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”Setting and storytelling are the focus of
Bl ﬂL _ this historical, paraflormajl mystery set 1r.1
S southern Appalachia during WWILI. ...This
% well-researched novel has a strong sense
of place...”

- Booklist



Presenter
Presentation Notes
This review from Booklist got me thinking about the idea of sense of place. It wasn’t necessarily something I started out trying to do. 


Deconstructing Big Vein

I started the GHOSTs series with the place in mind. It’s inspired by a real place not too far outside of Blacksburg. Today it’s kind of a bedroom community for surrounding areas, with just teeny post office, a few churches, and a place for college students to go tubing. But for the first half of the 20th century, McCoy was a vibrant coal mining community. In the books, I call the community Big Vein, which was actually the name of one of the mines. The real place definitely has a “there there” which I discovered through collections of memories, oral histories, and picking the brains of family members. This loosely inspired the fictitious Big Vein community. 

As I was writing the story, I wasn’t really thinking about how to capture the sense of place or even how to portray the world. It just came out as I wrote and rewrote and revised the story itself. 

Afterwards, though, I started thinking about that sense of place and how I hopefully captured in the books. So this is me deconstructing Big Vein. So how do you create sense of place or even just world in the story?



Sense of place

What is it?



Presenter
Presentation Notes

Sense of place has a lot of meanings. You can have a sense of place where you live; it’s a strong identity, a feeling of home, deeply felt by the inhabitants.




Some places hold
special meaning.

Neighborhood, coffee shop, university,
city of millions...


Presenter
Presentation Notes
According  to cultural geographers, some places hold special meaning to people. They’re deeply involved in them. For instance, to those of us who live in and around it, Grandin Village has a deep sense of place. So can a coffee shop, university, or a city of millions—or a small coal mining camp. 




Presenter
Presentation Notes
Or a small coal mining camp. The placeness comes from history and its people as well a feeling of authenticity and other intangible factors. 


Placeless Place

“There’s no there there.” — Getrude
Stein



Presenter
Presentation Notes
On the other end of the spectrum, cultural geographers describe placelessness or placeless places, such as generic shopping malls and suburbs with identical row upon rows of houses. As Gertrude Stein said, “there’s no there there.”

So sense of place is kind of the “thereness” of place. 


Maycomb, Alabama

To Kill a Mockingbird



Presenter
Presentation Notes
In terms of writing craft, sense of place is much more than the setting. It’s the world of the novel, but even beyond that. In novels that exude a sense of place, the setting/world becomes a tangible character in the story. Southern literature is known for sense of place. 
Think Maycomb, Alabama in To Kill a Mockingbird.  Or any place in a Flannery O’Connor, Faulkner, ….


Fiction depends for its

life on place...
Eudora Welty



Presenter
Presentation Notes
….or Eudora Welty story.  In Places in Fiction, she, in fact, went so far as to say: “Fiction depends for its life on place.” 

 
This profound sense of place is not limited to the South; it can be true of works set anywhere: Paris, New Zealand, Maine, ancient Rome, placeless suburbs, …


Fargo

“Minnesota Nice”



Presenter
Presentation Notes
… Minnesota. Think Fargo! “Minnesota nice” permeates both the movie and the series. You couldn’t imagine it happening anywhere else. 





Hogwarts



Presenter
Presentation Notes
But place is also palpable in fantasy, such as Hogwarts in the Harry Potter books or the Shire in the Hobbit or Lord of the Rings. And in some science fiction, like Dune or the Expanse. Or a good cozy mystery. Readers feel like they’re there in that place as they read—in a place that unique, yet universal. 

As a fantasy and science fiction writer at heart, I’d love to see more and more of the genre embrace a sense of place.




How do you create a

setting that becomes a

tangible character in the

story?




1. BUILDING THE WORLD
= Iceberg

= POV

Creating

Place in
Fiction

2. CASTING THE SPELL

Engage senses

Use vivid details

Mimic speech

Avoid exposition

Pull double duty


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Today what I want to talk about is creating that sense of place in your own novel or short story—using my Ghost of Ordinary Objects series as an example. 

This is really about conveying your setting / world you’ve built in your story—and maybe turning it up a notch. World building (and research) is one of my favorite parts of writing. It’s the fun part. Getting it across in the story—without overwhelming and turning off the reader—is the hard part. 


