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Episode 4: Setting

Virtual Reality

· Robert Louis Stevenson said, ‘No human being ever spoke of scenery for above two minutes at a time, which makes me suspect we hear too much of it in literature.’

· Excellent point! As the writer you certainly don’t want to bore your reader with pages and pages of waffling description. You do, however, still want to make your setting appear 100% real and believable.

· Good descriptive writing should be a bit like virtual reality, making the reader forget the real world around them and immersing them in the imagined world of your story.

· Don’t simply stick to what a character can see, but also what they can hear, smell, touch and feel. Remember all five senses.

· Having your character interacting with their environment is the best way to describe the setting.  Much more interesting than a list of objects.

Setting as a part of the story

· The place you set your story can become part of the story’s conflict, especially if the setting is a harsh or dangerous environment. Think of being shipwrecked on a desert island, or lost in the jungle.

· Setting can also reflect a character’s personality. Think of your bedroom: maybe it’s very messy or incredibly tidy; maybe there’s a poster of your favourite band up on the wall or a picture of Mozart; maybe you have a collection of cute teddy bears or an electric guitar. However your bedroom looks, it looks like you. And it should be the same for your characters too.

· Genre and setting can often be interlinked. Horror stories set in a graveyard, science-fiction set on Mars. But there’s nothing wrong with surprising the reader and using unusual backgrounds for genre stories.

Research

· I like to set my own stories in the real world and that means I like to know as much about the setting as I can. I prefer to travel to the places in my stories, see them with my own eyes and takes photos and notes.

· If you are going to set a story in a place you’ve never been make sure you research that place as much as possible. Find photos in magazines and on the internet.

Try this:

· Take a photo of an unknown person from a newspaper and put it together with a photo of a room from a magazine or brochure. Write that person into the setting:  Why are they there?  How do they feel about this place?  What does it mean to them?  Have they been here before?

· Without looking, describe in detail what you see when you step outside the front door of your house. Now go check and see how much you got right.

· Write a 100-word description of a place without using any adjectives. None whatsoever. They’re banned! This one’s tough, so here’s a hint: use metaphors. And have someone doing something in that place. For example, don’t just describe a football stadium, describe a match taking place in that stadium.
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