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-If last week you wrote a scene this week in the two videos we have by Leslie Jamison and Elizabeth 
Graver we're going to think about how to build an entire world which is what fiction depends upon. 
Leslie Jamison is the author of two books, the novel The Gin Closet and the collection of essays 
The Empathy Exams. 

-And Elizabeth Graver is the author of four novels including The End of the Point and The Honey 
Thief. She teaches at Boston College and what she has emphasized for us this week is how you use 
research the create story, to create character, and how she kind of discovers her plot through 
research and through the deep immersion in that process. 

-Hi I'm Leslie Jamison and I'm here at the University of Iowa and what I would love to talk about a 
little bit today is building the world of your story. I mean this in a few different ways but on a very 
basic level what I'm interested in is how we build the physical world that the narrative inhabits so 
sometimes people have different words that they use for this. Sometimes people talk about setting. I 
prefer the word world to the word setting because to me world suggests something active and 
something interactive, something that is actually playing a role in the story. When we think of 
setting, or sometimes when I think of setting I think of something that's much more static, 
something that's in the background but what I like to suggest about a world is it's not just sort of the 
physical objects that populate your story but a set of kind of dynamic variables that can actually 
change the way that you're seeing your characters and change the way that their plot lines are 
unfolding so if you build your world right it can be something that surprises you, it kind of turns 
against you in interesting ways and that's what I'd like to explore a little bit today. 

One thing that I often do when I'm building the worlds of my stories either in fiction or nonfiction 
is I write up something called a world glossary and I was inspired in this endeavor by the author Ben 
Marcus who has a book called The Age of Wire and String and certain sections of that book are 
labeled as glossaries. The world of that book is a very strange book; it's a world where things happen 
that don't happen in our world. People are powered by hunger and wind. People eat things we don't 
eat in our world but what I love about these glossary sections is that you'll have basically a kind of 
map made with words so he'll define places, he'll define objects and through those definitions you 
don't just get a sense of what you might touch or see or smell. You get a sense of the rules of his 
world, how people play together, how people fight each other, and so sometimes when I'm sitting 
down to build a world I will create something like a world glossary. And you know it doesn't... I've 
written things that take place in strange worlds and that can be one interesting use for that glossary 
but you can use a glossary even if the world of your story is something as ordinary as a coffee shop 
or a classroom. The idea behind the glossary is just pick out a lot of elements of that world and as 
you focus in on each element just let your mind play, let your mind play with all the possibilities for 
if you're describing a chair, let your mind play with all the different things that chair could mean to 
various characters. Whose feelings were hurt in that chair? Who was betrayed in that chair? Who 
broke into his estranged father's property to chop down the tree whose wood was used to build that 
chair? So let these different parts kind of extend in different directions. Follow the various vectors 
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of possibility. And so that's kind of the idea of the glossary is that you'd have a series of discrete 
units but each unit is kind of spilling over and exploding in ways that you might not have expected 
and I think one of the things that I really appreciate about the glossary exercise and about kind of 
brainstorming exercises in general is that when I'm in the process of drafting, it can get exhausting 
to just sit down everyday in front of your computer and push the narrative forward, write another 
scene, push yourself, push your characters into dialog, push your action to the next stage of 
unfolding, so sometimes if I'm feeling exhausted by that part of the process, the pushing the story 
forward part of the process, I can see things like building a glossary as a way to take a break from 
that forward momentum, so it often takes the pressure off of me for the space of a day or a morning 
or an hour because I won't be thinking in terms of scene or plot. I'll be thinking for that period of 
time in terms of exploration. And I like, that can give me a good feeling of relief and it can give me a 
good feeling of liberation and kind of just break open the possibilities of the story a little bit more, 
so that's something to think about as a way to kind of take a sabbatical from the forward trajectory 
of what you're doing when you're writing. 

