Senses Writers Can Utilize in Their Writing
Based on Beth Barany’s material

We have more than twenty senses that the brain combines and interprets to form a map of
reality. Yet, so many writers fail to include even the five main senses: sight, sound, touch,
taste, and smell. They rely almost exclusively on visual descriptions, with the occasional
sound or smell as an afterthought. Your character’s senses are the lens through which they
(and your readers) experience the story world you've spent so much time and energy
crafting.

A sense is “any system that consists of a group of sensory cell types that respond to a
specific physical phenomenon and that corresponds to a particular group of regions within
the brain where the signals are received and interpreted.”

Much of how we communicate is unconscious and through the body. At least 55% of
communication is through the body.

Be specific in your use of these senses, as well as anything in your fiction. Don’t go
overboard: Capture the flavor; don’t list the ingredients. As writers, let’s take advantage of
these tools consciously.

Sight (2 types): There is one for color (our cones), and one for brightness (our rods). Try
“A pinprick of light sparkled from the attic window” instead of “A light shone from the
window.” Another example: If you have a character in a dark alley, they're not going
actually be able to see much because there is no light. If they had exceptional vision, they
might be able to see more contrasts than somebody who didn't. Have your character notice
things like daylight, dusk, shadows, clear spots in a dark scene, where a spotlight might be,
or the absence of a spotlight.

Taste (6 kinds): Sweet, Sour, Salty, Bitter, Pungent, Astringent.

Touch (mechanoreceptors, 5 kinds): How things feel on your skin (wind brushing). Heat,
pressure, cold, pain, moisture.

Pressure (mechanoreceptors, 4 kinds): Response to light touch, tension in the skin,
sustained pressure, rapid vibrations.

Itch: Physical and emotional/craving.

“Joe was annoying twenty-four-seven with his know-it-all routine. He got under her
skin like nobody else at the firm.”

“She itched for some 73% chocolate, but didn't want to get off her couch.”



“There was a place on my ankle that got to itching, but I dasn't scratch it; and then
my ear begun to itch; and next my back, right between my shoulders. Seemed like I'd
die if I couldn't scratch.” -- The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn

Thermoception (2 types): The sense by which an organism perceives temperature.
Mammals have at least two types of sensor: those that detect heat (temperatures above
body temperature) and those that detect cold (temperatures below body temperature).

Sound (2 types): Audible and inaudible. Pitch. Duration. Loudness. Timbre. We can
sense/feel inaudible sounds as vibrations/waves. Think about muffled sounds, sounds far
away, sounds almost out of hearing range, sounds we feel through our bodies.

Smell: There are ten basic smells. Other aromas, like baked bread or fresh-brewed coffee,
are amalgams of two or more of these ten elements.

e Fragrant (e.g. florals and perfumes)

e Fruity (all non-citrus fruits)

e (itrus (e.g.lemon, lime, orange)

e Woody and resinous (e.g. pine or fresh cut grass)

e Chemical (e.g. ammonia, bleach)

e Sweet (e.g. chocolate, vanilla, caramel)

¢ Minty and peppermint (e.g. eucalyptus and camphor)

e Toasted and nutty (e.g. popcorn, peanut butter, almonds)
e Pungent (e.g. blue cheese, cigar smoke)

e Decayed (e.g. rotting meat, sour milk)

Proprioception: The sense of the relative position of one's own parts of the body and
strength of effort being employed in movement. It is sometimes described as the “sixth
sense.” Interoception, is the way in which one perceives pain, hunger, etc.,, and the
movement of internal organs. The overall sense of body position, movement, and
acceleration.

Tension and stretch sensors: “Wrapped tightly in a bright yellow, silky cloth with an
orange pattern, the old woman stood still as stone, frowning. Maybe she didn't recognize
Paulette; maybe she wasn't real. Paulette reached out to touch the old woman's shoulder.”

INTERNAL EXPERIENCE
-- Where does your character hold their tension in their body?

-- How do they experience their stress?
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-- What is their go-to internal body experience to reveal stress to the reader?
-- What is their experience when they stretch or take a deep breath?
EXTERNAL EXPERIENCE

-- How does their tension play a role in how they interact with the world?

-- What do they notice of other people's tension?

-- What is their go-to external to reveal stress to the reader?

-- How do they stretch?

Equilibrioception: The sense of balance or equilibrioception is one of the physiological
senses related to balance. It helps prevent humans and animals from falling over when
standing or moving. Balance is the result of a number of body systems working together:
the eyes (visual system), ears (vestibular system) and the body's sense of where it is in
space (proprioception) ideally need to be intact.

Chemoreceptors: A chemosensor that detects toxic or hazardous chemicals in the internal
or external environment of the human body. Via smell or taste, we can detect odors,
pheromones, and things like dust and pollen.

Nociception (pain receptor): A sensory neuron that responds to damaging or potentially
damaging stimuli by sending “possible threat” signals to the spinal cord and the brain. If the
brain perceives the threat as credible, it creates the sensation of pain to direct attention to
the body part so the threat can hopefully be mitigated. Thermal nociceptors are activated
by noxious heat or cold at various temperatures. Also can be a response to chemicals
(topically and/or internally).

Hunger and thirst: Hunger describes those sensations that promote attainment of
minimal energy needs, while thirst represents sensations that promote attainment of
minimal hydration needs.

Magnetoreception: A sense that allows an organism to detect a magnetic field to perceive
direction, altitude, or location. This sensory modality is used by a range of animals for
orientation and navigation. For the purpose of navigation, magnetoreception deals with the
detection of the Earth's magnetic field. Humans are not thought to have a magnetic sense,
but there is a protein in the eye that could serve this function.

Time: Time perception is a field of study within psychology, cognitive linguistics and
neuroscience that refers to the subjective experience, or sense, of time, which is measured
by someone's own perception of the duration of the indefinite and unfolding of events.



