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Professor Hynes lives in Austin, Texas, the main setting of his novel Next,
DQGLVFXUUHQWO\ZRUNLQJRQDQHZQRYHOŶ

ii

Table of Contents

INTRODUCTION
Professor Biography ............................................................................i
Course Scope .....................................................................................1
LECTURE GUIDES
LECTURE 1
Starting the Writing Process ..............................................................4
LECTURE 2
Building Fictional Worlds through Evocation ....................................10
LECTURE 3
How Characters Are Different from People ......................................17
LECTURE 4
Fictional Characters, Imagined and Observed .................................24
LECTURE 5
Call Me Ishmael—Introducing a Character.......................................31
LECTURE 6
Characters—Round and Flat, Major and Minor ................................38
LECTURE 7
The Mechanics of Writing Dialogue ..................................................45
LECTURE 8
Integrating Dialogue into a Narrative ................................................52
LECTURE 9
And Then—Turning a Story into a Plot .............................................59
LECTURE 10
Plotting with the Freytag Pyramid .....................................................65
iii

Table of Contents
LECTURE 11
Adding Complexity to Plots...............................................................72
LECTURE 12
Structuring a Narrative without a Plot ...............................................78
LECTURE 13
In the Beginning—How to Start a Plot ..............................................84
LECTURE 14
Happily Ever After—How to End a Plot ............................................90
LECTURE 15
Seeing through Other Eyes—Point of View......................................97
LECTURE 16
I, Me, Mine—First-Person Point of View.........................................104
LECTURE 17
He, She, It—Third-Person Point of View ........................................ 111
LECTURE 18
Evoking Setting and Place in Fiction .............................................. 118
LECTURE 19
Pacing in Scenes and Narratives ...................................................125
LECTURE 20
Building Scenes ..............................................................................132
LECTURE 21
Should I Write in Drafts?.................................................................139
LECTURE 22
Revision without Tears....................................................................145
LECTURE 23
Approaches to Researching Fiction................................................152
iv

Table of Contents
LECTURE 24
Making a Life as a Fiction Writer ....................................................159
SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL
Appendix: Punctuating Dialogue ....................................................165
Bibliography ....................................................................................169

v

vi

Writing Great Fiction:
Storytelling Tips and Techniques

Scope:

W

e all think we have a novel in us, and in this course of 24 lectures,
a professional novelist will guide you through a survey of the
most important concepts and techniques behind the creation of
FRQWHPSRUDU\ SURVH ¿FWLRQ XVLQJ H[DPSOHV IURP D ZLGH UDQJH RI FODVVLF
novels and stories, as well as some demonstrations of his own process. By
taking you step by step through such topics as creating characters, composing
dialogue, crafting plots, and using different points of view, this course will
help you get that book out of your head and heart and into the hands of readers.
Lecture 1 considers how to prepare yourself, both logistically and
HPRWLRQDOO\IRUEHJLQQLQJWRZULWHDSLHFHRI¿FWLRQDQG/HFWXUHH[SORUHV
WKH FRQFHSW RI HYRFDWLRQ RU WKH DUW RI PDNLQJ ¿FWLRQDO FKDUDFWHUV LQ D
¿FWLRQDOZRUOGFRPHDOLYHZKLFKLVIXQGDPHQWDOWRPRVW¿FWLRQ
7KH QH[W IRXU OHFWXUHV SURYLGH DQ LQWURGXFWLRQ WR WKH FUHDWLRQ RI ¿FWLRQDO
FKDUDFWHUV ,Q /HFWXUH  ZH H[SORUH WKH GLIIHUHQFHV EHWZHHQ ¿FWLRQDO
characters and real people and consider how a “person” who is only a few
thousand words on a page can come to life in the mind of the reader. Lecture
4 shows how you can create credible and interesting characters by combining
your imagination with observations of real people. Lecture 5 looks at several
ZD\VRILQWURGXFLQJDFKDUDFWHULQWRDQDUUDWLYHIRUWKH¿UVWWLPHDQG/HFWXUH
 H[DPLQHV GLIIHUHQW W\SHV RI FKDUDFWHUV VXFK DV URXQG DQG ÀDW FKDUDFWHUV
and major and minor characters, and explores how they work together in a
story or novel.
The next two lectures are about writing dialogue. Lecture 7 explains the
mechanics and grammar of dialogue, including tips on when and when not
to use dialogue tags and adverbs. Lecture 8 is about using dialogue to evoke
character and tell a story and about integrating dialogue seamlessly into the
rest of the narrative.
1
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Next comes the longest block of lectures in the course, six lectures about
plot. Lecture 9 introduces the subject by discussing the difference between
a story and a plot and by showing three ways to structure a traditional plot.
Lecture 10 demonstrates how traditional plots can usually be diagrammed
with the well-known Freytag pyramid, while Lecture 11 suggests ways
you can rearrange or adapt
the individual pieces of
a traditional chronology
to make your plot more
complex and intriguing.
Lecture 12 covers how to
structure a narrative when
you’re not interested in
using a traditional plot;
Lecture
13
introduces
techniques for getting a
plot started; and Lecture 14
explores ways to bring a plot
to a satisfying conclusion.