And another thing that I often think about when I'm trying to consider how the world of a story can 
be more than just a backdrop is trying to think about the relationship between these two worlds 
thatare always taking place simultaneously on the page and that's the physical world of a story and 
the emotional world of that story and to me one of the most exciting parts of writing is thinking 
about how those two worlds are intersecting so often this comes back to a question of perspective 
for me. Something I think about in terms of ... I used to have a writer friend with whom I would talk 
about this idea of heartbreak sunglasses by which we meant whatever the emotional reality is for a 
character in your story, that's going to completely set the terms of how they're engaging with the 
physical landscape of that story so if you're in the midst of heartbreak you're essentially wearing a 
pair of sunglasses that is shading and inflecting everything around you with the kind of force of that 
emotional experience. So there are a ton of different ways to kind of play around with that but one 
thing that I like to do, actually I do it as a writer and I do it as a teacher, is taking a single physical 
object and thinking about what elements of that object would come to the foreground, would 
become visible, prominent, remarkable, in the context of different emotional experiences, so how 
would the same table look to somebody who is totally triumphant after just running the fastest cross 
country race of his life? How would that table look to somebody whose mother has just died? How 
would that table look to a five-year-old girl who'd just gotten a new puppy? You can imagine all the 
different ways that table would play out, everything from something as simple as a table to 
somebody who had just finished a huge cross country race might look like a really amazing place to 
take a nap, or a table to a little girl who'd just gotten a puppy might look like a really good place to 
spread out a bunch of dog food, a table for somebody who'd just lost their mother might remind 
them of every single childhood dinner they'd ever shared with her. So thinking about how you know 
when you're describing the world of a story you're doing multiple kinds of creative labor at once. 
You're not just setting into place pieces of landscape in which your characters are moving around. 
You're also getting a chance to do some major work to show the gears that are turning inside of 
those characters, show what's important to them, show what's haunting them so fully that nothing in 
their gaze, nothing in their perspective is like escaping the sway of whatever that emotional situation 
is. 
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And one of the passages to me in all of literature that got me thinking about the power of emotion 
to determine how we engage with the physical landscape of a narrative is a passage from Anna 
Karenina and I'll just set it up really briefly although it's a pretty simple emotional situation to 
understand. There's a character named Levin who's in love with a woman named Kitty for a very 
long time and he proposed to her at one point and was refused and at this point in the course of the 
novel he has proposed to her a second time in a very wonderful way and she has accepted but 
they're in this strange in between space where she's accepted his proposal so he knows that this 
thing he's long wanted to happen is actually going to happen but they haven't told her family yet so 
there's basically the space of an evening and a dawn where he knows that this good thing is going to 
come true but it hasn't become official yet so he's in that space where his joy is still a private thing, 
where it's still something he has sole custody over and he's basically wandering the streets to kill time 
before he goes back to her home to formally request her hand in marriage: 

"All that night and morning Levin lived perfectly unconsciously, and felt perfectly lifted out of the 
conditions of material life. He had eaten nothing for a whole day, he had not slept for two nights, 
had spent several hours undressed in the frozen air, and felt not simply fresher and stronger than 
ever, but felt utterly independent of his body; he moved without muscular effort, and felt as if he 
could do anything. He was convinced he could fly upwards or lift the corner of the house, if need 
be. He spent the remainder of the time in the street, incessantly looking at his watch and gazing 
about him. 
And what he saw then, he never saw again after. The children especially going to school, the bluish 
doves flying down from the roofs to the pavement, and the little loaves covered with flour, thrust 
out by an unseen hand, touched him. Those loaves, those doves, and those two boys were not 
earthly creatures. It all happened at the same time: a boy ran towards a dove and glanced smiling at 
Levin; the dove, with a whir of her wings, darted away, flashing in the sun, amid grains of snow that 
quivered in the air, while from a little window there came a smell of fresh-baked bread, and the 
loaves were put out." 

