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Mapping the Landscapes
of American Fiction
A reader’s guide to the Midwest and ——

beyond, where the terrain doesn’t just /
" set the scene—it drives the story.

e,




Geography is the
invisible hand pushing
the narrative.

The best American fiction doesn't just
happen somewhere, It happens because
of where it 1s. A landlocked town breeds a
different kind of secret than a coastal city.
Extreme winters forge a different kind of
of resilience than endless summers.
Before we look at the characters, we have
to look at the soil they stand on.
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The Anchor: Burying the
past in the Buckeye State.

The Book: Patrick Ryan’s Buckeye.

Coordinates: The flat, landlocked fictional
town of Bonhomie, Ohio (I920s-1980s).

The Terrain: The suffocating, quiet normalcy
of post-war suburbia, where perfectly
manicured lawns hide deep fractures.

The Atmosphere: A sweeping, intergenerational
quietness. The landscape enforces a strict
social code, forcing two families to bury a
stolen moment of passion under decades of
mid-century domesticity.




V.

—_ & Gut Hewrene __’:_.::*-"

- The Landscape as Character Dlagnostlc
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1. Geographic Reality
Extreme weather, vast

distances, shifting " e
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iIndustrial economies.
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4. Character Action 2. Social Architecture
Plot is born directly from Forced physical isolation,
the pressure of the tight-knit but
environment. claustrophobic communities.

i 3. Internal Friction %
T Buried secrets, -7 I The environment acts as a
generational trauma, the J' pressure cooker. When
desperate urge to escape. you cannot physically
leave, you are forced to

confront who you are.
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Where the shoreline
dictates 1life and death.

The Book: Peter Geye’s A Lesser Light

Coordinates:
The remote, freezing shores of Lake Superior
in 1910.

The Terrain:

Brutal, beautiful, and profoundly isolating.
A world of brooding waters, ferocious waves,
and deep forests populated by wolves.

The Atmosphere:

Intense survival mode. The sheer hostility of
the elements forces characters into tight,
often fraught dependencies, testing the limits
of human endurance and the boundaries of
sanity.
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The manicured isolation
that breeds the uncanny.

The Book: Michael Clune’s Pan

Coordinates:
The bleak, cold Chicago suburbs of the early
1990s.

The Terrain:

A landscape defined by what has been left behind.
Fading industry meets vast, sterile suburban
sprawl, creating a liminal space that feels
entirely disconnected from the natural world.

The Atmosphere:

An unconventional coming-of-age tinged with the
uncanny. The bleakness of the environment mirrors
a young protagonist’s panic disorder, turning
the mundane Chicago suburbs into a stage for
god-like prophecies and deep psychological
fracture.
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The decaying ideal of the American farm.

The Book: Nora Lange’s Us Fools

Coordinates: 1980s rural Il1linois
during the farm crisis.

The Vibe: Surreal and sardonic. A
razor-sharp look at the suffocating
poverty of the rural Midwest, where
where two sisters use ancient
mythology to mentally escape a
crumbling American landscape.
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The Book: Gene Logsdon’s The Last
of the Husbandmen

Coordinates: Generational Ohio
farming life.

The Vibe: Grounded and deeply
rooted. Traces the transformation
of a 1ivelihood from the plow-
horse days of the Great Depression
to the cold reality of corporate
farming, where the soil is a

lifelong contest of will.




The Suburban Facad

" and the Borderland
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Fault lines of expectation and escape.

The Book: Melody Chu’s Mathey Girls
Coordinates:
The affluent, pristine suburb of Shaker Heights, Ohio.

The Fault Line: High socio-economic expectations mask
profound second-generation AAPI grief. The flawless lawns
stand in stark contrast to the internal aimlessness of
1ts highly successful residents.

The Book: Julie Hensley’s Landfall
Coordinates:
Conrad’s Fork, an Appalachian edge-town in Kentucky.

The Fault Line: Stagnancy and exposure. A tight-knit
community where everyone is secretly staging an escape
from the gravitational pull of the land and the guarded
secrets of their kin.
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The Reader’s Compass

Uncanny / Gothic
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» Lake Superior Shore
(A Lesser Light)
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Shaker Heights, OH
_ 9% (Mathey Girls)
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(Buckeye)

A true sense of place
is never generic. It has
exact coordinates.

, Conrad’s Fork, K<Y
(Landfall)
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