Scope

The next three lectures
discuss the concept of point
RI YLHZ LQ ¿FWLRQ /HFWXUH
15 surveys the range of
points of view, from the
JRGOLNHRPQLVFLHQWWKLUGSHUVRQWRWKHLQWLPDF\RIWKH¿UVWSHUVRQ/HFWXUH
ORRNVDWWKHYDULRXVZD\V\RXFDQXVHWKH¿UVWSHUVRQSRLQWRIYLHZDQG
Lecture 17 runs through the many varieties of the third person.

The remaining seven lectures look at a variety of individual topics of
LPSRUWDQFHWR¿FWLRQZULWHUV/HFWXUHGLVFXVVHVWKHYDULRXVZD\VVHWWLQJ
DQGSODFHFDQEHXVHGLQ¿FWLRQZKLOH/HFWXUHH[SORUHVSDFLQJDQGWKH
need to pace different types of narratives in different ways. Lecture 20
considers how to craft an individual scene, which is one of the basic building
EORFNVRI¿FWLRQDQG/HFWXUHORRNVDWWKHDGYDQWDJHVDQGGLVDGYDQWDJHV
of composing manuscripts in complete drafts. In Lecture 22, we’ll take
a look at the essential process of revision and rewriting, while Lecture
2

 FRQVLGHUV WZR DSSURDFKHV WR GRLQJ UHVHDUFK IRU D ZRUN RI ¿FWLRQ 7KH
¿QDOOHFWXUHWRXFKHVRQWKHFKDQJLQJQDWXUHRIWKHSXEOLVKLQJEXVLQHVVDQG
offers personal insights into the challenges and joys of making a life as a
¿FWLRQZULWHUŶ
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Starting the Writing Process
Lecture 1

W

KHWKHU \RX¶UH D EHJLQQHU VWDUWLQJ \RXU ¿UVW VWRU\ HYHU RU D
professional with many publications behind you, few things
make a writer more anxious than facing a blank page. One
approach to overcoming this obstacle is to think about what the opening of
a story is supposed to do: draw readers in and capture their curiosity. The
beginning should also suggest something important about the story—the
main characters, the tone, or the setting. But even if you know the story you
ZDQWWRWHOOKRZGR\RXGHFLGHZKDWWKH¿UVWSDUDJUDSKRUVHQWHQFHVKRXOG
be? In this lecture, we’ll look at some ways to make the beginning seem
less foreboding.

Lecture 1: Starting the Writing Process

Three Questions
z One way to sneak up on the start of your story is to break the question
“How shall I begin?” into three separate questions: the artistic question,
the logistical question, and the psychological question.
z

Simply put, the artistic question is: What is this story about? What’s
the idea you want to explore? You may have an entire plot worked out
in your head already, or you may have only a character or a situation in
mind. Whatever it is, something has motivated you to write.

z

The logistical question relates to the technical aspects of starting a story,
the basic decisions you have to make at the start even if you don’t know
everything about your story. This is actually a number of questions
combined, such as: Who’s telling the story? What verb tense will you
use? What voice is the story in? These early choices can be daunting
because every decision you make will have consequences later on,
many of which you can’t foresee.

z

Finally, the psychological question relates to how you gear up—
emotionally—to begin. Even published writers become anxious about
starting something new. Trying to leap that psychological hurdle

4

LQYROYHV EHLQJ DEOH WR DQVZHU WKH ¿UVW WZR TXHVWLRQV DW OHDVW LQ SDUW
That, in turn, ratchets up the anxiety, because there’s so much you could
worry about in advance that it’s a wonder anyone ever starts at all.
The Five Ws
z $QRWKHUZD\WRDSSURDFKVWDUWLQJDZRUNRI¿FWLRQLVE\XVLQJWKHROG
IDVKLRQHG ¿YH :V RI MRXUQDOLVP ZKR ZKDW ZKHUH ZKHQ DQG ZK\
Assuming you have a rough idea of what you want to write about, try to
give a brief answer to each of these questions pertaining to the story you
want to tell.
z