So a few things that struck me the first time I ever read that passage and actually still strike me every 
time I read it are this idea that gets articulated part way through, "and what he saw then he never 
saw again after." That is a powerful idea to me for a couple of reasons and one is that these things 
that he saw then, if you think about what they really are in that passage, they're very ordinary things, 
they're children on the street, they're loaves of bread being put out, they're doves flying, grains of 
snow quivering in the air. I mean these are things he's seen before and he no doubt will see again but 
the point is he'll never see them again like he's seeing them in this moment. He'll never see them 
again suffused with this particular intensity, this quality of joy, and that's what I think this passage is 
such a beautiful illustration of -- the way that what we're getting after whenever we paint the physical 
environment of a narrative is that kind of singularity. Show us a world we've never seen before and 
we'll never see again. And you don't have to create that world, create that kind of singularity, by 
constructing a world that is completely outlandish and defies every law of physics we've ever learned 
or believed in. You can create that kind of singularity simply by overlaying an emotional reality over 
that physical reality in a way that's never been done before in quite that sense so put that intersection 
of character experience and physicality, get those vectors crossed in a way that's unique and in a way 
that yields something like the intensity of this passage, the way that we're seeing an ordinary 
streetscape animated by a particular set of emotions. 
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And to me one of the things that's so rewarding about that is that it's about figuring out how the 
emotional and physical worlds of a story connect is that it creates this kind of symbiotic relationship 
where your understanding of the physical world and your understanding of the characters emotional 
situation is getting... it's like a feedback loop where each is informing the other so let's say you come 
into a particular scene in a story with a really clear sense of what the room looks like. You know 
what the couch is like. You know that there's a cup of old coffee that's part way gone cold in the 
corner. You know the mom smells weird because her kids are too afraid to tell her that she smells 
weird because she'll feel bad about it.You know all these things, but maybe once you start writing 
the scene the physical world comes alive in ways that you hadn't quite expected so maybe say if 
you're writing a scene between a son and his mother that's happening in that room, that room you'd 
imagined so specifically, in the course of their unfolding interaction, let's say that have some kind of 
fight, things are rising up out of that physical scene that maybe you hadn't imagined or hadn't 
anticipated. Maybe the son in the course of that fight notices a set of cigarette burns on the couch 
and starts wondering who else has been hanging out there. Maybe that occasions a new revelation in 
his conversation with his mother. There are ways that physical details can kind of rise up unbidden 
out of the course of a scene unfolding in a way that lets the scene... lets the physical world you've 
made become something more like a character, something more like a character in its ability to 
surprise you. 

And so that's this really electric possibility I think that comes out of the fact that you're constantly 
juggling both the emotional and the physical textures of a given scene or of a given story and 
sometimes I like to... I mean you can certainly explore that on the level of an entire narrative but 
sometimes I find it pretty exciting and generative to think about that on a much smaller scale so like 
the example I gave earlier of the table, sort of limiting yourself to one particular object and then 
describing that object from five or six very very different emotional situations. How would it be seen 
from inside those situations? Or you can sort of expand from the scale of an object to something 
more like an entire physical environment: a cabin in the woods, a canoe on a lake, a rodeo in the 
middle of the summer, and think about again how that entire... how the physicality of that entire 
environment would be shaped by a character kind of being trapped inside some kind of strong 
emotional situation, how you can seek that feeling when you build a physical world of this world 
with this character is being seen and experienced in a way that never happened before and will never 
happen again after. 

-So I wanted to talk today about a particular kind of research that I love to do as a fiction writer and 
I don't really have a proper term for it except for ones I've borrowed from other disciplines but I 
guess I would call it field research or immersion research because it involves actually being out 
among people rather than looking at texts or images and I've always been a fiction writer who does a 
lot of research even before the Internet was at your fingertips. I graduate from college in 1986 but I 
was even in college finding myself in the stacks a lot and looking up things and I think there's a few 
reasons for that. One is that my own life at least in its external details never struck me as being 
particularly interesting. I wasn't drawn to write autobiographically at least in terms of the kind of 
surface of things. I also love the language that you find when you do that kind of research so the 
language of a particular place or a trade or field of expertise or milieu and my work has taken me 
into languages of the textile mills, of genetics, of beekeeping, of army life during World War II, all 
kinds of different places where the texture of the words and just the world that's evoked by that and 
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the fact that I'm learning new sounds and words and meanings as I go is inspiring to me and 
interesting. 

