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HISTORICAL RESEARCH:  BRINGING THE PAST TO LIFE

—Presented by Mary Gillgannon

Before you research…
Decide how you will organize your research information:

· Paper:  organizing details and specifics/organizing general research materials 

· Digital:  software/systems

Research/writing balance:

· Extensive research before writing

· Moderate research before writing/research specific details as you go along

· Pitfalls of both methods

· Type, quantity of  research varies with type of book

· Type of research/information varies by genre.

· Be wary of going down the “research rabbit hole”. 

What To Research:

· Political/Socio-Economic Background:  Who was in conflict or at war. Battles. Important historical Figures. Dates. Politics. Sources:  historical documents, histories written by contemporary and later writers.

· The Way People Lived:  What people in that time ate, slept on, lived in, wore, etc. Religious and moral beliefs.  Sources:  writers guidebooks, diaries, letters, informal documents of people in that time period. 

· Locale/Setting/Environment:  Where you are going to set your story in time and space. Scenery/buildings/descriptions of the natural world. Sources:  Maps. Historical documents and surveys. Research books on flora and fauna.

· Language.  Slang, dialects, anachronistic language, character names. Sources: writers guide books, historical documents (for names), letters, diaries and informal documents of people in that time period. Linguistic studies.

Utilizing your research:

Beginnings:

· Important to set the scene/let reader know where they are in terms of time and place.

· Set the scene.  Visualize your story as a movie.  Camera pans the setting, then action begins. OR:

· Begin with action/dialogue and weave in details as story unfolds.

Use all Five Senses:

· Visual detail/descriptions expected.

· Smell and sound particularly evocative.

· Touch and taste put reader “there”

· Explore your world through your characters’ eyes. Use their viewpoint to reveal both their world and their personality.

Dialogue:

· The way your characters speak evokes the time and place they live in.

· Dialogue makes your story more accessible to readers. Readers tend to get lost in long narrative passages, seek out dialogue since it appears easier to read.

· Language:  slang/anachronistic terms/dialect evoke your world and gives color and depth to the story. But too much can make for difficult reading and frustrate or slow down readers.

· Dialogue develops/reveals your characters.

Viewpoint:

· Authorial/omniscient viewpoint, you are standing back from the characters and  watching what happens to them. Able to reveal more details, but can’t as easily reveal your characters’ feelings and motivations.

· More personal viewpoint, inside the characters’ head(s):  Characters can only notice what is obvious to them, so limits descriptions. But descriptions can reflect their feelings/moods. Can make story more compelling and characters more sympathetic.

· Combination:  Describe general setting from authorial viewpoint but go into characters’ viewpoint for action. Can be tricky to do.

Historical Detail Should be Genre-Appropriate:

· Romance:  more emphasis on sensual details: decor, clothing, food.
· Western:  weapons, scenery, earthy aspects of life.

· Adventure/thriller:  weapons, military, logistics of action.

· Mystery:  general ambiance as well as details involved in solving the mystery.

Pitfalls in Using Historical Research:

· Research rabbit hole.

· You can’t use every cool detail you discover. All details/historical information you use should serve a purpose in your story.

· Avoid information dump. Details should be woven in little by little and be a natural part of narrative flow.

· Don’t focus on descriptions at the expense of your characters. Compelling fiction is about people. In any genre, your characters are the most important part of the book. Use details to reveal who they are and how they feel. 

· Don’t let your descriptions/details overwhelm the story. Using too many details or too much description will bog down the reader and slow the pace of your book.

Find Your Natural Style:

Read other lots of authors and analyze how they develop their historical worlds. Lots of different styles for telling a story set in the past. Find your own voice and find what works for you.
