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Chapter 1:

Understanding Setting

You’re standing at the edge of a lake, smooth round pebbles underfoot and the icy cold water lapping at your feet. In the west, the sun is barely above the edge of the horizon, its light splashing the bottom of the clouds in a bright wash of pinks and reds. A crisp breeze blows gently across the surface of the water, ruffling your hair. The dark blue of the rising night sky blends with the shadows of the tall conifers that edge the shoreline, silhouetted against the flaming sunset. A few stars have just begun to glitter in the darkest part of the sky.

Far off, you can hear the mournful, lonely call of a loon. Squirrels chatter as they huddle down for the night, hoping to avoid the hungry jowls of a fox. A coyote howls in the distance. 

You take one deep breath. And another. And then one more, just for good measure. 

It’s 1982 in April, and you don’t remember the last time you cried.

§§§

Setting, in my opinion, is one of the most underutilized and under-discussed topics in writing, even in science fiction and fantasy genres. The “right” setting can make or break a novel. It can add depth and beauty—or it can take them away. It can help your reader immerse themselves fully in the narrative, or it can toss them out of the story like last week’s leftovers.

Even while participating in workshops or discussions online about setting, I’ve noticed the focus tends to be more informational or on discussing how to develop the details for a setting, as opposed to how to use setting to enhance the story. Sure, it’s fun to talk about inventing new alien species, incorporating biology and anthropology into the brainstorming process, and figuring out how many years have passed since the nation-state in your world switched from a monarchy to a democracy. But these details are only one part of setting—more important than the specific details, in my opinion, is how you use them. 

J. R. R. Tolkien was a master of setting, and one of the primary writers people point to when they want a good example of how to flesh out a complex, detailed, fictional world. But Tolkien wasn’t just imaginative and thorough—he also used the details in his works deliberately to help immerse the reader in the story. Every detail included in the books had purpose.

It’s also important to note that Tolkien’s world-building didn’t stop with the books. He had journals, notebooks, and entire languages—a wealth of information about his work that was never included in the actual books. This is critical because it teaches us something important: just because we know something about our setting, our characters, and our world, doesn’t mean the detail has to show up in the story.

Not every detail matters. 

One of the challenges of writing a book, whether fiction, memoir, or any type of narrative, is figuring out exactly what to include and what to leave out.

That’s what this book is about. It is about taking an analytical look at the concept of setting and how we utilize it in our work, and using each fact, detail, and element to enhance the core narrative of a story. It’s about understanding how the different components of story—like setting, characterization, theme, and conflict—work together as a team to help your reader lose all sense of time as they sink into the world you’ve created.

One of the biggest challenges when interrogating the intersection of story and setting, is that there is no one way to talk about it. There are a million different methods and approaches, and how you like to think about it is going to depend entirely on you, your work, and what you’re trying to achieve.

It’s less of carving your own path through the woods by hacking down vines and stomping new trails through never-before-seen hills and valleys, and more of building a house by laying the foundation, erecting the walls, structuring the plumbing, and running the electricity, all before adding the finishing touches of wallpaper and furniture. It’s complex and messy, and there are a thousand different ways to do it—but once it’s complete, you will have a solid structure that is neat, clean, and will help your reader feel at home.

This book is about building a house, but I’m only going to offer you one architectural blueprint, one possible solution, one way to think about story and setting that you can apply to your process, whether you’re writing science fiction, fantasy, mystery, memoir, or any genre at all. 

My goal is for you to understand how you can use your setting to enhance the story you’re trying to tell.

What Is Setting?

Let’s begin at the most boring possible place: what is setting? 

My personal preference is to work with the broadest possible definition:

Setting is the time, the place, and the essence of where your story is taking place. 

In a theatrical production, it would be most of the show: 

	The script is the plot.

	The actors are the characters.

	Everything else is the setting: set, costumes, props, lights, music, sound effects, video effects, fog, haze, special effects, etc. These things help ground you inside the story.



All of the above pieces work together to tell a story. If you have worked in theatre at all, you know the things included in the set are planned very carefully—enough to tell the story and enthrall the audience, but not so much as to distract from the story, mess up the actors’ timing, or cause the audience to disengage from the narrative. 

And if you’ve ever seen a bad play or musical, you know just how wrong the setting details can go.

I would argue that as novelists, memoirists, or writers in general, we are trying to do the exact same thing—use our setting to enhance the plot and enthrall our readers, while not distracting from the emotional impact of the story.

We want our readers to feel like they are experiencing something wonderful—so much so that they don’t even notice the scene changes and setting dressings. 

And we can use the setting with intentionality to do just that.

An Illustration: A Hazy Play

During my five years as a theatrical electrician, I worked on a lot of shows, but there was one show in particular in which the lighting designer decided to use haze. If you are unfamiliar with haze, it is essentially a liquid made from a water/glycol mixture, which is sprayed into the air with a haze machine. It has the effect of making the air look very gently hazy or foggy, and it tends to show off the light design quite nicely.