Step 1: Building

the World

(aka, the fun part)




Rules

= Power
B rl ef = Environment
ChECk“St = Culture
= People

What makes this
place distinct?


Presenter
Presentation Notes
In world building, consider everything that makes your world tick. This is an abbreviated checklist I give students when teaching world building. 

[Include separate slides for each?]

Rules Is there magic or advanced technology? 
Who has it? 
How does it work? 

 Power Who’s in charge? Why? 
Who’s left out? Why? 

 Environment What’s the world like? 
Is something threatening it? 

 Culture What are some of the rituals? 
What do people eat? 
What do they do for fun? 

 People What kind of beings live in your world 




What you show the reader

The rest of your

world



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Iceberg – tricky part of creating the world / place for your story is that the reader only sees the tip of the iceberg.


Point of View



Presenter
Presentation Notes

Other tricky part—you need to convey it through your POV character—in which the reader is immersed. (Even if using an omniscient narrator, you’re funneling the world through that POV to your reader.) Lots of things can stretch that distance between the reader and POV character to the breaking point.



Step 2: Casting

the Spell.

(aka, the hard part)



Presenter
Presentation Notes

So as writers you’re really casting a spell to create the illusion of your fictional world in the reader’s mind. 



Sounds

= Touch / feel
Engage the " Smells
senses = Taste
= Sight What are the

distinct sensory
details that define
the place?



Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the part writing teachers always tell you. Don’t forget to use all of your senses. Not only what does the place look like, but what are some of the smells, sounds, tastes, etc.?

What are the distinct sensory details that define this place?

A sense memory actually got me thinking about the story / place: the feeling of floating in water, buoyed by gentle lapping of water, sun warming my face, the sound of a train rattling along the river drowning out the thrum of cicadas. 

Sound – trains, cicadas, crickets, river
Touch – prickly heat, cool water, grit of coal ash
Smells – baking biscuits, coffee, cherry tobacco, ivory soap
Sight – little details like gray nail beds and permanently ashy creases in miners’ palms
Taste – sweet tea, sweat, biscuit, etc. 

Examples 


VAGUE

= Dirty hands

U se = Garden
concrete,
evocative VIVID

language

= Stewed cherry dress

= Ash gray nail beds no amount of soap
could clean

= Herbs and dark leafy kale greened the
earth


Presenter
Presentation Notes
We engage the reader’s senses through concrete, evocative details—at key moments.  (One of my editor’s favorite notes is “how might you make this more vivid?”) 


|\/|ImIC = Sounds

= Words

speech
patterns

" Sentence structure

Spreading the Word
John McWhorter


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Part of the sensory details that create your world are the voices and speech patterns of its inhabitants. Do they talk in languid sentences or staccato clips? What words do they use differently? Do they use a different grammar? Do they speak a dialect?  

Soapbox. Actually, everyone speaks a dialect, and no dialect is better “English” (or whatever language) than the “standard” one we learn in school. The standard dialect is chosen because of geopolitical societal reasons—not because it’s the “correct way to speak.” For instance, prior to WWII, the received American English was the more monied, Northeastern dialect. That’s way old movie stars sound the way they do. After WWII, broadcasters switched to a flatter Midwestern dialect. (Spreading the Word, John McWhorter) End soapbox.

But this will help you understand how to capture the way you’re characters speak. According to linguists—like John McWhorter—speech is made up of sounds, words, and sentence structure (aka, grammar). The way things sound, what they mean, and how they’re put together. These differ from language to language, but dialects within languages may have their own idiosyncratic sounds, words, and sentence structure. 

In Ghosts series, many of my characters speak an Appalachian dialect. Even that differs from place to place within Appalachia, even central part. 




my becomes mah
= Unstressing —-ing.

Ap p ad | aC h | an graduating becomes graduatin’
Accent

= Consonant cluster simplifications
kept becomes kep.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Mention YouTube Challenge 


Airish: chilly or cool.

Biddable: obedient or docile

Chancy: doubtful, dangerous

Contrary: to oppose, vex, or anger

Appalachia
n Slang

Discomfit: to inconvenience

Haint: ghost

Poke: a paper bag




FEATURE

= A-prefixing
" Demonstrative Them

" Leveled Was

Appalachian
Grammar

EXAMPLE

= She was a’washing the clothes.

