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Introduction
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One of the most enduring pleasures of storytelling is the ability to transcend the limitations of time and space, to journey across unfamiliar horizons and delve into epochs gone by. When done right, the narrative does not just unfold within a historical setting; the setting itself becomes a dynamic, breathing character, suffusing the tale with authenticity and depth. Whether your protagonists are navigating the intricacies of a Victorian ballroom, walking a medieval street, or decoding hieroglyphs in an ancient Egyptian tomb, their surroundings should feel as palpable, as alive, as they are.

For any writer seeking to craft a story set in the past, thorough research and intricate details are key to transporting readers to another time. This comprehensive thesaurus helps authors with enough descriptive elements to vividly recreate historic settings and immerse audiences in bygone eras.

Within these pages you will discover a series of settings, each with its list of sights, sounds and smells, to bring various periods of history to life on the page.
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A Street in Athens Circa 350 BC
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Sights

Narrow winding dirt street littered with refuse, densely packed buildings made of local stone or sun-dried mudbrick with flat tiled roofs and painted walls, dogs, donkeys, oxen, people crowding in the street, mostly male, made of a mix of native Athenians, foreigners and slaves, rare women, poor free women wrapped head to toe going to fetch water, slave women in old clothes doing shopping, carrying goods in baskets on heads, altars with burnt offerings, women emptying chamber pots and throwing refuse into the street from the doorstep of their house, street vendors, shops and workshops opening onto streets, taverns, inns, brothels, public baths, theatres, temples, street performers

Sounds

Discussions and haggling, shopkeepers calling out wares, workshop noises - metalworkers hammering, carpenters sawing wood, fountain water splashing into basin, animals- donkeys braying, dogs barking, call of birds, coins clinking on counters

Smells

Woodsmoke permeating streets from cooking fires and pottery kilns, sewage running down open street channels with rotten organic stench, scented oils as wealthy walked by, herbs and vegetables boiled in stews gave savoury aromas, fresh bread, roasting meat, frying fish, garum, olives, cheese, wine, honey, donkeys and mules with barnyard smells, whiff of sea winds

Special places: The Acropolis temple area, The Piraeus (port area), specialized deme (districts) for metalworking, pottery etc... 
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A Street in Pompei Circa 50 CE


[image: ]


Sights

Streets paved with large polygonal stones littered with refuse and animal droppings, wider main streets allowing carts and wagons at night, sidewalks, narrower side streets for pedestrians, two-story buildings of stone or brick with wooden beams, window boxes, lower levels as shops and workshops, upper levels as dwellings, brightly painted shop signs, altars and small shrines gods on streets, political graffiti on some walls, people, people crowding in the street, mostly male, made of a mix of Romans, foreign sailors and travellers and slaves, few women, free women accompanied by slave or relative, slave women in old clothes doing shopping, carrying goods in baskets on heads, altars with burnt offerings, street vendors, shops and workshops opening onto streets, brothels, taverns, fountains, stray dogs, beggars, street performers

Sounds

Discussions and haggling, shopkeepers calling out wares, workshop noises - metalworkers hammering, carpenters sawing wood, fountain water splashing into basin, animals- donkeys braying, dogs barking, call of birds, coins clinking on counters, footsteps on stones, donkey brays, dog barks, water splashing in fountain, cooking sound from homes - pots banging, food sizzling, children playing, street performers

Smells

Bakeries giving smells of fresh bread, roasted meat and vegetables from street food shops, sewage and manure odors from ground and drainage channels, scented oils from rich people, smoky wood fires used for cooking and metalworking, food smells, fish sauce factories with salty rotten fish stench, gardens and window boxes with floral and herbal smells, donkeys and mules providing barnyard smells
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A Danish Longhouse Circa 850 CE


[image: ]


Sights

Large rectangular wooden structure without windows, dirt floor, turf and thatched roof, one long interior room without partitions, central stone hearth without chimney for cooking and warmth, wooden pillars supporting blackened roof beams, sleeping benches covered in furs and blankets along the walls, woven wall hangings, chests, wooden benches, stools, and chests for eating, working and sitting, dried herbs, fish, meat hanging from rafters and walls, storage area with barrels of ale, sacks of grains, baskets of nuts etc... A standing loom, cooking pots, various tools

Outside, buildings for livestock, workshops, smithy etc...