During the run of the show, one of my responsibilities as the light board operator was to test the haze before each performance to make sure it was running properly.

One fateful Saturday afternoon, I did just that. I showed up early, tested each of the lights, haze, and any special effects operated by the light board, as per my instructions. Spoiler: the haze worked just fine. I then went off to do some work backstage to help the rest of the crew prepare for curtain call.

About forty minutes later, the show began. The lights turned on, the curtain rose, and the actors began their opening number. Not too far into the first act came the first cue with the haze. 

“And haze… go!” the stage manager said through the headset.

I pressed the button.

All was well. Until the stage manager added a few moments later, “Ariele, it seems a lot hazier than usual. Can you turn it down?” There was a manual override for the haze, just in case of a problem.

“Of course.” I turned it all the way off.

Not five minutes later, the fire alarms began to blare. The audience stood up calmly and exited the building; I, along with the stage manager, checked the dressing rooms to make sure the actors had safely evacuated, and then I followed everyone outside.

In the parking lot, the firetrucks were peeling in; a police officer was speaking to the director.

I found the lighting designer standing grumpily to one side. He had showed up for the performance that afternoon. 

“What did you do?” he exclaimed, frowning at me. “The haze set off the fire alarms!”

“Nothing!” I retorted. “I tested the haze like I was supposed to, and then I turned it off.”

“You tested it?” he asked.

“Yes, why?” I frowned at him. 

“When I came in just before the show, it looked like you hadn’t tested it, so I did it.”

Of course, the stage manager was standing right next to me during this admission of fault, and as a result, the lighting designer got a scolding from the artistic director and a harsh reminder to let me do my job.

The point here is that we had both tested the haze, causing there to be far too much of it in the air. And then the haze set off the fire alarms.

This is a good metaphor for what “too much setting” might look like. In my case, there was so much setting, the audience was forced to get up and actually exit the theatre. You can’t pull a person out of a story much more thoroughly than that! 

(In case you were wondering, after a half hour or so, the fire department cleared us to go back in and, after an apology to the audience from the artistic director and a quick reminder of what had happened in the show thus far by one of the lead actors, we started the show from where we’d left off—minus the haze this time. I even unplugged the machine, just to be safe.)

In a story, too much setting might include: 

	Adding extraneous details that distract from the plot

	Incorporating backstory that is irrelevant to the current story or character

	Extremely long-winded descriptions that don’t add any value to the narrative

	Throwing in interesting details that seem relevant to the reader at the time, but then end up not being relevant by the end

	Including details the author is very excited about, but which ultimately don’t matter to the narrative



There is a spectrum of not enough setting to too much setting. Not enough setting means the reader feels a bit lost. Like they’re floating and ungrounded. Like they are missing something, but they’re not sure what it is. Too much setting means the reader can’t keep track of all the details—there is much to see and feel, but they can’t keep ahold of the story.

Of course, every reader is different. I personally prefer a story with a medium-heavy setting; others like extremely heavy settings (think Tolkien or David Weber). Others prefer hardly any at all so they can focus on the characters without worrying too much about where they are, unless it’s absolutely critical for them to know.

Of course, other than mapping out genre expectations, we can’t predict exactly what our readers want. Ultimately, it always comes back to this simple question: what does your audience need to know and why? 

The answer to this question will depend on you, your story, and your voice.

And you can tell your story however you want. But it doesn’t hurt to have a general idea of the ways your story can and will interact with the setting and the potential impact of the choices you make.

If you think about some of the most complex and beautiful settings in literature, like Tolkien’s Middle Earth, C.S. Lewis’s Narnia, Ursula K. leGuin and her Earthsea books, and even J.K. Rowling and the Harry Potter series—or any other books or series you’ve encountered and enjoyed—it’s really easy to see what the authors did, but it’s much more difficult to see how they did it.

I’m hoping this method gives you a useful approach to finding the right balance of setting in your own work, whether that’s fiction or non-fiction, to create something that is both beautiful and also enhances the story you’re trying to tell. You’re not just creating setting for the sake of setting; you’re creating setting in a way that will help your reader understand your message or the story you’re trying to tell.

• Exercise

Imagine you are standing at the edge of the lake. 

It can be any decade, any season, any place. 

Write down three words or short phrases that describe exactly what you’re experiencing. Focus on all of your senses, including your mood or feelings. Try to do so in only a few words or phrases. If you have time and want to do more, feel free to write a long paragraph or a page, but aim for concise. The key is to keep it short and simple.

We will continue using versions of this exercise throughout this book. This exercise is your control, like in a science experiment, that we will compare our other exercises to. This is where you’re starting, with this short description of an image of a lake, this experience you’ve had or you’re imagining having.

For example, I might say: 

	Cool temperature

	A gentle breeze lifted my hair

	Bright sun
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