= She done washed the dishes.
= How do you like them apples?

= They was going to the movies.



Create the illusion of dialect.

Use dialect as seasoning.

Conveying

d re |€Ct = Be cognizant of codeswitching.

Do it with respect and understanding.

What are the distinct
details that define the
speech patterns of
your characters?


Presenter
Presentation Notes

You want to be aware of these elements of language, but also remember that speakers of non-dominant / standard dialect will codeswitch. 


Avoid
Exposition

DON'’T

= Dump paragraphs of info.
= Use “As you know, Bob” dialogue

= Explain too much.

DO

= Sprinkle clues throughout action and
dialogue.

= Use small amounts of expo to slow pace.

= Make words pull double-duty.


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Nothing kicks a reader out of the spell faster than a huge chunk of exposition. 


Nailer clambered through a service duct,
tugging at copper wire and yanking it free.
Ancient asbestos fibers and mouse grit
puffed up around him as the wire tore loose.
He scrambled deeper into the duct, jerking
more wire from its aluminum staples. The
Sh ° staples pinged about the cramped metal
lp passage like coins offered to the Scavenge
God, and Nailer felt after them eagerly,
Breaker hunting for their dull gleam and collecting
them in a leather bag he kept at his waist.
He yanked again at the wiring. A meter’s
worth of precious copper tore loose in his
hands and dust clouds enveloped him.

Bacigalupi, Paolo. Ship Breaker. New York:
Little, Brown, 2011. Print


Presenter
Presentation Notes
What do I mean by double-duty? Like everything we do as writers, words should do more than one thing. (For instance, a scene should advance the plot as well as the character arc.) For example, take the phrase “the door dilated open”. This tells us a lot about the type of world this is. 

PB is a master of weaving in world hints/details and making them pull double-duty. 


Uses of
Setting

Create the world

Orient reader

Show characterization
Adjust pacing and tension
Relate backstory

Set or reflect mood
Foreshadow events

Add imagery / symbolism...


Presenter
Presentation Notes
So far we’ve just scratched the surface on setting. We’ve talked about setting to create the world—and a sense of place. But remember setting can be used in the story to do much more. 

Just don’t think of setting as window dressing for your characters to walk past.


Create a complete world.

Pick out key elements that make the place distinct.
Don’t forget speech!

Think about how the POV character sees the world.
Use concrete / vivid details.

Make your words work hard for you

But don’t over do it!

Balance details and distraction.
Avoid exposition.

Beware overwriting.

Avoid cliches and well-worn tropes.


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Creating the illusion, casting a spell. Little things can distance your reader and the pov character/world. 



One place understood
helps us understand all
places better.

Eudora Welty



Presenter
Presentation Notes





* Wonderbook: The Illustrated Guide to

_ Creating Imaginative Fiction by Jeff

Vandermeer
BOO kS O n = Aliens & Alien Societies: A Writer's
WO rl d Guide to Creating Extraterrestrial Life-

Forms by Stanley Schmidt

Building

= World Building by Stephen Gillette




Web

Resources

Kate Messner’s TED talk on World
Building
(http://ed.ted.com/lessons/how-to-
build-a-fictional-world-kate-messner)
Fantasy World Building Questions by
Patricia Wrede
(http://www.sfwa.org/2009/08 /fantasy-
worldbuilding-questions/)

Five Foundations of World Building by
Malinda Lo
(http://www.malindalo.com/2012/10/
five- foundations-of-world-building/)

Fantasy World Builder Guide
(http://www.webwriter.net/fantasy/days
/days/01.html)



http://ed.ted.com/lessons/how-to-build-a-fictional-world-kate-messner
http://ed.ted.com/lessons/how-to-build-a-fictional-world-kate-messner
http://www.sfwa.org/2009/08/fantasy-worldbuilding-questions/
http://www.sfwa.org/2009/08/fantasy-worldbuilding-questions/
http://www.malindalo.com/2012/10/five-foundations-of-world-building/
http://www.malindalo.com/2012/10/five-foundations-of-world-building/
http://www.web-writer.net/fantasy/days/days/01.html
http://www.web-writer.net/fantasy/days/days/01.html

Questions




Website: angiesmibert.com

Twitter: @amsmibert

Contact
Info

Facebook: AngieSmibertAuthor

Email: asmibert@gmail.com

Newsletter: Sign up on website!
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