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Unless you’re writing in an intentionally anachronistic form, like steampunk, 

you probably know better than to allow your Victorian characters to refer to 

fax machines or the Beatles. But staying in key involves more than historical 

and technological accuracy—especially if you write cross-cultural fiction. 

This panel discusses the many hidden dimensions of anachronism and how 

to avoid their false notes. 

 

Event Category: Fiction Craft & Criticism 

 

Event Organizer & Moderator: 

 

Aimee Liu is the author of the novels Glorious Boy, Flash House, 

Cloud Mountain, and Face, as well as nonfiction that includes the memoirs 

Gaining and Solitaire. Her MFA is from Bennington, and she taught for 

many years in Goddard's MFA in Creative Writing Program. 
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Janet Benton's debut novel Lilli de Jong was selected as one of NPR's Best 

Books 2017. Her essays have appeared in the New York Times and 

the Philadelphia Inquirer. Janet has taught writing at 5 universities 

and in private workshops for decades and has been an editor and 

mentor to hundreds of writers.   
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Donna Hemans is the author of two novels: River Woman and Tea by the 

Sea. Her fiction and essays have appeared in Slice, Crab Orchard 

Review, Witness, Ploughshares and Ms. Magazine, among others. 

She is the owner of DC Writers Room, a co-working studio for 

writers and an editor at Pree Lit.  

Keenan Norris is a novelist, essayist and short story writer. His latest novel 

is The Confession of Copeland Cane. His short work has appeared in 

the Los Angeles Review of Books, Los Angeles Times and Alta. He 

teaches at San Jose State University.  

Jennifer Steil is a novelist, memoirist, and journalist who currently lives in 

Uzbekistan. She's the author of the novels Exile Music, which won 

the 2020 Eyelands Book Award and was a finalist for the 2021 

Lambda Literary Lesbian Fiction Award, as well as The 

Ambassador’s Wife and the memoir The Woman Who Fell From the 

Sky.  
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OPENING MODERATOR REMARKS  

MODERATOR 

 

Welcome to Staying in Key: Recognizing and avoiding the false notes of 

anachronism. My name is Aimee Liu, and I’ll be your moderator for this 

panel.  

Fiction today is increasingly multicultural, and so are readers. They’re more 

likely than ever to detect false notes of culture, climate, language, or period 

– anachronisms, in other words, that violate the world of the story. This 

means that writers must take extra care to stay in tune by hitting just the 

right notes of authenticity to establish time and place. Many of these notes 

are subtle, reflecting everything from botany to patterns of thought. They 

can be difficult to hear, yet they’re essential for fiction to ring true.  

On this panel, we’ll be discussing both the hazards of anachronism and the 

tricks that can help us maintain authenticity as we write across ethnic, 

geographic, and historical boundaries. 

I’d like to begin by introducing the panelists.  

Panelists:  

Janet Benton's debut novel Lilli de Jong was selected as one of NPR's Best 

Books 2017. Her essays have appeared in the New York Times and 

the Philadelphia Inquirer. Janet has taught writing at 5 universities 

and in private workshops for decades and has been an editor and 

mentor to hundreds of writers.   

Donna Hemans is the author of two novels: River Woman and Tea by the 

Sea. Her fiction and essays have appeared in Slice, Crab Orchard 

Review, Witness, Ploughshares and Ms. Magazine, among others. 

She is the owner of DC Writers Room, a co-working studio for 

writers and an editor at Pree Lit.  

Keenan Norris is a novelist, essayist and short story writer. His latest novel 

is The Confession of Copeland Cane. His short work has appeared in 
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the Los Angeles Review of Books, Los Angeles Times and Alta. He 

teaches at San Jose State University.  

Jennifer Steil is a novelist, memoirist, and journalist who currently lives in 

Uzbekistan. She's the author of the novels Exile Music, which won 

the 2020 Eyelands Book Award and was a finalist for the 2021 

Lambda Literary Lesbian Fiction Award, as well as The 

Ambassador’s Wife and the memoir The Woman Who Fell From the 

Sky.  

