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Setting

When I ask students to define the term "setting", they generally say it is the time and place in which a story takes place.  Sounds simple.  Too simple.  If that's all there is to setting, then how do you reply to the question of how a story is affected if the setting is changed.  Obviously it wouldn't be the same story, but how would it be different?  Just as we have seen that character is intertwined with plot, so setting is a vital element in telling a character's story.

In A Glossary of Literary Terms, M. H. Abrams tells us that "[the] overall setting of a narrative or dramatic work is the general locale, historical time, and social circumstances in which its action occurs; the setting of a single episode or scene within such a work is the particular physical location in which it takes place" (284).  This definition helps us to see that longer works of fiction can have changes in setting, as long as those changes fit together in some logical pattern, but it does little to clarify the relationship between setting, character, and plot.  Jerome Beaty and J. Paul Hunter help a bit when they say that "[the] individuals in the stories are embedded in the specific context, and the more we know of the setting, and of the relationship of the character to the setting, the more likely we are to understand the character and the story" (145).  

We should consider this idea of context carefully.  Think about how "where and when are the two vital coordinates of our own lives" (Birkerts 56).  We have all experienced the disorientation of waking up in an unfamiliar room; we are confused for a few seconds until we remember how we came to be in that bed in that room because we must see this particular moment as fitting into the context of our lives.  In other words, the where must be seen in relation to the when in order for the incident to make sense to us.  We have a similar need for our passage through time to be regulated in some way.  We may enjoy the thought of a vacation which would allow us to simply lay on the beach for days without any commitment to be anywhere at a certain time, but the reality is that most of us don't handle this kind of freedom very well.  We decide to do things like make a reservation for dinner at a nice restaurant—at a specific time—or that tomorrow we will go to diving (the boat leaves early in the morning) or meet friends to play miniature golf (after lunch) just to satisfy our internal need for some sort of schedule, a sense that time is an important part of our lives. 

Return for a moment to Abrams' definition of setting.  "General locale" implies that place might be flexible—it could encompass more than just one specific location.  "Historical time" means that the story's position on a time line of history affects the events and characters in the story.  And "social circumstances" indicates that perhaps there is more to the concept of setting than simply time and place.  It means that how we fit into the context of the society in which we are members connects to this concept of where and when.  How does our generation fit into the history of our society?  How are we different from our parents?  How will our children be different from us?  What important historical events have happened (or will happen) in our lives?  Being part of a particular culture at a specific time in history is a large part of how we determine our individual identity.  This is why "[one] of the first things we do as readers is attempt to situate the events [of a narrative, whether it is a novel, a story, a poem, or drama], to place them within a context" (Birkerts 56).  We must understand how the characters and the events they experience fit into some identifiable location at an identifiable point in history (even if it's the future, as in a science fiction story) and how those variables are shaped by the society that surrounds the characters.  Only then will we begin to see how the author's choice of setting helps to communicate his/her message to us.

So how do we know what the setting of a narrative is?  My younger students often tell me that a book has no setting because the author didn't name a certain town or say precisely what year the action takes place.  As Birkerts says, "[when] people think of setting, they very often think of passages of pure description" (56).  But consider those fairy tales we all grew up hearing:  How many of them begin with the words "Once upon a time in a far away land..."?  This is minimal description.  It is intended to help the reader to create for him or herself that mythical time and place where such fantastical events might occur and it allows us to grasp the morals of these stories, for "who would deny that the impression of dreamy universality that [these events] evoke arises, at least in part, from our inability to fix the particulars of when and where" (Birkerts 56)?  Granted, it is much easier to be told directly that this is the story of so-and-so, who is in the town of _____, in the year _____, but such writing is often simplistic and boring.


An author's use of indirect description as we read the details of what characters do and how they accomplish these tasks gives the reader clues to the time and place.  Even fairy tales give a sense of particular (if mythical) places and times:  a kingdom which has become run-down and overgrown because an evil witch has cast a spell on the beautiful princess, or times when people walked or rode horses for many days to travel distances we now can drive in only a few hours. Thus, authors often choose to use an unobtrusive setting which "interacts with plot and character" (Beaty and Hunter 145).  
The Purpose of Setting


Obviously if we are to have characters acting out the events of a story, they must be fixed in a time and place in order to act.  However, setting also fulfills three important functions in works of fiction:
1.  Setting establishes the "impression of verisimilitude—that this really happened" (Birkerts 56).  Sometimes details of the setting such as clothing, furniture, items that characters see or use, or even the architecture communicate to us how the time and place affect the characters and their actions, and allow the reader to believe in the reality of the narrative.

