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The Craft of Narvative and the Wiiting Life




ugh some old letters from my mother
d, and I'm struck by the sound of m;
d the lesson she offers the writer I'll one day
own ot how details evoke a life: “The little garden 1
red just <tands there. No potatocs ever came up. I don’t
t warms up or not. If it does we might

b
?[L ve P i
hxi:ow it will grow when 1
k " spinach or lettuce when you come home. But1 can’t
m those I set outlast fall.

- reading thro

‘n her widowhoo

en
it oice i hers an
to let the

ha\e Som . .

sea [’'ve been using onions fro

ro i

P ant10 ot SOME cab uliflower as soon as the stores
K Elannery O’Conno in Mysteries and Manners,

get (heir plants: J
IM%
[M by some overall
purpOSe’" she says, “and eve detail has to work for you.” She
oes on O suggest that these details be gathered from “the tex-
—c" that forms the world of the story. "You can't

g/—/
re of the existen

ff from their society and say much —Hout them as

g Feaningrul about

out characters O IO 2=

individuals,” she says. “You can’t say anythin

of a personality unless you put that personality in 2
C ! mystery of & P=—— R

the myste
My mother wrote this letter to me while I was in the MFA pro-
University of Arkansas in Fayetteville. A ten-hour
me from her home, a home ’d had to leave her
ks before the move to Fayetteville,
two at the time, and she

eventy-
time. To leave her was, at

ver done.
r,1 find the essence

gram at the
drive separated
in alone because, tWO wee
my father died. My mother was $
hadn’t had a driver’s license for some
(hat time of my life, the hardest thing I'de

Now, as I read this passage from her lette

ofher life in those days rising from the details that she includes:
d to come up the hop¢

the garden where the potatocs have refuse
" P
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PART §. DETAIL

o when I return, the acknow]ed

t :
't hope for to0 much, but still the dre,,

prmagb_ﬂllc—mgf :
s : C’ l ’
she shouldn or plants to come. Each detail exPTCsSin; :\bdge

uliflo h de b
and ca fwhat it was to be her at that ;lme mf = it o o
pecto kaa . 7 "
as C? the person she was 11 tha.[ p’ace %}fu
e in a story. 1'd love the writer's trust in thed% an";
e , . o
stlsa ¢ how they sO simply and yet clegantly create (e mcaning
I'd lov . e
of this ch racter’s life.

We fictiomwriters have to pay attention to the worlg of o
e ficHC .

, r

he-objects of those Wor]ds
charactersiand to the\wil)Tt . k&l\,mh_ - Pecome
) with<that in.mind, here’s a Wriling exercise,

expressive. S0,

1. Gather the details of the ;affi‘ng of a story that you’re
working on, or one that you've completed, to‘ which yoy
want to add more cultural texture. Pay at_tentlon to sen-
sory details, not limiting yourself to the visual. What are
the sounds of this place? The smells? The textures? The
tastes? What are the customs?

2. Zero in on the details that are intimately connected to
your main character. What do they show you about him
or her that you didn’t know? What do they confirm about
your character that you already thought you knew? Are
the details, for example, expressive of certain cultural
attitudes? Is your main character acting in accordance 3
with the cultural influences of the setting, or is he or she
acting in resistance to those attitudes?

3. Have your main character engage in an activity that is
common in this culture—playing music for tips in the
subway, for example, or planting flowers in the garden or
attending the symphony or bingo night at the American
Legion. Or have your character do something that would
be considered oyt of place in this culture. The key is to

have your character act from his or her relationship with
the culture in which he or she lives.

4. Find a place within the scene to rely solely on details, 3 Ia
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MOTHER GIVES ME A WRITING LESSON

MY

ge from my mother’s lesson, to express some-
tial, but something impossible to say directly,

haracter’s life.

thing essehl

cters come from specific worlds. Whether by birth-

gur chara :on, fiction writers cozy up to particular landscapes
ght oF adopuoll, ive their writing authority, contribute to char-
and us€ themSlt;;ggest plots, and inﬂilence tone and atmosphere.

1 i n’ . . /
acterlzan_‘l) of a place can create the characters and their actions.
s
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