And once again, my name is Aimee Liu. I’m the author of the novels 

Glorious Boy, Flash House, Cloud Mountain, and Face, as well as 

nonfiction that includes the memoirs Gaining and Solitaire. I received my 

MFA from Bennington, and I taught for many years in Goddard's MFA in 

Creative Writing Program. 

 

So now, to give you a sense of the range of challenges we face when 

authenticating various times and places in fiction, we’ll each read a 

paragraph from our work that held the potential for anachronism—and talk 

about how we approached it.  

Since the risk of false notes is closely linked to the time and place of a 

story’s historical setting, I thought we’d begin with work set in the distant 

past, then move our way up to the near future. 

OPENING PANELIST PRESENTATIONS 

1. First, Janet will read a passage from Lilli de Jong, and discuss the 

pitfalls she faced in writing about a Quaker unwed mother in 

Philadelphia in the late 1800s: 

I traveled beside the doctor down a stifling hall. We passed an 

open door that revealed a room of dining tables in rows; upon one 

table sat several dozen blocks of bread. Apparently they’d failed to 

rise. A worker with a long knife was struggling to cut slices from a 

loaf. “Bakery rejects,” my companion explained. “The guardians 

pocket the price difference.”  
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We stopped on reaching the nursery. The stink of waste 

accosted us . . . How could any baby survive in such a thick 

miasma? . . . Behind the doctor I traversed the rows of infants—

some with rashes showing at their necks, some with eyes encrusted, 

all silent in the small metal cribs bearing numbers and hastily 

assigned names: Stephen Infant, Anna Market. The doctor 

muttered oaths until at last we found the crib labeled “Mary 

Foundling.” 

The baby’s gaze was fixed on the ceiling; its limbs were 

immobilized by swaddling. But red wisps poked from beneath its 

cap. From the face poked a pert nose, a pair of dry, familiar lips. 

“Praise God!” I called. I lifted her; she was far lighter. The tight 

brown wrap felt sodden at her bottom, and her tiny face was 

pursed with discomfort. But when I caught her red-rimmed eyes, a 

glint of recognition sparked there.  

She summoned a high, short cry, and her cracked lips pursed 

into a suck. With no regard for the physician at my side or for what 

diseases she might have fallen prey to, I opened my clothing. She 

latched on hard enough to bring me pain, and for the first time I 

was glad for that. It proved she had the power to want. 

 Brief discussion of anachronism hazards: 

 This portion of a scene required days and days of reading primary and 

secondary sources. It tells of Lilli rescuing her daughter from the 

nursery at Philadelphia’s public hospital/almshouse in early 

summer of 1883. This was just before the nursery was closed and 

infants were sent to private wet nurses for a slightly better chance 

at survival. I found many sources from the time that were essential, 

including ones on infant feeding and care and diseases and the 

“marantic” condition her daughter was in, and on a recent 

scandal that had put the extreme misdeeds of the 

hospital/almshouse’s board of so-called guardians in the 

newspaper headlines. It was even revealed that bodies of the newly 

dead were being dug up and ferried across the river to be sold to 

medical students for dissection. The nursery itself lacked enough 

nursing mothers to feed the many babies. Based on sources I 

showed that a grain-based pap was also used, which along with 
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dehydration could cause life-threatening diarrhea. Lilli had been 

trying for five days to find out where her daughter had been taken 

after an emergency and to get the money to reclaim her, because 

the place required a daily payment for care. The scene’s prior and 

later sections reveal lots about the challenges of getting a child out 

and the conditions common in starving infants. The nursery, like 

most of its kind before there was a safe substitute for human 

mothers’ milk, was pretty much a death factory, with almost every 

infant or, some years, every one dying within months. The names of 

the infants I’ve given are historically accurate, too; foundlings 

were often named after the streets where they were found, in this 

case Market Street, or their age or status, as in Infant and 

Foundling.  I based the doctor himself on writings from the late 

1800s by doctors who’d done their training at the almshouse 

hospital. The smells were notable, and in this time when germ 

theory was just being born, there was a belief that one would get 

sick from “miasma,” or bad air. 