2.  Setting "situates us in space and time so that we can understand the events of the story as shaped by its specific factors" (Birkerts 57).  Beaty and Hunter say that "some stories are more overtly historical, and their milieu—or the stereotypes associated with it—are more obviously significant" (146).  They offer the example of Edgar Allen Poe's tale "The Cask of Amontillado", in which the "protagonist and the plot ... are Machiavellian..., and the story is set in Italy during the Renaissance" (the time and place in which Machiavelli lived) (146). This historical connection between the nature of the character, the events of the story, and the time period in which the action is set help us to understand both the character and a facet of the Italian Renaissance. Birkerts reminds us that: 


in fiction, as in life, people behave differently—and in some ways are different—in different places and at different times....It is essential that we know when reading Nathanial Hawthorne's stories that most of them are set in New England villages in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.  His investigations of human morality take on their full meaning only when we understand the intense religiosity of the early Puritans and the strictness of their public codes....  [Therefore,] time and place make context, and context creates the conditions for meaning (57).
3.  Setting enhances theme, "either through suggestion or through more direct symbolism" (Birkerts 57).  To put it more simply, "every situation happens within a setting, and that setting can be treated in such a way as to give particular focus to the meaning of what is taking place" (57).  Thus setting "can symbolize whole ways of life or value systems" (Beaty and Hunter 146).  The story "Looking for a Rain God" (see Exercise A) is a good example of this as it pits the modern tribal values against the ancient tribal rituals.

The real question to consider in terms of literary analysis, then, is to examine how the particular time and place of a narrative—no matter how nebulous or mythical—causes the specific attitudes, beliefs, and actions of the characters.  Simply saying that changing the setting would make it a different story is to avoid the obvious questions of how the author's choices of time and place contribute to the communication of the message of the story.

Setting in Poetry


When analyzing poetry, one of the main issues is to identify the speaker of the poem because this is "part of a larger process of defining the entire imagined situation in a poem:  What is happening?  Where is it happening?  Who is the speaker speaking to?  Who else is present?  Why is this event occurring?" (Beaty and Hunter 870).  Even though the speaker of a poem is not a character in the same sense as in a story or play, there is still a relationship between the situation that is the basis of the poem and the message the poet wants to communicate.  That relationship essentially follows Birkerts' three functions of setting and should be evaluated in much the same way as when you examine a story because, like stories, "most poems depend crucially upon a sense of place, a sense of time, and an understanding of human interaction in scenes that resemble the strategies of drama or film.  And questions about these matters will often lead you to define not only the 'facts,' but also the feelings central to the design a poem has upon us" (Beaty and Hunter 882).  Sometimes a specific time and place are the basis of understanding a poem; sometimes it is enough to assume that the situation takes place in some particular time and/or place, but when that time is or where that place is doesn't matter.  Often a poem will not have an obvious chain of events, but will simply convey a situation which must be interpreted in the context of its setting.  And, of course, there are poems which extensively use historical events in order to evoke particular emotions in the reader.  As Beaty and Hunter say, "Queries about situation and setting begin as simple questions of identification but frequently become more complex when we sort out all the implications.  Often it takes only a moment to determine a poem's situation, but it may take much longer to discover all of the things that time and place imply" (881).
Setting in Drama


Playwrights will sometimes be quite specific about the setting of the play, even to the point of stating that the action is in this particular room of a particular house in such and such city and that Act I takes place at 11:00 in the morning, and Act II begins at 9:00 in the evening.  More commonly, however, they will give only what is absolutely necessary for the actors and audience to conjure up the details for themselves.  But the nature of presenting the action on a stage in front of a live audience restricts the playwright from using the diversity of settings that a novelist can employ.  A novelist doesn't have to actually build the spaces s/he imagines, but performing the story requires that the audience be given enough visual clues to allow them to place the events within a context.  There simply isn't enough time in a two-hour performance to have the actors do scenes in many different locations.

