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Sense of Place module   Spring 2013  Masters /Creative Writing
The landscape came before the words said Terry Tempest Williams. The writer of Artic Dreams, Barry Lopez which is deemed a classic today, said ‘ that natural history writing is not about polar bears . It’s about the fundamentals of life’.  

We will be looking at various extracts from writers who have indeed immortalised places be they  on Harlem, Langston Hughes, or Jim Perrin on Snowdonia.  They may be populated places, far off remote places – we will try and see what makes the idea of place so very special in the realm of writing.

‘Places don’t proclaim their own significance, people do.’

Let’s think about a place—LAMPETER!

If you had to write about Lampeter: how would you go about it from a personal perspective?

The pressure and pleasure? Would it be impressionistic? Or use it as a context for your philosophy

Of what Lampeter means to Wales, or Ceredigion – or none of those.

It’s all about choices/ perspectives in the end.

What is important , whether you write from an impressionistic angle , as a visitor, or as an inhabitant, or student – is that you are aware of your audience/readers. Your view, interests

and values will come to the fore. You can be:
individualistic

idiosyncratic

argumentative

reflective

investigative

2. You must be acutely aware of your surroundings—sensitive to nuances as well as to the climate, environment, culture and people.
3. Be open-minded. Ask yourself questions about the people the place—their likes and dislikes etc.

4. React strongly – be passionate –employ powerful feelings

5. Control your style

6. Avoid sentimentality and excess.  Less is more if you want your readers to like the place you are describing.

THE MORE SPECIFIC  CHARACTERISTICS OF NATURE WRITERS:

Often there will be no format, formula or pattern of thought to follow as often you will be lead by the writer as he or she is wandering, discovering, meandering. There are some common features however for such writers as Annie Dillard or Thoreau:

First person narrative—a distinctive personality and the ‘I’ is very pronounced/emphatic. Tinker Creek and Walden are filtered through the lenses of their personal visions

Unassuming authorial persona: In touch with nature yes, but convey somehow the impression of being unconscious, of allowing the reader to eavesdrop on observations, inner thoughts  , being almost at home in that setting  (which may be unfamiliar to the reader).

‘ When I slide under a barbed –wire fence, cross a field, and run over a sycamore trunk felled across the water, I’m on a little island’. ( Dillard  -- Pilgrim at Tinker Creek).

Self reliance:  You need to be resourceful, independent, adventuresome, tough—Thoreau in Walden the perfect example of one who went to  live in the woods for two and a half years – living in the hut, wandering, watching, writing, reading etc.
Love solitude: ‘I love to be alone’. This is also the trait of a writer in looking at landscape and being aware of surroundings—not many can write in a crowd and yet -- whenever I say this I’m eager for someone to prove me wrong. And often they have. Read ‘ Strangers on a Train  by Jenny Diski and you will see that she used the train as a way of writing about her surroundings- even choosing to sit in compartments where there were smokers and drinkers as they had the best stories to tell.

 So  challenge  an established viewpoint? No injunctions in writing. But Thoreau loved being alone:

 My nearest neighbour is a mile distant, and no house is visible from any place but the hill-tops within half a mile of my own. I have my horizon bounded by woods all to myself...  For the most part it is as solitary where I live as on the prairies... I have, as it were, my own sun and moon and stars and a little world all to myself.. I find it wholesome to be alone the greater part of the time.

To be in company, even with the best, is soon wearisome and dissipating.
Optimistic/ yet realistic: When you write about the truth about nature, it’s not always pretty. I find myself winching when I was Attenborough’s  Natural World series where animals are ripping one another apart. So authentic details can be gruesome, gritty, raw, malodorous,‘ dead things lying on their sides, with opaque, slime-coated eyes’ but they do  sharpen one’s focus/ and draw attention.

Keen imagination— of the senses ( which we will discuss in another session)..

Be aware as you are keeping track of the writing of place as to:

Techniques:

Tone:

Point of View:

Selection of details:

Pace and style of travel

Scene setting ( which we will discuss with extracts in Session 1--  6th – Feb 2013)  

Lynne Z Bloom, Fact and  Fiction,  A Blair Press Book, 1988

Assignment for week 2.

Find an article with Sense of Place at its heart. Bring it in. Justify your choice and bring in copies for us also to read.

Two quotes which are good examples of writers who have understood the importance of place:

Patrick Kavangh wrote:

To know fully even on field or one land is a lifetimes’s experience. In the world of poetic experience, it is depth that counts not width. A gap in the hedge, a smooth rock surfacing a narrow lane, a view from a moody meadow, the stream at the junction of four small fields- these are as much as a man can fully experience.

John Montague criticised R S Thomas for not acknowledging Kavanagh’s influence. But he wasn’t to know that RS also took some of his inspiration from the nature poets of Welsh language literature. The same could be said of Seamus Heaney and his poem about ‘digging’ or Gillian  Clarke who has written a book of poetry about Five Fields. It’s easy to see influences but we are all influenced by the landscape which surrounds us .

Scott Momaday – in  The way to rainy mountain ( New Mexico Press, 1969, 83):

Once in a life a man ought to give himself up to a particular landscape in his experience, to look at it from as many angles as  he can, to wonder about it, to dwell about it. He ought to imagine that he touches it with his hands at every season and listen to the sounds  that are made upon it. He ought to imagine the creatures there and all the faintest motions of the wind. He ought to recollect the glare of the noon and the colours of the dawn and dusk