2. Jennifer will read the following passage from Exile Music, and 

discuss the pitfalls she faced in writing about Bolivia in the 1940s: 

“Our social life in La Paz was far more casual than it had been 

in Vienna. None of us had telephones at first, so we had to venture 

out to find each other at home or meet up in Plaza Murillo, in the 

heart of the city. In the mornings, I liked to climb the mile or so up 

to the plaza with my mother and Mathilde, even though they 

always needed to stop and rest a dozen times along the way. In 

those early days we traveled regularly to the SOPRO offices on 

calle Junin, near the plaza, mostly to connect with each other, but 

also to pick up emergency cash, trade books, or offer to help a 

newer refugee with paperwork or a meal. When one of us had a 

few coins, , we rode the Tranvias de La Pas electric trams all the 

way downhill to the pastoral neighborhood of Obrajes and back. 

The red streetcars had the nicest seats, but mostly we rode the 

yellow and green cars because they were cheaper. There wasn’t 

much to Obrajes back then; it was countryside. But the descent 

was thrilling. I couldn’t stop myself from the delicious torment of 
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imagining a failure of brakes that would send us all sailing into the 

blue.” P. 162 

  

Jennifer’s brief discussion of anachronism hazards: 

This simple passage required an insane amount of research to dodge 

a minefield of possible anachronisms. My challenges were to figure 

out exactly what the city of La Paz looked like in 1940 (so I could 

discover that Obrajes, now a bustling busy city neighborhood was 

back then farmland), how refugee families met each other, how they 

socialized, where they received financial and practical support, I had 

to research where the SOPRO offices were and what that organization 

did. I needed to be sure that I didn’t accidentally include telephones 

in homes that would not have had telephones at the time. I needed to 

know how an altitude of 12,000 feet was likely to affect the body. I 

needed to find out what kind of paperwork was required of refugees in 

the 1940s. I needed to make sure I didn’t include the wrong kinds of 

transportation for the era – I had to research the trams that existed 

back then and find photos of exactly what they looked like and how 

much they cost. So many hazards in one little paragraph!  

 

3. Aimee will read from Glorious Boy (p.123), which is set in India 

during World War II. In this section, it’s March of 1943, and an Allied 

Special Operations team has landed in the remote Andaman Islands, 

which are occupied by the Japanese, to conduct a spy mission: 

They travel down the coast under a waning moon and against the current. 
From the first folboat, which has a silent outboard, Ward and Luke use fishing 
line to tow Claire and Hari in the second. It’s slow going, with the first crew 
navigating, the second keeping watch. None of the men Ward’s chosen wear 
glasses, and Claire now appreciates that. Vision is at a premium, and reflection 
off lenses could be lethal. The boats are black-skinned, and she and Ward use 
henna to darken their arms and faces. The others more naturally disappear in 
the night, especially Hari. 

Even with a half load of rations and water, the front kayak sits so low that it’s 
almost impossible to maintain any freeboard, so they shift the heavier elements 
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of the load back with “the lightweights,” as Ward takes to calling her and Hari. 
He’s at such a natural disadvantage, Ward, a large ungainly white target of a 

man, and yet, even in blackface, he finds these small, perhaps unconscious, ways 
to demean those on whom his life might depend. [p. 245] 

 

Aimee’s brief discussion of anachronism hazards: 

The first and most obvious challenge I faced in writing this book is the terrain 

and climate. The Andaman Islands are nearly equatorial and, in 1943, they 

were largely uninhabited, except by tribes that had lived there 60,000 years. 

March in that part of the world is beastly hot, before the monsoons set in. 

There were virtually no trails, let alone roads. So I was constantly checking 

geological maps and climate records as I wrote this book, to make sure I got 

the route and weather right for these spies. [I once read galleys of a book set 

in Sri Lanka that felt to me like it was set in the Scottish moors. I alerted the 

author that coastal Sri Lanka is never chilly, and he just had time to make the 

necessary changes before the book was published.]  

The second big risk of anachronism for me centered on the war, and 

especially the multiracial tensions that percolated through wartime missions 

in India, where the independence movement had been battling the British Raj 

for nearly a century. This friction permeated even small teams like this one. 