I also, and this moves more toward the question of field research, I love to get out of the house and 
I think in another life I would've been a journalist or an anthropologist or a travel writer and there's 
something about being out in the world that I find exciting and stimulating and so different from the 
kind of internal writing journey that I also love but that's extraordinarily solitary and has to do with 
just tunneling inside one's soul. So when I was thinking about talking about this I realized that some 
of the books I think of as most influential to me as a fiction writer are nonfiction books, things like 
Katherine Boo's Behind the Beautiful Forevers or Anne Fadiman's The Spirit Catches You and You 
Fall Down, writers who just steep themselves in a place and a community, spend a long long time 
there, kind of immersion journalism and that worldness, that sense of discovery and also kind of 
discovering it along with the writer is so compelling to me. And my first job was actually as a 
journalist. In college I worked... I had several internships at daily papers and I wrote for a 
newspaper, The Hartford Current. After college, and there were pieces of it that I absolutely loved, I 
loved being sent out into situations that I didn't have mastery of and needing to kind of decipher 
things and I loved the moving around, the driving down roads, the not knowing where I was going. 
I didn't love the word counts and the deadlines and the fact that they would lop off sentences even 
if I liked the down beat that the sentence ended on, the fact that there was a kind of news and 
production schedule and a central topic that you had to stick to for most of the kind of work I was 
doing was frustrating to me, but I loved the poking around and I especially back then was quite shy 
but somehow coming in as a reporter and being able to ask questions liberated me and I would 
often write about the guy behind the carnival or the old woman who let me into the zoning board 
meeting rather than the topic I was supposed to be focused on so I was a little wayward I think. 

But so pretty early on as a fiction writer I realized I could actually do this kind of poking around and 
that it would feed my fiction in really interesting ways, not simply as kind of facts that I was plugging 
in to create a milieu but also as a way to lead me deep inside character and that I think was a little 
surprising to me and really revelatory and so that's kind of what I want to focus on today, so one 
early example of this is that when I was a journalist in college, I had a summer job working for the 
Berkshire Eagle in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, and they gave me a lot of free reign that summer and I 
ended up writing an article about a camp for kids, various camps for kids with special needs so I 
went to a camp for kids who'd had open heart surgery and a camp for kids with intellectual delays, 
various different things, and each of these communities fascinated me I think because of how they 
were a place where people who felt really different out in the world were brought together and their 
difference in a certain way was erased because of the community and it wasn't until many many years 
later that I fell upon the topic of my novel Awake which is actually set at a camp for children who 
have a very rare genetic illness and it wasn't until probably half way through writing that book that it 
even occurred to me that this was something I had ever explored before in a different context. But 
for that novel I looked up on the Internet, there was a camp for kids who had Xeroderma 
pigmentosum, this very rare genetic, very very rare genetic illness and I e-mailed the director and he 
said, Sure, come on down, and I said, I'm a writer, I don't know what I'm looking for. I'm not a 
reporter. But I went thinking I would probably write about the children because they were the 
people who had the illness and what had led me to it in the first place and then I got there and I 
realized very quickly that I couldn't talk to the children because the children were in their milieu for 
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a week of the year. They could stay up all night because they could be out in the dark and they were 
having such a good time and I could watch them but I absolutely didn't want to interrupt them. It 
just felt too invasive, and I also realized that the parents were dying to talk and living these extremely 
topsy turvy challenging and in certain ways inspiring and textured lives and so that visit made me 
realize that my book was going to be about a parent of one of these children, that it was going to be 
her point of view, and I think it was because until I got there I didn't know where the story was or 
what story I would have most access to. 

So that's one example and I'll give you a few more but for me research of this sort leads me into the 
heart of fiction which is the characters, who they are, what they want, how they interact, and it can 
serve as a sort of springboard that allows me to imagine them in ways that are complex and most 
centrally probably to me, unexpected until I am part way through this. So it has a function that goes 
far beyond the factual, far beyond the lending of lyrical or dense or interesting language, though it 
does all that too. It's become a way for me to figure out what happens and why by this weird 
alchemy that happens when I land myself in these sorts of situations. 

