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Commentary 5

Don’t Look Now: Exploring Smellscapes
and Soundscapes Helps Writers-To-Be

Sieneke de Rooij

The Overpowering Visual Aspect

As a creative writing teacher, I often work with students taking their
first course in creative writing. These newbies in the world of writing
classes have frequently been writing for years, hiding their texts in their
notebooks, too shy to show them to readers yet also utterly convinced of
their own talent.

In many of their stories and poems, I've found they predominantly use
descriptions of a visual nature. They write about color and texture, size
and measurements, light and dark. They can tell you what their charac-
ters look like and what they wear, what their house and street look like,
their workplace and their colleagues. The visual aspect is easily accessible
to most people, and when you haven’t been made aware of this writing
automatism, you simply don’t notice it in your text. In fact, the visual in
texts by inexperienced writers can be so strong that I have come to believe
that I can help them reach a deeper level in their writing by forcing them
to use the sources of their other senses. I have to do this at an early stage of
the course, or they risk settling firmly in their habit of writing mainly from
the visual sense and neglecting the power of sound, smell, taste and touch
(and emotional feeling).

So what happens when I tell my students to use all their senses except
their vision and later, when writing, to write without any visual aspects?
What does it do to them and their texts if they are forbidden to use their
most accessible sense?

To help my students find more variation in their writing, I created some
lessons and assignments in which I forbid any visual input from entering a
text. (A hard task indeed, and most students subconsciously sneak in some
color anyway, but if they try very hard the results are much better.) I put
a ban on writing about anything that can be seen, and focus on smell and
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A white scent, the scent of an anj
A scent from another world; a sc
A scent I have forgotten, a scent
of .

mal. A black scent, a grey scent.
ent from the future.

[ don’t know. A scent that reminds me

Then they have a list, which the
minutes).

Everyone reads their list out loud. Discussing our resul
are often surprised at some scents that seem important to several people —
freshly mown grass, bread baking, apple pie, seashore — as well as some very
personal, unique and interesting descriptions that emerge from this exercise.
‘This is poetry already!’ one of my students once remarked. How true. After
that remark, we wrote titles for our lists. “What I still miss’ made a list into

a poem. When we have worked the lists into new texts, usually some very
original poetry emerges.

y may quickly edit (in no more than three

ts afterwards, we

Soundscapes

Another great help in leading writers away from the visual aspect is the
use of old, real-life sounds. My favorite collection is the Library of Vanished
Sounds. The wversion in English is at http://www.nps.nl/nps/radio/
supplement/99/soundscapes/bibliotheek (click on the WAV links). Many
sounds are typically Dutch; others are more universal and some are British.

I give my students the assignment to stroll around in this Library and
explore various sounds, then choose one to work into a short text about
a main character who is confronted with this sound. (In Family History
writing courses, they can use this exercise to write a scene for their own
project.) Listening to sounds without seeing visual images brings you much
deeper into the listening experience. Many people find this activity quite
addictive and can hardly choose.

Students’ new texts resulting from this assignment are interestingly
different. Overall, writers as well as readers or listeners hear much more
intensity in the text’s atmosphere and much more emotion, both in reading
aloud and in reading silently. Physical sensations such as goose-bumps are
often reported. Readers can bring associations to mind much more easily.
Feedback is more about emotions: melancholy, nostalgia, Weltschmerz. More
readers experience physical sensations of fear, excitement, breathing, as
their bodies react more to text where sound is strongly incorporated. Old
car horns, steam whistles, planes taking off in the Second World War, the
London Blitz, a teletype room and the auction master at top speed at the
fish auction in Urk in 1936 can do that to you.
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The texts themselves have a film-like impact, like in the opening scene
of a movie that gently slides you into the story so easily or grabs you with

great force. ' :
Last but not least: writers report much more introspection during the

writing process and more concentration while writing.

Working with sounds from real life (as opposed to musical inspiration)
is an inspiration for students to continue to focus on sound and smell. (Of
course, the same can be experienced with the sense of touch.) Some of my
students presented me with new scents for the Ol'Factory and made me
smell rifle grease and Brylcreem for the first time. And did you know that
dead ladybirds give off a very specific odor?

Conclusion

To show rather than tell you about some of the results in my students’
texts is complicated, as they have all been writing in Dutch. But I can give
examples of what some of my students in a Family History writing project
have been doing differently from before.

One woman wrote a scene about a walk in the dunes along the North
Sea, using almost exclusively bird sounds to describe the experience of the
main characters. She used some bird guides for the description of the sounds,
to bring in a lot of variation.

‘Daddy, daddy,” Wim cried. ‘We heard the Ghost of the Dunes!’

And, indeed, the Dutch text really does make you hear ghosts in the dunes.

Another woman wrote about two people leaving on a ship. They have
been waiting for a long time in the cold wind for the ship to leave, grabbing
the icy railing. Eventually, the deck starts vibrating and at the same time
the steam horn gives off a deafening, rumbling sound. Their bodies start
trembling with excitement as they can feel their feet searching for new
balance.

A third student describes a little girl, sitting under a staircase with
her mother and little brother. All around them, things come crashing and
crumbling down. Outside, noises change faster than she can understand.
Inside, she hears her mother’s voice, praying softly. And the neighbor is still
playing his accordion.

The next story is about a boy and his mother on a train platform. He can
see nothing; we understand that he is surrounded by legs, suitcases, coats.
All the sounds echoing in this large railway station frighten him and his
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1 1 .
;::\E?;i;k‘gzlﬁir;ailﬁ;‘rza\S;;J:saI:llrp. Th.e shrill whist].’e of the train about to

A ; man is crying for her child; planes fly over the
station. ‘Just keep close to me’, his mother keeps repeating,

When we discussed these texts to give feedback, [ asked my students to
comm‘ent n two ways on tt}e text read out loud: to describe to each writer
what ‘film’ they saw in their mind, and to tell them about the voice they
heard. All students commented on how much more feeling they had for the
main characters, and how they felt they knew them very well already. Ap-
parently this writing with a reduction in visuality, but entering the worlds
of hearing, feeling and smelling, brought them all closer to the people and
their lived experiences.

Then thereis the great side-effect of association. Sounds and smells easily
trigger memories of other sounds, smells, taste and experiences. So when we
(in Amsterdam, looking at the historic windmill from my window) talk
about windmills turning in a good breeze, we also start hearing children
running on their clogs, on cobblestones. And the next moment you are
smelling pea soup! This may sound like a cliché, but it is simply how the
mind works.

After a few experiments in writing without the visual with quite
different groups of students, I am convinced that we, as teachers, can help
our students bring more depth to their work in this way. Sometimes I even
throw in a sixth sense for fun, an idea which may open up whole new
worlds of imagination.

I am sure that many of you have tried, but if not: take a fun risk and do
compel your students from time to time to leave all this seeing alone and
observe in different ways with other senses. Increased introspection in the
writing process is, in my opinion, one of the most productive long-term
effects. Don’t look now; come to your senses is a fertilizer for writers who are
just starting to work their land.
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