to be in a story bible. For example, I have found that downloading a list of Victorian girls’ 

names and printing it out makes little long-term sense. Once I had all the characters’ names 

chosen, I did not use the list again. For future use in a follow up story, all I needed to save 

was the url link to the webpage.  

MAKE IT YOUR OWN 

One thing to remember is that a story bible is not a static creation. It changes and grows as 

needed. Categories can be easily expanded or subdivided or discarded. I suggest starting 

http://www.rjblain.com/2013/01/creating-a-story-bible-the-basics/


out with a few categories you know you will need, and then adding to them as you write 

and see the need. 

I am a big advocate of “worksheets.” These can be a helpful way to organize a great deal of 

data in a quick and easy to search document. Again – as long as they are specific and do not 

try to include everything.  

However, just like coming up with your own categories, consider making your own 

worksheets, too. On the web, you can find plenty of character worksheets. However, a 

focused eye color chart may be handier than a listing of every physical feature for every 

character that goes on for pages and pages.  

We will return to this idea later in the course, but keep it in mind when creating your 

categories. 

SUMMARY 

1. Story Bibles are more efficient when organized around categories. 

2. Be specific: More specific categories are better than very general ones. 

3. Making your own data worksheets may be more efficient than trying to include 

everything on one document under one general category/ 

 



 