So you know one anthropological definition of field research is work done or first hand 
observations made in the field as opposed to work that's done or observed in a controlled 
environment, or the collecting of sociological or anthropological data in the field, and this really 
resonated with me because my own approach, that of a fiction writer who loves to have adventures 
and poke around, is quite lacking in an articulated methodology. It has no data. It's really sort of 
landing and swimming, but it does depend on both my putting myself in an environment that I've 
had to seek out and in the environment not being controlled, which is to say that it's full of potential 
surprises and that part of what happens has to do with my live interaction with it and in that way it's 
different from book research or Internet research where you're finding and you're receiving but 
you're not changing. You're not in there kind of speaking or being a subject inside it. 

So I tend to go in not looking for answers or even facts when I do this sort of out in the world 
research. I usually enter ready to watch for where there's a kind of energy and hotspot and then see 
what happens there, something that will teach me about where I've landed but that also leaves me 
further inside the fiction, often, most often, most interestingly for me on the level of character and 
figuring out the internal life so it's a kind of jumping into the external world but in a way that's very 
very connected to the internal psychology of the characters I'm writing about, which is something 
that really interests me. So it's a real double movement. 

So I'll give you an example. I have a novel called The Honey Thief that was inspired by my wanting 
to write something about bees and the fact that the honeybee population was under environmental 
threat and had a mite that was devastating it and I read a lot about bees. I read on the Internet. I 
read in books. There was an enormous amount of information and diagrams and kind of cool 
scientific facts and poetry and all kinds of wonderful things but it wasn't as tactile... I was missing 
something and I was even missing something in terms of understanding myself, what it was that led 
me to this subject. I knew I was interested but I didn't quite know why so I was living in Somerville, 
Massachusetts, at the time in a triple decker, houses very close together, not a place where you 
would expect to have bees but a few streets away from me was a beehive on a porch which I 
thought was really peculiar and I wondered why the neighbors didn't mind but I finally screwed up 
my courage to go knock on the door. I had seen an older gentleman there a couple different times 
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and I knocked on his door and he turned out to be a wonderful man named Kenny Harper who 
had, was not literary at all, he had been a... he was a retired sheet metal worker and his wife had died 
recently and he had taken up beekeeping as a kind of hobby in his retirement and he listened when I 
told him what I was doing. He didn't think it was particularly cool but he was like, OK, fine, and I 
said, Can you show me some stuff? and he said, Sure, so he showed me a little bit right there and 
then he said I have hives out in the country in Billerica farther outside of Boston, I'll take you out 
there. Meet me on Saturday and I'll take you out there in my truck, so I was really excited and I went 
out there with him and we developed a friendship and a kind of apprenticeship that was really 
wonderful. He was a born teacher. He was someone who loved his hobby and was incredibly good 
at talking about it, which I have found over and over that often people have these things they do 
that no one really asks them about and they really like to show you, and he didn't quite know what I 
was doing with it. He asked to read one of my other books and read it cover to cover and was quite 
interested in kind of how a writer works, but he wasn't... that wasn't really central. What was central 
was that I was really interested in seeing what he did, so on this first day he took me out to the 
country and he pulled out a bee suit, a protective covering, and he had me put it on, and then he tied 
me up -- this was something I would not have known would happen -- with twine around every 
possible opening and handed me a hive tool and we're standing in front of these buzzing hives in 
this field and told me to take the lid off the nuke, which is the big white box, and I was really 
surprised because I kind of thought he was going to show me and in fact this is partly how he was 
such a born teacher, he wasn't afraid. He knew that if I really wanted to learn about this, the best 
way was to do it and I don't think it occurred to him not to do it that way so I in another context 
might have been really nervous because I'm lifting up this thing, there's thousands of bees, but I was 
extraordinarily calm and fascinated and I think that's partly the sort of double vision that anyone 
who writes knows about, that as you're in the world finding things for your writing, you're backed 
up in a certain way. You're looking and processing in a way that is not quite the same as when you're 
not doing that, and I was also very moved by the whole situation, that he trusted me, that I was 
going to get to enter this world and so I learned so many things just in that first visit. I went back 
with him a bunch of times but I learned the texture, the noises, the smells, the sounds, things that I 
could not have duplicated by reading. There's just no way I could even by watching a movie that 
being surrounded and what happens to your vision and what happens to your sense of texture and 
noise and all the senses were just wide awake and I think I also learned something about what it felt 
like to be afraid and to be brave and to be trusted and to be with a stranger who I was having this 
kind of peculiarly intimate interaction with doing this thing that he loved and that I was interested in 
so it was kind of between us in a really interesting way and he'd made me really safe so all of that 
eventually led me to a scene in my novel and I'll read you a little bit about it or from it. The girl in 
the book is named Eva. She's eleven and she's lonely, her father died when she was a child, she's 
moved to the country with her mother who's trying to kind of start anew because Eva's been 
stealing and getting into trouble in New York and she meets a neighbor. First she steals honey from 
him and then she meets him, named Berl, who's a middle aged guy living alone near her and I'm 
going to read you the passage where he takes her to see the bees: 

