
 

Lesley Jamison Transcript 

 

>>[Text on screen] Lesley Jamison. 

 

>>Lesley Jamison is the author of two books: the novel The Gin Closet; and the collection of essays 

The Empathy Exams. 

 

>>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. Sometimes people want 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, and 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'd like to suggest about a world is that it's not just  

the physical objects that populate your story but a set 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, turns against you in interesting 

ways. And that's what I'd like to explore a little bit today. 

 

[Text on screen] Creating a World Glossary. 

 

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 that I call a “world glossary.” 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. The 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. 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. So sometimes when I'm sitting down 

to build a world, I will create something like a world glossary. 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 different 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? Let 

these different parts extend in different directions; follow the various vectors of possibility. That's 

kind of the idea of the glossaries, that you'd have a series of discrete units, that each unit is spilling 

over and exploding in ways you might not have expected. I think one of the things that I really 

appreciate about the glossary exercise and about brainstorming exercises, in general, is that when I'm 

in the process of drafting, it can get exhausting to just sit down every day in front of your computer 

and push the narrative forward, write another scene, push yourself, push your characters into 

dialogue, 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. 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 theme or plot. I'll be thinking, for that period of time, in terms of exploration, and that can 

give me a good feeling of relief, and it can give me a good feeling of liberation and 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. 

 

[Text on screen] Creating a Physical World and an Emotional World. 

 

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 that 

are 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, the way that 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 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 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 just lost 

their mother, might remind them of every single childhood dinner they'd ever shared with her. So 

thinking about how, 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 the chance to do some major work to sort of 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 escaping the sway of 

whatever that emotional situation is. 

 

[Text on screen] Emotional World Building Through Point of View: Anna Karenina by Leo Tolstoy. 



 

 

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 has been 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 this space of an evening and a dawn where he knows that this good thing is going to 

come true, but it kind of hasn't become official yet. So he's in that space where his joy is still a 

private thing, 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 that 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've never seen 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 street-scape animated by a particular set of emotions. So to me, 

one of the things that's so rewarding about that, about figuring out how the emotional and physical 

worlds of a story connect, is that it creates this symbiotic relationship where your understanding of 

the physical world and your understanding of the character's emotional situation, 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 partway 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 interactions, let’s say they 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 this 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 physical world you've made becomes 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, 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's never happened before and will 

never happen again, after. 


