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All story (or memoir or narrative 
non-fiction) happens somewhere 

— in a setting — from an epic 
fantasy world, to a one-room 

literary novel, to a globe-trotting 
thriller, to a personal travel 

memoir 

A scene has a character (or 
characters) in a setting 

performing some kind of action 
toward a specific goal. 



What is a setting? What is a world?

A particular place — the hobbit hole — in the larger world, Tolkien’s 
Middle Earth 

The Hobbit — J.R.R. Tolkien

(Interestingly, this is a ‘negative’ description of a setting!)



Why do we need to write better settings and inspire a sense of place?

Your job as a writer is to 
manipulate the reader — make 
them think what you want them 

to think, and to feel the 
emotions you want to evoke.  

Your setting will influence their 
experience of the book. 

Not too much.  
Not too little. 

Vary the techniques. 



Avoid ‘talking heads in an empty white room.’

We all have our writing strengths 
and weaknesses — what are 

yours? 

I’ve done this workshop live and 
75% of people in the room said 

their strength was Dialogue.  
They wrote pages of discussion 
but couldn’t ‘see’ where it took 

place. 

Use tools to help you where you 
are weak. (I’ll show you some!)



Use appropriate settings per genre

Settings can be genre tropes — they telegraph aspects of plot



Examples of 
settings for 

a sweet 
romance 

with a 
happy 
ending



Examples of settings 
for dark horror thriller



Pick an image from a 
magazine, or search out an 
image online. (Or use the 

one included). 

Set a timer: 10 mins

Describe the setting to the 
best of your current ability. 

This is first draft writing!



Use this if you can’t decide on one



What is setting? What is a 
world?  

Why is setting important for 
your particular story / book?  

What are some examples of 
settings appropriate to your 

genre? 

Examine some of your existing 
scenes. Do you have ‘talking 

heads in an empty white room’?