Now in the barn Berl asked her nothing, just told her what to do. Step over here, one leg in, that's 
right, good, now the other. It's a little big. We'll roll up the extra once it's on. The bee suit was made 
of stained white cloth and smelled old like the barn and sweet like honey. In the city, Eva had 
learned to be careful walking fast past alleys, keeping her gaze flat and straight ahead when boys or 
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men called out to her, Yo baby doll, hey chica, even muttering Fuck off loser in her most scornful 
voice. Now though here she was somehow, alone in a barn while a grown man knelt fixing her cuffs. 
She knew her mother wouldn't like it, but she trusted him, trusted that he wanted what he said he 
wanted, to cover her so she wouldn't get stung, to show her his bees. Near the hive she held out first 
one arm then the other and he gave her his grandmother's long canvas gloves which were only 
slightly too big, then the bee hat, a veil he called it the week before, and although she'd seen his own 
hat and should've known, she'd pictured herself dressing up as a lacy queen bee bride all white froth 
and gauzy frill. This thing was made of yellow and black nylon and looked more like a construction 
worker's hat or the bag onions came in. He lowered it over her head and looped more string around 
her, wrapping her up like a package. Hotter and hotter, Eva felt, but now the shiver in her stomach 
come and gone, safer and safer too, from the bees, yes, but also in a bigger way, for though she 
couldn't have put it into words, she felt like an infant being swaddled in yards of sweet smelling 
fabric, close fitting as a cocoon. Suddenly she was sleepy and wanted to plop down in the grass and 
watch the sky through the scrim of veil. 

So that's just one example, but part of what interests me is I think what I got out of the encounter 
with the beekeeper was as much emotional and interpersonal as it was textural and kind of allowing 
me to in an accurate way convey the world and that's just happened over and over to me. I'm going 
off in three weeks to Spain to research... I have no idea what I'm going to write, but something 
having to do with my family history and it's going to be a big adventure, and I'm going to go with 
tape recorder and camera and ask questions but really I don't know what the subject is until I get 
farther in. 

-This week's exercise asks you to build on some of what you've already done, so last week we had a 
chance to work with voice and setting. This week, following the tip of Leslie Jamison, we're going to 
ask you to look at a place or an object, examining it through the perspective of several different 
characters and what you may find as you go through that process is that as characters see things 
from a multiplicity of perspectives, you start to get a greater sense of what that world might be and 
how you create it. 

-And you know from your own lives that when you remember something significant that happened 
in your family, other family members always have a different memory of how that worked and this is 
what fiction writers do as they try to develop those different points of view to flesh out all the full 
range of possibilities of a fictional dream. 

-And remember, 400 words. 

-And if you haven't introduced yourself yet in the forum or signed up on the course map, please do 
so so that we have a bigger sense of who you are and where you all are. 

 