Some of our modern concept of how setting in drama should be handled comes from the Renaissance ideas of the Three Unities.  Oscar G. Brockett, a noted theatre historian, explains that "after the 1570s, most critics demanded that a play have a single plot, take place in twenty-four hours or less, and be confined to one place, although the latter rule was often extended to include additional places if they could be easily reached without violating the twenty-four-hour rule" (160).  The basis of these rules was the argument "that since an audience knows that it has been in the theatre for only a few hours, it cannot be convinced that long periods of time have elapsed.  Likewise, since the audience knows that it has been in only one place, it cannot accept any change of locale" (Brockett 160).  Modern theatre is much less rigid about such rules, demanding only that there be a logical and believable connection between locations of scenes, and that the manipulation of time—either compressing hours into minutes (or vice versa), or skipping chunks of time—also follow a logical and believable pattern.  The concept of the unities, particularly the unity of time, "impels a dramatist to select the moment when a stable situation should change and to fill in the necessary prior details by exposition or even by some more elaborate device, such as the enacted dreams and memories in Death of a Salesman.  The action from the beginning to the end of the play thus can represent a rather long time span, even years, in a very short period of actual time" (Beaty and Hunter 1359).  In all other respects, setting in drama still fulfills Birkerts' three functions and is an important element of the audience's understanding of the playwright's message.
Setting Exercises

A.  Read the following story and answer the questions.

(The story and the questions are taken from Literature, the Evolving Canon by Sven P. Birkerts, pages 68-70.)

Looking for a Rain God

by Bessie Head


It is lonely at the lands where the people go to plough.  These lands are vast clearings in the bush, and the wild bush is lonely too.  Nearly all the lands are within walking distance from the village.  In some parts of the bush where the underground water is very near the surface, people made little rest camps for themselves and dug shallow wells to quench their thirst while on their journey to their own lands.  They experienced all kinds of things once they left the village.  They could rest at shady watering places full of lush, tangled trees with delicate pale-gold and purple wildflowers springing up between soft green moss and the children could hunt around for wild figs and any berries that might be in season.  But from 1958, a seven-year drought fell upon the land and even the watering places began to look as dismal as the dry open thornbush country; the leaves of the trees curled up and withered; the moss became dry and hard and, under the shade of the tangled trees, the ground turned a powdery black and white, because there was no rain.  People said rather humorously that if you tried to catch the rain in a cup it would only fill a teaspoon.  Toward the beginning of the seventh year of drought, the summer had become an anguish to live through.  The air was so dry and moisture-free that it burned the skin.  No one knew what to do to escape the heat and tragedy was in the air.  At the beginning of that summer, a number of men just went out of their homes and hung themselves to death from trees.  The majority of  the people lived off crops, but for two years past they had all returned from the lands with only their rolled-up skin blankets and cooking utensils.  Only the charlatans, incanters, and witch doctors made a pile of money during this time because people were always turning to them in desperation for little talismans and herbs to rub on the plough for the crops to grow and the rain to fall.

The rains were late that year.  They came in early November, with a promise of good rain.  It wasn't the full, steady downpour of the year of good rain but thin, scanty, misty rain.  It softened the earth and a rich growth of green things sprang up everywhere for the animals to eat.  People were called to the center of the village to hear the proclamation of the beginning of the ploughing season; they stirred themselves and whole families began to move off to the lands to plough.

The family of the old man, Mokgobja, were among those who left early for the lands.  They had a donkey cart and piled everything onto it, Mokgobja—who was over seventy years old; two girls, Neo and Boseyong; their mother Tiro and an unmarried sister, Nesta; and the father and supporter of the family, Ramadi, who drove the donkey cart.  In the rush of the first hope of rain, the man, Ramadi, and the two women, cleared the land of thornbush and then hedged their vast ploughing area with this same thornbush to protect the future crop from the goats they brought along for milk.  They had cleared out and deepened the old well with its pool of muddy water and still in this light, misty rain, Ramadi inspanned two oxen and turned the earth over with a hand plough.


The land was ready and ploughed, waiting for the crops.  At night, the earth was alive with insects singing and rustling about in search of food. But suddenly, by mid-November, the rain flew away; the rain clouds fled away and left the sky bare.  The sun danced dizzily in the sky, with a strange cruelty.  Each day the land was covered in a haze of mist as the sun sucked up the last drop of moisture out of the earth.  The family sat down in despair, waiting and waiting.  Their hopes had run so high; the goats had started producing milk, which they had eagerly poured on their porridge, now they ate plain porridge with no milk.  It was impossible to plant the corn, maize, pumpkin, and watermelon seeds in the dry earth.  They sat the whole day in the shadow of the huts and even stopped thinking, for the rain had fled away.  Only the children, Neo and Boseyong, were quite happy in their little-girl world.  They carried on with their game of making house like their mother and chattered to each other in light, soft tones.  They made children from sticks around which they tied rags, and scolded them severely in an exact imitation of their own mother.  Their voices could be heard scolding the day long:  "You stupid thing, when I send you to draw water, why do you spill half of it out of the bucket!" "You stupid thing!  Can't you mind the porridge pot without letting the porridge burn!"  And then they would beat the rag dolls on their bottoms with severe expressions.

