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Part 1: Setting creates the mood and atmosphere of your novel

The setting of your novel can be vast, like Tolkien’s Middle Earth, or it can be small
and claustrophobic like Emma Donoghue’s Room. It can be entirely imaginary, or
very real, or something in between.

Example A:

“I pour myself a stiff glass of Dad’s Macallan and retire to the porch with a wool
blanket. I drink quietly and alone, as I imagine he did most nights, until the last
streaks of sunset fade and stars light up the sky. I listen to the roar of the ocean and
the faint shudder of music from one of the bars across the bay. It’s over. [ will never
feel a gravitational pull back here...I can burn his things, sell this house; never
return to Suffolk County again. For the first time in years, I don’t need to medicate
myself to sleep. I lie back on the deck couch, put my feet up on the driftwood coffee
table. I close my eyes and let the darkness take me.”

Q: What genre of novel is this? What words set the tone?

Example B: “It was plenty entertaining to watch the city go by. There were glories
to see in all directions. It was late in the evening in midtown Manhattan on a fine
summer night, so nothing can be better than that. It had just rained. The sky was
purple and dramatic. I saw glimpses of mirrored skyscrapers, neon signs, and
shining wet streets. People sprinted, bolted, strolled and stumbled down the
sidewalks. As we passed through Times Square, mountains of artificial lights spewed
out their lava of white-hot news and instant advertising. Arcades and taxi-dance
halls and movie palaces and cafeterias and theaters flashed by, bewitching my eyes.”

Q: What genre of novel is this? What words set the tone?

Foreign settings can be light and escapist, or heavy and historical. You set the tone
with the words you choose. Big Little Lies by Liane Moriarty and Little Fires



Everywhere by Celeste Ng are both set in idyllic suburbs, but depict the darkness
beneath the perfect surface.

Part 2: A character’s past and present circumstances affect their perception of
the setting

People come with context—a set of past experiences and current circumstances that
have helped form them. A fictional world becomes authentic through the eyes in
which it is viewed.

Example C:

“The house sat back from the road, the original farmhouse for the land that had
since been developed. Three-acre lots with three-thousand-square-foot McMansion
developments on either side. Commuter families, driving to North Jersey or New
York City, coming in late in the evening with hefty paychecks. Unlike when they’d
first moved in, when the town was still reeling from the closure of the paper mill.
Now they had neighborhoods with kids and bikes and winding cul-de-sacs and
neighborhood barbecues. Mommy nights out and golf games and Super Bowl parties
and first birthdays. There Bridget sat, high above them all. Keeping vigilant watch
over a life that wasn’t hers to have.”

Q: How does this character feel about her neighborhood? What do you think her
past and present circumstances are?

Example D:

“I just have to be normal Starr at normal Williamson and have a normal day. That
means flipping a switch in my brain so I'm Williamson Starr. Williamson Starr
doesn’t use slang—if a rapper would say it, she doesn’t say it, even if her white
friends do. Slang makes them cool. Slang makes her “hood.” Williamson Starr holds
her tongue when people piss her off so nobody thinks she’s the “angry black girl.”
Williamson Starr is approachable. No stank-eyes, side-eyes, none of that. Basically,
Williamson Starr doesn’t give anyone a reason to call her ghetto. I can’t stand myself
for doing it, but I do it anyway. I sling my backpack over my shoulder.”

Q: How does this character feel about her High School? What do you think her past
and present circumstances are?



Example E:

“After dinner at a fusion restaurant, Stella walked with Michael down streets lined
with posh department stores and skyscrapers bearing the same name as large
banks. Pedestrian traffic—one part tourist, one part native city dweller in
windbreakers, one part party-goer dressed to the nines—choked the sidewalks and
spilled onto the roads where cars passed at a slow crawl. This was the Bay Area at
night, something she had never cared to experience. Surprisingly, she was having a
good time. With him at her side she was part of this busy San Francisco night, not
just an onlooker. There was something novel and wonderful about being in a crowd
and not feeling alone.”

Q: How does the character feel about San Francisco? What do you think her past and
present circumstances are?

Even the most beautiful setting can be made to feel melancholic, foreboding or dark,
through the eyes of a character experiencing fear or depression. A low-income
neighborhood some would perceive as dangerous can be seen as a place of warmth
and community through the eyes of someone who understands its culture.

Part 3: Details and emotions bring your setting to life

As a child, did you have a special place? For me, it was my dad’s hometown in
Switzerland:

Weiningen smelled of cow manure and freshly cut crass. Every morning [ awoke to
the sound of cowbells and church bells, tolling across the valley. My Oma picked
green gooseberries with me in her garden, their tart and juicy flavor unlike anything
I'd ever tasted. I loved to touch her heavy jewelry, imagining mosquitos trapped
inside the amber, like in Jurassic Park. Eating al fresco in the summer humidity,
surrounded by relatives speaking the same dialect as my father, I felt content.

Q: Without re-reading what [ wrote, what parts do you remember? Take a moment
to think about a special place, and then write your description from memory:

Part 4: There are benefits to writing what you know.

Setting a book in a location where you’ve lived, or where you’ve spent an extensive
amount of time has its advantages. My debut novel The Dressmaker’s Dowry is set in



San Francisco, and my second novel, Boardwalk Summer is set in Santa Cruz. It’s
easier to understand the culture of a place when you’ve lived there. Have you ever
read a book or watched a movie that got a place totally wrong?

If you don’t have the ability to visit the setting of your novel, research. Use Google
maps, read oral histories, watch YouTube to hear regional accents. If you write
historical fiction, use digital newspaper archives to read old articles.

If you don’t know something well, especially a culture that is not your own, ask
yourself: am I the best person to tell this story? This is a polarizing topic, but
prevalent in publishing.

Different people will have different views about their times—think of how divided
our country is right now. Infuse your characters with strong opinions. Two
characters with opposing views makes for good reading.

Part 5: Setting is a balancing act—description versus moving the plot forward

How much detail is too much detail? Use all five senses (sight, smell, hearing, taste,
touch) but avoid “information dump.” Have you ever spoken to someone who is
telling a story, and while they’re going on and on, and you want to say, “Get to the
point!” It's the same in writing a scene. Don’t over elaborate. Too much description
takes the subtext out of your story. Try to leave out parts that readers tend to skip,
and limit your description to a few sentences.

Example F:

“They walked past the cantina and ignored the buzzing television and the voices that
called out to them. They walked past the village’s only billboard, hand-painted:
Seriora Garza makes the freshest tortillas! 57 La Calle! Sefiora Garza’s for the freshest!
Her father held her hand. ‘Listen, m’ija,” he said. ‘The place you're going? Not
everyone makes it there. It isn’t easy. People die from the heat, they die from
hunger. They get shot. You take care of yourself. Make sure you get fed. Call the
cantina from every phone you can find or borrow.”

Q: How would a longer, more-detailed description of the town or the cantina take
you out of the urgency of this scene?

Example A: Girls Like Us by Cristina Alger. (Thriller)

Example B: City of Girls by Elizabeth Gilbert. (Historical)



Example C: The Blackbird Season by Kate Moretti. (Thriller)
Example D: The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas. (Young Adult)
Example E: The Kiss Quotient by Helen Hoang (Romance)

Example F: Lucky Boy by Shanthi Sekaran (Literary)