The independence movement is not central to my primary plot, but it would 

have been a big mistake to ignore it, so I used my American protagonist 

Claire to help highlight this conflict among her teammates for the reader. 

This section also demanded accurate references to equipment, using the terms 

in use in 1943 in this part of the world. Hence, “folboat” for collapsible 

kayaks. One near miss on this score was a reference to chocolate rations, 

which were a staple of wartime survival packs. But I had to make it clear that 

these Logan Bars were not like Hersheys, which would have melted instantly 

in the heat and humidity. In another scene, I refer to the awful taste of  

“unmeltable chocolate,” so the reader understands this is real. 

 

4. Donna will read a passage from Tea by the Sea, and discuss the 

pitfalls she faced in writing about Jamaica in 2010: 

Plum wasted no time heading out of Kingston, following turn after 

turn, until she was on the highway to Spanish Town, driving past acres of 
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cane plants, the thin leaves waving in the breeze, the rich, green leaves and 

red dirt vibrantly colorful in the tropical sun. How she missed the island, the 

countryside especially, the stillness of an afternoon, the sea breeze lapping 

at her face through an open car window, winding down a hillside road, 

looking out and still being surprised at what she knew was there: the deep 

blue sea in the distance, a perfect view, the limitless possibilities of the open 

sea. How she missed her aunt’s house, the expansive almond tree whose 

branches had grown out instead of up, spreading so wide the tree resembled 

an oversized mushroom sheltering the lawn between the gate and the 

verandah. Fifteen years old, it was where she sat afternoon into evening, 

pining for Brooklyn, the city from which she had been expelled and to which 

she had reluctantly returned. But nothing of her life in Brooklyn measured 

up to her memories of wasted afternoons under the almond tree. That 

afternoon, the windows down, warm air swirling around the car, familiar 

scents wafting in and out, Plum felt hopeful, as vibrant and alive as the 

bougainvillea and hibiscus blooms in the sun, as colorful as the croton 

plants in just about every yard. She wanted fruit but didn’t stop for the 

roadside vendors, just drove on as if maneuvering around the ruts on the 

road and the deep corners was part of her everyday life. 

 Donna’s brief discussion of anachronism hazards: 

Given that I am writing both as an immigrant and generally about 

immigrants, there are a lot of minefields that I encounter. Here in this 

passage above, I describe Plum arriving in Kingston on one of her many 

trips and driving from the city into the rural countryside in hopes of finding 

information about her daughter. Writing this passage was just not about 

presenting all the beauty and color of the Jamaican landscape. There are 

many subtle notes that I had to keep track of.  

Plum has lived in Jamaica and has lived in Brooklyn. For most 

Jamaicans, the landscape, the sea emerging when they round a corner on 

the road, the deep colors of the hibiscus or bougainvillea are just everyday 

ordinary things. You see these things every day and pay no special attention 

to them. A tourist on the other hand would make certain observations. And a 

Jamaican who has been away for some time would see the island anew. I 

wrote this passage to balance the observations Plum makes and to ensure 

that I wasn’t writing a describe passage that while it would be accurate 

would not be in tune with the person observing.  
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The second thing here is that sugar cane fields have largely 

disappeared across Jamaica. Thirty, forty, fifty years ago, much of the areas 

that Plum would be driving through would have had acres of sugar cane, 

coconut and oranges. But much of that has changed, and I had to carefully 

balance what Plum observed in 1993 versus 2010.  

 

5. Keenan will read the following passage from The Confession of 

Copeland Cane, and discuss the pitfalls he faced in writing about 

California in the near future: 

From this young sahab’s perspective, my old man’s vo-cation made about as 

much sense as Arabic. Wadn’t nobody else’s father trying to invent anything when the 

Post Office was hiring and shit. But with time and experience, now I see his inventions as 

the natural response to an East Oakland existence, what with all the tests and 

experiments and other mess we done had ran on us—what else could a man do but start 

experimenting his own self? If the old man had a problem, it wadn’t his career choice, it 

was that he wanted to make more of hisself’n the world would allow: Daddy dreamt of 

uplifting our neighborhood and overcoming it all at once, making millions off a code-

switching app, a black business magnet, and anything else you couldn’t think of but he 

could. But selling dreams to broke folks who ain’t seen inside they eyelids in who knows 

how long— well, suffice it to say, daddy’s dreams was always a little outside his reach.  

