
 

Intro Transcript 

 

>>[Text on screen] How Writers Write Fiction 2016: Storied Women 

 

>>[Text on screen] Class 4: Character and Structure in Immersion 

 

>>[Text on screen] We are very proud to bring you the perspectives of authors from around the 

world, and trust that you will find their perspectives valuable. Because some of our contributing 

authors are nonnative speakers of English, we suggest that you turn on video captions. You can turn 

on captions by clicking the “cc” button at the bottom right of the video. 

 

>>[Text on screen] Authors on Immersion: 

 

1) Lesley Jamison 

2) Alisa Ganieva 

3) Shenaz Patel 

4) Naomi Jackson 

 

>>We've created characters - a cast of characters, a community. We've found voices for these 

characters. We've settled - we hope - on some point of view, and perhaps we have made headway on 

discovering a structure for the piece of writing we are at work on now. And here comes the fun part: 

Where are we going to place the story? How do we find out how to make that place come to life? So 

if you're inventing let's say an Iowa City - a new Iowa City - how do you select the details that will 

resonate with the reader? What's the principle that might be behind those decisions? 

 

>>I think it's probably trying to mention a couple of things that only someone who only had a 

passing acquaintance with Iowa City would recognize, and then to bring in some very unexpected 

and surprising details of the Iowa City you're imagining on the page, in which there are probably 

going to be some secret places that wouldn't appear on an actual map. 



 

 

>>And because we have the Internet, we can probably verify whether those details are true or not, 

right? 

 

>>Yes, and I think nowadays it's so important to check those facts because any reader could check 

the facts, too. 

 

>>I was thinking that the le Carré memoir - which is so delicious - but there is one place where he 

has somebody traveling to America, and he's taken to a baseball match, and I thought, "Oh my gosh, 

really? His character didn't catch that?" Because in this country we would say a baseball "game" - 

you might go to a soccer "match." So part of it means getting the language of each of these places 

right, as well. 

 

>>Yes and again, I think just a very small detail can throw the reader out of your fictional world, 

your fictional dream. So something like an English person saying "neat" for instance - in the 

American way - would immediately stop me reading. 

 

>>Yeah. I'm never going to hear you say "neat." 

 

>>Never. 

 

>>So setting takes on a life of its own, it can govern the actions of the characters, it can provide 

themes and metaphors, it takes us on a journey - it does so much. 

 

>>And sometimes it almost becomes a character in itself, or even an opponent of a character. And 

we see that in Charlotte Perkins Gilman's "The Yellow Wallpaper," when a woman is taken by her 

husband to the country on doctor's orders, she's meant to rest. And the husband follows those 

orders by confining her to a room in which the walls are covered in yellow wallpaper. And as the 

woman spends day by day, mostly alone, with no companionship and no resources, the wallpaper 



 

becomes not just a companion, but an adversary. She's convinced that someone is climbing around 

behind the wallpaper, stalking her, the wallpaper becomes more and more sinister, and more and 

more frightening, and more and more confused with her own identity. 

 

>>It becomes part of the cast of characters. 

 

>>It does, very much. And it still - although it was written many decades ago - it's still a very 

harrowing story to read, in which we see the subjective triumph over the objective. Point of view is 

everything in that story. 

 

>>As is the color, which is the same color as my shirt. 

 

>>Which you judiciously chose to wear. 

 

>>Because that is in the nature of fiction. 

 

>>And we see that, I mean, Gilman is a particularly extreme example of the way in which setting 

can be such a dominant part of a character's life. But over and over, in stories and novels, we do see 

that how a character sees the world, how they move through the world, is deeply connected with 

their psyche, and that's I think why setting is such an important part of a story or novel because it's a 

chance to deepen the relationship with the character. 

 

>>So go for it and write. 


