
From Detail to Verbal Portraiture 

Details of Character. Written portraits of an informant require noting the same kinds of character details that fiction writers use: physical features, material artifacts, body language, oral language patterns, and personal history. You will need to collect these details from field notes, interviews, artifacts, and documents. Your description will be most affecting when you present it without value statements or adverbs and adjectives that reflect judgment. 

Details of Setting. When field writers paint verbal portraits, they also need to create a cultural backdrop for their informants. Details of setting are usually organized from notes about time, place, weather, color, and other sensory impressions at the field site. To move your reader through the fieldsite, present new details as the setting shifts--from outside to inside, for example, or from one type of room to another.
Details of Theme. In field working, themes don’t emerge directly from lists in field notes, words in transcripts, or library books and collected artifacts. Nevertheless, such sources suggest them. To identify possible themes, actively interpret your data as you study it, triangulate it, organize it, reflect on it, and write about it. You may notice multiples, contrasting themes, and you will have to choose the themes you want to highlight in your writing. Well-chosen details, clustered into categories of data and images from your observation, can point to your intended theme and generate larger interpretations.
This is a sample description of the periodical sorting room of a library:
When I walk into the bound periodical sorting room, my feeling of claustrophobia disappears. In the stacks I’m trapped on all sides by towering bookshelves; in here I’m able to move around with relative ease. The shelves in this room are pushed up against the walls. I always look forward to sorting periodicals because of the relative cheerfulness of these surroundings. The lighting in this room is much brighter than it is out in the stacks. This really perks me up after an hour of tedious reshelving. The room’s color scheme also puts the atmosphere in the stacks to shame. The rosy-beige colored walls and floor tiles that alternate between burgundy and light brown are far superior to the stacks’ dull gray decor. I try to spend as much time as I can sorting periodicals so I don’t have to leave this atmosphere.
Today I’m the only one in the sorting room. I wander over to the wooden table in the middle of the room, which is piled high with books. I move some of the books aside to read my coworkers’ graffiti, which adorns the table top: "Spam," "For a good time call Mark," "Ivory Soap," "United we stand, Divided we fall." A coworker walks in, and I concern myself with looking busy. I’ve never talked to this girl; she likes to keep to herself. We exchange a quick glance and a smile and go about our business. The reshelving room is normally a social area. It’s one of the few places we can talk freely while we work. We work alone in the stacks, so it’s a welcome change to have some human interaction. I’m disappointed that I won’t have someone to converse with today. I sit down on a stool and begin to put the "A" books in order. I notice scuff marks on the wall behind the backless shelves--red, brown, green, and blue--probably made by colorful bound journals that were carelessly tossed on the shelves. A newspaper crinkles behind me; my introverted friend must be taking a break. To my left is a wall of windows that looks into a hallway that leads to the English as a foreign language department. Occasionally I make eye contact with people as they walk down this hall. It’s uncomfortable; our gaze seems to say "We’re not supposed to see each other. This is unnatural." 
A few of the ceiling tiles are out of place, I notice when I look above me. I can see wires, vents, and insulation. It reminds me of the disrepair out in the stacks, and I remember how lucky I am to have been assigned to the periodical sorting room today. A small white fan whirs in the corner. Ever since I’ve worked here, this fan has been on, even when it’s freezing in the library. Nobody turns it off because nobody knows who turns it on. The paper crinkles behind me again, and I hear my coworker leave the room. As I resume my sorting, I wonder if that girl thought it was strange that I’ve been writing madly in my notebook. Aaaah, with this silence, I’ll never know.
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