Meanwhile, Rockwood remained well within our grasp: The Rock, that towering 

old East Oakland apartment complex which, like daddy, didn’t fit the description. 

Understand, Rockwood was not the hood. Not in in the 2010s, it wadn’t. That whole line 

about our buildings being Oakland’s last housing project which they sold us all the way 

to the wrecking balls, that woulda been news to us residents back in the day when I was 

knee-high to a Nike shoe. To the contrary, the Rock was actually tranquilo.  

Come to think of it, I’m not sure if we was even all that poor, or if the city just got 

too damn expensive, but most folks had lost jobs in 20, found worse ones in 21 and ain’t 

really recover since. Those losses alone labeled our neighborhood. But it wadn't a 

homeless camp on every corner back in the day. And wadn't all these compounds for rich 

folk just flaunting they wealth right in front of us. The wealthy was strictly segregated to 

downtown back then. And with it being less of the extremes in the streets, it wadn't so 

common for folks to covet the next man’s bag, let alone for them to gank it at gunpoint. 

We lived in an apartment complex, not a housing project, a neighborhood, not a 

quarantine zone. It was only as I got older and the housing projects nearby, buckwild 

Ravenscourt and the rest, was razed that the place where we lived was deemed guilty by 

its disassociation from the future of the city, from this future state that don’t even wanna 

include us. 

 Keenan’s brief discussion of anachronism hazards: 
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Writing about a near future California presented me with many 

problematics. One such problematic was simply to be fully enough aware of 

where our massively dynamic and ever-changing state is to be able to 

imagine forward, to jump forward from here into any kind of fictive future, 

especially a near-term one that would inevitably be both of this moment and 

of a moment as yet unborn. My editor on this project, Chris Heiser of 

Unnamed Press, was very helpful in this regard: He chided me more than 

once to “write ahead of, not on top of” the present moment. This isn’t easy 

to do, but I had to constantly do the mental work of imagining something 

similar but slightly and significantly ahead of what I knew. 

I also wanted my narrator, Copeland Cane, or Cope as he’s more commonly 

called, to tell the story in a voice that would resonate with generations of 

Black Oaklanders and Bay Areans of all stripes. As such, Cope speaks in a 

fair amount of up-to-the-moment, rather regional slang, while also 

referencing, as most Black folks do, our racial history in many of its 

particulars, particulars that require a certain cultural and historical 

immersion, and last but not least I wanted Cope to express himself uniquely 

enough, indiosyncratically, crazily enough that the reader would be 

unfamiliar with this kid until they’ve encountered him on the page. 

 

 

MODERATOR QUESTIONS & PARTICIPANT RESPONSES 

 

MODERATOR:  

Now let’s unpack this issue of authenticity and anachronism. Because each 

of our books represents a different aspect of this issue, I’m going to direct 

one question to each author. 

• Keenan- I’m guessing that the future you imagined when you began 

The Confession of Copeland Cane was quite different from the future 

that emerged after the pandemic began. How did you adapt your story 

to retain the authenticity of your fictional near future? 

Keenan’s response: 
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I began writing my novel in 2015, driven to it out of inspiration (from 

the Black voices of Oakland, so full of life and story and metaphor and 

sudden candor) and desperation (at the murders by police of Eric Garner, 

Tamir Rice, Walter Scott, Philando Castille and others). It was not 

published until summer 2021, a year after covid-19 re-coded the entire 

world, the murders of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd re-oriented 

understandings of race and justice for many people the world over, and 

devastating wildfires overtook the entire the West Coast of the United States. 

In other words, a lot changed. 

At first, I was in denial. I had a certain design for my book, a story set 

in a near future Oakland where a boy’s long journey into night would work 

itself out against the backdrop of end-stage gentrification in the most 

gentrified area on earth. All the other elements were already there; the 

health disparities, the struggles around police brutality, the ecological 

damage and environmental injustice. But they were subordinate. 2020 

challenged my vision and at first I refused it. 

