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Course Description  
 
 
 
 
 

Folklore to Fiction: Creating Magical Worlds 
 

 

Dates Mondays 15, 22 and 29 January; 5, 12 and 19 February 2018 

Times 18.00–20.30  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre 

Level All levels  

Class size Maximum 16 participants 

 
 

Course Description 

Let Harry Potter: A History of Magic and the unique collections of the British Library inspire your 

creative writing. Over six weeks you’ll craft your own magical worlds and populate them with 

characters, settings and stories inspired by centuries of magic and folklore. Along the way you’ll learn 

the fundamentals of creative writing: how to create strong characters, rich settings, powerful plots 

and more.  

 
 

Week 1: From Wonders to Worlds 

How do we get from an inspiring object or idea, to an engaging story? We’ll begin our course with a 

curator-led tour of Harry Potter: A History of Magic, using the rare books, manuscripts and magical 

objects on display to inspire our imagination. Back in the studio, we’ll use simple writing exercises to 

develop stories around the objects we’ve encountered, and discuss how other writers have used the 

traditions of folklore and magic in their fiction.  
 

Week 2: Characters 

In week two we’ll focus on character development. Using material from the Potions section of the 

exhibition as our starting point, we’ll explore how to develop characters that drive their own plots. 

We’ll create a character connected with apothecaries and alchemy, using character sheets, and 

undertake writing exercises that will help us animate them: how they act, what makes them 

distinctive, what secrets they might have and what stories might define their lives. 
 

Week 3: Magical Places – Growing Vivid Settings 

Inspired by material in the Herbology section of the exhibition, in week three we’ll experiment with 

memory and using our five senses to build rich settings that can draw readers in. We’ll think about 

the kind of world your stories take place in, and how to describe these vividly so that readers might 

feel they are really there. We’ll map sections of our world, and write mini guides for ‘visitors’. We’ll 

also return to a couple of characters from our previous session and explore how they feel about parts 

of their new world, experimenting with techniques for making the setting enhance the reader’s sense 

of the character.  
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Week 4: Developing Plot and Story 

Stories require tension, conflict, choices, and characters pushed to extremes. In our fourth session 

we’ll get more technical. We’ll consider how to create and improve a story shape – and using objects 

from the Charms and Divination sections of the exhibition as inspiration, we’ll explore how things can 

go wrong, and how to develop plot tension when they do. Thinking about divination, we’ll explore 

what the writer knows but the character doesn’t, and how to create tension and surprise for 

characters who have a limited point of view. We’ll also look at contrasting strategies for planning 

plots, and writing into them. 
 

Week 5: Voices, Vantage Points, Points of View and Tense in Storytelling 

Using sources from the Care of Magical Creatures section of the exhibition, in week five we’ll look at 

a range of voices and approaches for storytelling. We’ll consider the powers that certain points of 

view and tenses possess, and how they can be used effectively. We’ll experiment with character 

attitudes through their language choice, and think about narrative style.  
 

We’ll also consider symbolic meaning in magical worlds. Hybrid creatures or transformations speak to 

us deeply of change and individuality – strong themes in any story. How can we develop a creature, 

or a relationship with one, that echo a theme in our stories? 
 

Week 6: Nurturing and Editing your Writing 

Our final session begins with a talk from award-winning writer Natasha Pulley, author of the best-

selling The Watchmaker of Filigree Street. Natasha will talk us through sustaining a magical world 

and creating relatable stories within it. Taking our final exhibition theme, defence against the dark 

arts, we’ll then think about developing our own talismanic tips and principles for when times get dark. 

We’ll discuss editing advice, and how to defend our writing selves against the demons of perfection – 

and we’ll give you written editing guidance that you can take away. We’ll end the course with 

readings, and informal critique of some of the writing we’ve produced over the course.  

 
 

Tutors 

Zoe Gilbert is an award-winning author whose first novel, Folk, is released by Bloomsbury in February 

2018. Her short stories have been published in anthologies and journals in the UK and internationally. 

She won the Costa Short Story Award 2014, the Short Story Prize 2014, and has been nominated for 

a Pushcart Prize. As well as teaching and mentoring writers in London, she is completing a Creative 

Writing PhD at the University of Chichester, specialising in folk tales in fiction. 
 

Natasha Pulley studied English Literature at Oxford University. After stints working at Waterstones as 

a bookseller, then at Cambridge University Press as a publishing assistant in the astronomy and maths 

departments, she did the Creative Writing MA at UEA. She later studied in Tokyo, where she lived on 

a scholarship from the Daiwa Anglo-Japanese Foundation. She was chosen to be a Writer in 

Residence at Gladstone's Library and is now associate lecturer at Bath Spa University and panel tutor 

at the Cambridge University Institute of Continuing Education. Her first novel, The Watchmaker of 

Filigree Street, was an international bestseller, won a Betty Trask Award and was shortlisted for the 

Authors' Club Best First Novel Award. 

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

A willingness to share your works and participate in group discussion will help you get the most from 

this course. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated start time. 

Tea, coffee and biscuits will be provided at each session. 

 