The adults paid no attention to this; they did not even hear the funny chatter; they sat waiting for rain; their nerves were stretched to breaking-point willing the rain to fall out of the sky.  Nothing was important, beyond that.  All their animals had been sold during the bad years to purchase food, and of all their herd only two goats were left.  It was the women of the family who finally broke down under the strain of waiting for rain.  It was really the two women who caused the death of the little girls.  Each night they started a weird, high-pitched wailing that began on a low, mournful note and whipped up to a frenzy.  Then they would stamp their feet and shout as though they had lost their heads.  The men sat quiet and self-controlled; it was important for men to maintain their self-control at all times but their nerve was breaking too.  They knew the women were haunted by the starvation of the coming year.

Finally, an ancient memory stirred in the old man, Mokgobja.  When he was very young and the customs of the ancestors still ruled the land, he had been witness to a rain-making ceremony.  And he came alive a little, struggling to recall the details which had been buried by years and years of prayer in a Christian church.  As soon as the mists cleared a little, he began consulting in whispers with his youngest son, Ramadi.  There was, he said, a certain rain god who accepted only the sacrifice of the bodies of children.  Then the rain would fall; then the crops would grow, he said.  He explained the ritual and as he talked, his memory became a conviction and he began to talk with unshakable authority.  Ramadi's nerves were smashed by the nightly wailing of the two women and soon the two men began whispering with the two women.  The children continued their game:  "You stupid thing!  How could you have lost the money on the way to the shop!  You must have been playing again!"

After it was all over and the bodies of the two little girls had been spread across the land, the rain did not fall.  Instead, there was a deathly silence at night and the devouring heat of the sun by day.  A terror, extreme and deep, overwhelmed the whole family.  They packed, rolling up their skin blankets and pots, and fled back to the village.


People in the village soon noted the absence of the two little girls.  They had died at the lands and were buried there, the family said.  But people noted their ashen, terror-stricken faces and a murmur arose.  What had killed the children, they wanted to know?  And the family replied that they just died.  And people said amongst themselves that it was strange that the two deaths had occurred at the same time.  And there was a feeling of great unease at the unnatural looks of the family.  Soon the police came around.  The family told them the same story of death and burial at the lands.  They did not know what the children had died of.  So the police asked to see the graves.  At this, the mother of the children broke down and told everything.

Throughout that terrible summer the story of the children hung like a dark cloud of sorrow over the village, and the sorrow was not assuaged when the old man and Ramadi were sentenced to death for ritual murder.  All they had on the statute books was that ritual murder was against the law and must be stamped out with the death penalty.  The subtle story of strain and starvation and breakdown was inadmissable evidence at court; but all the people who lived off crops knew in their hearts that only a hair's breadth had saved them from sharing a fate similar to that of the Mokgobja family.  They could have killed something to make the rain fall.

Questions
1.  How do Bessie Head's descriptions of the setting—including climate—change during the course of the opening paragraph?

2.  How does she use specific details to convey the worsening drought?  Give examples, and comment on the sensory effectiveness.

3.  How do the slight November rains set the plot into motion?  Why does the "false alarm" make the return of drought even harder to bear?

4.  How do Head's descriptions of the children's games intensify the tension?

5.  Do you believe that Mokgobja and his family are evil?  If not, how do you explain the murders?

6.  What is the role of ancient tribal lore in the story?  Would your reaction to this tale be any different if the sacrifice had brought on the desired rainfall?  Explain.

B.  Read the following poem and answer the questions.   (The poem is taken from The Norton Introduction to Literature by Jerome Beaty and J. Paul Hunter, pages 875-876.)
Daystar

by Rita Dove (1986)

She wanted a little room for thinking:

but she saw diapers steaming on the line,

a doll slumped behind the door.

So she lugged a chair behind the garage

to sit out the children's naps.   (5)
Sometimes there were things to watch—

the pinched armor of a vanished cricket,

a floating maple leaf.  Other days

she stared until she was assured

when she closed her eyes   (10)
she'd see only her own vivid blood.

She had an hour, at best, before Liza
      appeared

pouting from the top of the stairs.
And just what was mother doing

out back with the field mice?  Why,   (15)
building a palace.  Later

that night when Thomas rolled over and

lurched into her, she would open her eyes

and think of the place that was hers

for an hour—where   (20)
she was nothing,

pure nothing, in the middle of the day.
Questions.
1.  Where and when does the "action" of the poem take place?

2.  What action takes place?

3.  Is the situation different from the "story"?  Explain.

4.  How are the last two lines of the poem affected by the circumstances of the situation?

5.  How is the time and place given value by the circumstances of the situation?
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