It was really the fact that covid forced us to change every iota of our 

daily lives and the realization that this would take years to truly get beyond 

that forced me to accept that I would have to fundamentally re-imagine the 

priority I assigned to illness in the novel. I know that trauma is also 

intergenerational, emotional and spiritual at least as much as it is physical, 

so I knew the future would never escape this moment. When the Black Lives 

Matter protests went global, when I saw images of 20,000 Black Parisians 

massed in violation of curfew ordinances for the Black people slain in police 

custody there and here, that I knew that that narrative would need even 

more urgency than I had initially given it. I also knew that the counter-

vailing state repression tactics would be all the more brutal and I wrote that 

into the book as well. 

2020 made me write desperately. 

 

• Donna- In Tea by the Sea, you toggled between 2 contrasting places 

and cultures. Apart from the obvious differences in weather and 

vegetation, how did you ensure that the reader felt the clear distinction 

between New York and Jamaica?  
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Donna’s response:  

While the vegetation offers the clearest distinction, the descriptions of 

New York offer up a feeling of loss, where as Jamaica offers a sense of 

growth and life. A lot of that has to do with how events unfold in the story. 

Plum’s parents send her away from her life in Brooklyn and when she 

eventually returns she is grieving her missing child. So the descriptions of 

Brooklyn reflect that general loss. Even in the latter part of the book when 

Plum discovers where Lenworth has been all these years, there is heavy rain 

that feels almost tropical. Because of the heavy clouds, it’s still a dark day.  

 

• Jennifer- In Exile Music, you had to layer the culture of wartime 

Europe over the culture of Bolivia when your characters moved there 

as refugees. This presented a unique risk of anachronism, since you 

had to show your characters adapting to their new environment. How 

did you manage the pace of change – the acquisition of new 

knowledge and the shedding of old habits – so that readers felt both an 

authentic sense of place and time and an authentic sense of the 

characters’ adjustment? 

Jennifer’s response: 

I spent five years researching this book, so as to learn everything 

possible about the physical structures, social life, education, 

prejudices, geography, homes, cultures, languages, foods, 

assumptions about the world, and religions of all my characters. I 

needed the Austria section that begins the book so that when my 

protagonist Orly arrives in Bolivia, we can see the country from her 

eyes, from the point of view of an Austrian Jewish girl. We can 

experience her dislocation. I asked myself which things would 

surprise her? Which would impress her? What would she naturally be 

drawn to? I have spent a great deal of time starting over in new 

countries, and I know that in those first few days is when you notice 

the most. So the section about Orly’s first few days in Bolivia are the 

longest, as everything in her world has changed, and I wanted the 

reader to experience all of its detail and strangeness with her. It was 

then a huge help to give Orly a young Bolivian friend, someone who 
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could explain things to her and take her to his favorite haunts. For 

her, he becomes a bridge to her new life.  

 

• Janet – In Lilli de Jong, you faced a different kind of challenge, 

writing about unwed mothers and Quakers in nineteenth-century 

Philadelphia.  

Janet’s response: 

Indeed. The situation of unwed mothers was the first deep dive; 

another was the ways of life of Quakers in Philadelphia in the late 1800s, 

including how they spoke. At first, I thought they used “thou” instead of “I,” 

which is what all sorts of sources said was true of Quakers elsewhere. But I 

learned and confirmed with experts that they used “thee.” [etcetera] 

  

MODERATOR:  

• When talking about anachronisms, one hazard area involves 

terminology, and sometimes this can be counterintuitive. For instance, 

I went back and forth on using the term “G-string” which is over a 

century old, but feels modern. I ended up using breechcloth, even 

though that was technically inaccurate, because it felt more correct. I 

also wrestled with terms for clothing, using words like “boater” and 

“kepi” for types of hats to convey period, even though these may be 

unfamiliar to current readers.  Did you wrestle with similar terms? 

 

• And finally, if we have time, for all of you, which detail did you 

spend the most ridiculously long time trying to get accurate? 