Sounds

People singing folk songs and chatting, small children laughing and playing on dirt floor, dogs barking, livestock sounds from nearby barns - cows mooing, goats bleating, chickens clucking, clacking of the loom weights and shuttle

Smells

Wood or peat smoke from central open hearth, brewing ale and fermenting mead, daily cooking (bread, stew), dried meat, dried or salted fish, onions hanging, dogs and livestock produce musky barnyard smells indoors, sweat
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A Viking Warship Circa 850
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Sights

Long narrow wooden hull, 45 to 120 feet long, 13 to 35 rowing benches, 30 to 100 warriors, shallow draught, single mast, large square sail made of rough wool, intricately carved and painted dragon or snakehead prow, rowing oars with iron rivets, rudder, big stone as anchor, sea chests used as rowing benches, barrels, bundles packed tightly with supplies and goods, brazier for cooking, stashed weapons - swords, axes, bows and bundles of arrows, awning or tent around mast, shields lining the hull 

Sounds

Timber creaking, sail flapping, waves splashing, rowers grunting with effort or singing rhythmic rowing chants, conversation, footsteps on deck, seabirds calling

Smells

Pervading aromas of salt spray, ocean, tarry pitch caulking between wooden boards, damp wood, musty wool and furs, peaty smoky scent from wet sod fuel burned in braziers, stored food, sweat
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A London Street Circa 1340
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Sights

Timber-framed houses with thatched roofs and chimneys, leaning over streets, the timbers often sculpted or painted, the ground floor often a shop or a workshop, wooden signs above shops indicating its trade, street vendor carrying baskets on their heads, carts, rats, stray dogs fighting over scraps, pigs rooting through waste, chickens pecking bugs, cattle, goats, sheep wandering freely, peasants herding animals to market, carts of various sizes, pulled by oxen, donkeys or dogs, human and animal waste covering cobbled street or non-cobbled lanes, rotting food waste piles, crosses or painted statues of saints in niches on the wall of some houses, overflowing ditch in the middle of some streets 

Apprentices running errands, rich nobles on horseback with guards and servants, servants carrying purchases, children in rags and barefoot, darting around playing, apprentices carrying goods for masters, traders conducting business, monks, nuns, priests, beggars, cows being milked in street, among passers-by, there are less women than men, as women are expected to stay home, those of childbearing age often pregnant or with a small child, watchmen on patrol, town criers making announcements, wandering preachers and entertainers, wood and water sellers

Sounds

Vendors calling out wares, customers haggling prices, church bells ringing hours, horses hooves and wagon wheels clattering on streets, dogs barking, roosters crowing, geese honking, goats bleating, people talking or singing while working, children laughing and shrieking, coins clinking as customers pay for goods, tavern songs and conversations spilling into street, craftsmen noises: hammering, sawing, cooper mallet pounding barrels, shoemaker tapping heels, blacksmith hammer clanging rhythmic beats on metal, singing of wandering minstrels, creaking of timber and doors, rustle of straw or hay used as flooring or to line stalls, call of birds, chiming of church bells, noblemen speaking in French

Smells

Stench of human and animal waste, rotting food waste piles releasing rancid odour, stagnant mud reeking, human body odours, butcher shop meat and blood, fishmonger smells, acrid tanneries, foul odours outside town where dyers and fullers work, slight whiff of smith forges, strong barnyard smells from animal dung and urine, chickens adding musty feathers, excrement smells from stray dogs, occasional aromatic scent of brewing ale or baking bread, cooking food or perfume from a rich passer-by, smoke from firewood, coal, tallow candles, pungent odour of medicinal herbs and spices near apothecaries, scent of candles or incense near churches, smell of wet wool

Special places: wells or water taps, where mostly women gather to draw water and gossip, the stone house of a wealthy merchant, churches with brightly painted walls, watermills, bathhouses and washhouses on rivers, boats, London Bridge, city walls, castle, specialized districts for some crafts like tanners or fullers, monasteries, fields and vegetable gardens, entertainment district on the South side of the Thames
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A Royal Feast in England Circa 1340
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Sights

Great Hall decorated with wall hangings in bright colours, painted walls, banners, fresh herb rushes, silver plates displayed on dressers, long head table on dais with ornate chairs for royals, multiple lower trestle tables covered in white cloth for other guests, placed according to their station, iron candelabras with beeswax candles, salt cellars marking settings, hand washing with perfumed water, silver goblets, polished serving platters, shared trenchers (thick slices of bread) as plates, servants ceremoniously parading boards of food, swans with their feathers, peacocks, boars' heads, fishes, meat pies in pastry, sugared decorations, subtleties depicting scenes, candied petals, cheese and fruits, musicians and performers, steward ceremoniously cutting meat, pages pouring wine

Sounds

Prayer before the meal, servants' shoes hitting stone floors rushing between rooms, steward loudly announcing each dish and directing service staff, knives scraping trenchers cutting meat, diners talking between bites, dogs under tables growling and bones cracking from gnawed scraps tossed down, horn cups and metal goblets clinking on wood tables, harp, lute, and pipe music, singing and drumming, audience applause for performances, dancers' feet tapping, jesters and acrobats provoking laughter, lords shouting drunkenly across tables

Smells

Roasting meat aroma wafting from kitchen fires through castle, fresh baked bread and savoury pies hot from ovens, stew cauldrons giving vegetable and spice whiffs, , sugar subtleties give sweetness as they're demolished, pungent cheese ripening aromas, musty blue haze from smoking torches, wax melting from candle flames, spiced wine, underlying barnyard essence of scattering rushes body odours and perfumes from
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