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EUDORA WELTY ON PLACE ABRIDGED EDITION

Place is one of the lesser angels that watch over the racing hand of fiction, perhaps the
one that gazes benignly enough from off to one side, while others, like character, plot,
symbolic meaning, and so on, are doing a good deal of wing-beating about her chair, and
feeling, who in my eyes carries the crown, soars highest of them all and rightly relegates
place into the shade. Nevertheless, it is this lowlier angel that concerns us here. There
have been signs that she has been rather neglected of late; maybe she could do with a
little petitioning.

Place in fiction is the named, identified, concrete, exact and exacting, and therefore
credible, gathering spot of all that has been felt, is about to be experienced, in the novel's
progress. Location pertains to feeling; feeling profoundly pertains to - place; place in
history partakes of feeling, as feeling about history partakes of place. Every story would
be another story, and unrecognizable as art, if it took up its characters and plot and
happened somewhere else.

If place does work upon genius, how does it? It may be that place can focus the gigantic,
voracious eye of genius and bring its gaze to point. Focus then means awareness,
discernment, order, clarity, insight-they are like the attributes of love. The act of focusing
itself has beauty and meaning; it is the act that, continued in, turns into mediation, into
poetry. Indeed, as soon as the least of us stands still, that is the moment something
extraordinary is seen to be going on in the world.

What is there, then, about place that is transferable to the pages of a novel? The best
things-the explicit things: physical texture. And as place has functioned between the
writer and his material, so it functions between the writer and reader. Location is the
ground conductor of all the currents of emotion and belief and moral conviction that
charge out from the story in its course. Through the story's translation and ordering of
life, the unconvincing raw material becomes the very heart's ' familiar. Life is strange.
Stories hardly make it more so; with all they are able to tell and surmise, they make it
more believably, more inevitably so.

Establishing a chink-proof world of appearance is not only the first responsibility of the
writer; it is the primary step in the technique of every sort of fiction: lyric and romantic,
of course; the "realistic," it goes without saying; and other sorts as well. Fantasy itself
must touch ground with at least one toe, and ghost stories must have one foot, so to
speak, in the grave.

I think the sense of place is as essential to good and honest writing as a logical mind;
surely they are somewhere related. It is by knowing where you stand that you grow able
to judge where you are. Place absorbs our earliest notice and attention, it bestows on us



our original awareness; and our critical powers spring up from the study of it and the
growth of experience inside it. It perseveres in bringing us back to earth when we fly too
high. It never really stops informing us, for it is forever astir, alive, changing, reflecting,
like the mind of man itself. One place comprehended can make us understand other
places better. Sense of place gives equilibrium; extended, it is sense of direction too.
Carried off we might be in spirit, and should be, when we are reading or writing
something good; but it is the sense of place going with us still that is the ball of golden
thread to carry us there and back and in every sense of the word to bring us home.

Yet somehow, the world of appearance in the novel has got to seem actuality. Is there a
reliable solution to the problem? Place being brought to life in the round before the
reader's eye is the readiest and gentlest and most honest and natural way this can be
brought about, I think; every instinct advises it. The moment the place in which the novel
happens is accepted as true, through it will begin to glow, in a kind of recognizable glory,
the feeling and thought that inhabited the novel in the author's head and animated the
whole of his work

It is by the nature of itself that fiction is all bound up in the local. The internal reason for
that 1s surely that feelings are bound up in place. The human mind is a mass of
associations more poetic even than actual. I say, "The Yorkshire Moors," and you will
say, "Wuthering Heights," and I have only to murmur, "If Father were only alive-" for
you to come back with "We could go to Moscow," which certainly is not even so. The
truth is, fiction depends for its life on place. Location is the crossroads of circumstance,
the proving ground of "What happened? Who's here? Who's coming?" - and that is the
heart's field.

It seems plain that the art that speaks most clearly, explicitly, directly and passionately
from its place of origin will remain the longest understood. It is through place that we put
out roots, wherever birth, chance, fate or our traveling selves set us down; but where
those roots reach toward-whether in America, England or Timbuktu - is the deep and
running vein, eternal and consistent and everywhere purely itself, that feeds and is fed by
the human understanding. The challenge to writers today, I think, is not to disown any
part of our heritage. Whatever our theme in writing, it is old and tried. Whatever our
place, it has been visited by the stranger, it will never be new again. It is only the vision
that can be new; but that is enough. --1956