7KH¿UVWTXHVWLRQWRDGGUHVVLV:KRDUH\RXUFKDUDFWHUVDQGKRZDUH
they related to each other? The who question also encompasses the
choice of point of view, that is: Who is your protagonist, and who is
your narrator? Sometimes these two are the same person, but that’s not
always the case. Often, the story is told by a third-person narrator, who
can vary from the godlike, seeing into each character’s thoughts, to one
who is more like a surveillance camera, relating what the characters do
without revealing their inner lives.

z

The answer to the who question determines, in large part, how
you answer the next question: What happens in the story? Another
interpretation of this question is: What is your story about? Do you have
some larger theme you want to get across, or are you just telling a good
tale? Even if it’s the latter, you still have to think about another version
of the what question: What effect do you want the story to have on
the reader?

z

7KH ZKHUH TXHVWLRQ VHHPV UHODWLYHO\ VLPSOH DW ¿UVW JODQFH :KHUH
is the story set? But this question leads to a more complex one: How
important is the setting of the story to the story itself? In answering
WKHZKHUHTXHVWLRQ\RXGHFLGHZKHWKHU\RXUVWRU\LVWLHGWRDVSHFL¿F
geographical and historical context and whether it is, in part, about that
place and time or whether it is more archetypal and timeless.

z

The question of when the story takes place is also more complex than it
VHHPVDW¿UVW,WFDQLGHQWLI\WKHKLVWRULFDOWLPHRIWKHVWRU\RUWKHWLPH
5

it takes place in the lives of the characters. It also asks: When is the
story being told in relation to when it happened? Is it being narrated in
the present tense or in the past tense by a present-day narrator? If you
WHOODVWRU\LQWKHSDVWWHQVH\RXJDLQWKHEHQH¿WRIKLQGVLJKWEXWLI\RX
tell it in the present tense, what you lose in hindsight you may gain in
immediacy and suspense.
o Other aspects of the when question include: At what point in
the story does the plot begin, and how do you order the events
of the plot? Do you tell the story chronologically, backward, or
moving backward and forward in time?
o

Lecture 1: Starting the Writing Process

z

Answering this question is at the heart of learning how to
construct a plot, because you come to realize that the same
series of chronological events can be told in many different
ways. By deciding what to reveal and when, you’re choosing
the most important moments in the plot.

Finally, the why question asks: Why do the characters do what they do?
What do the characters want, and why are they in the situation of the
story? Is it a situation of their own making, or is it a situation that has
been thrust upon them? Of course, asking why the characters do what
they do is both the hardest and the most essential question you must
answer. Indeed, for many writers, trying to answer this question is the
reason they write novels or stories to begin with.

A Simple Story?
z To illustrate how the answers to these questions might help you get
started, let’s take a simple story as an example. Let’s say we have a
married couple, Sarah and Brad. One Friday night, they decide to take
in a baseball game, but during the middle of the game, Sarah tells Brad
that she’s unhappy in the marriage and wants a divorce.
z

6

On the face of it, this seems to be a simple story; we started with
WZR FKDUDFWHUV DQG D VSHFL¿F VHWWLQJ DQG ZH WROG ZKDW KDSSHQHG LQ
chronological order. But as soon as Sarah says that she wants a divorce,
WKHVWRU\EHFRPHVPRUHFRPSOLFDWHGWKDQLWVHHPHGDW¿UVW,WWXUQVRXW

to have started before the “beginning,” and it sets up a complex dynamic
between the two characters.
z

A couple of lessons can be learned from this example. One is that a story
is not mere chronology. In fact, we might say that most stores are not
chronologies but rely on backstories. In his famous series of lectures
DERXW ¿FWLRQ ZULWLQJ $VSHFWV RI WKH 1RYHO, the British novelist E. M.
Forster made a distinction between story and plot. Story, according
to Forster, is the chronological listing of events; plot is the story plus
causality and motivation.

z

Another way of looking at this idea is to consider that all stories begin in
PHGLDVUHV, “in the middle of things.” Even stories that seem to begin at
the very beginning, such as the opening of the book of Genesis, actually
begin in the middle. Although it may seem as if we can’t get much closer
to the beginning than “in the beginning,” even this opening presumes a
previously existing character—God.

z

7KLV OHDGV WR D ODUJHU SKLORVRSKLFDO SRLQW DERXW ¿FWLRQ /LWHUDWXUH
is the creation of order out chaos and the creation of meaning out of
meaninglessness. Stories may feel natural, but they don’t occur in
nature. As writers, we imagine a series of events or we borrow them
from life, we order them in a certain way, we choose to highlight some
facts and ignore others, and we bring these events and characters to a
conclusion or a resolution.

z

The fact that even a simple-seeming story can suddenly turn complicated
EULQJVXVEDFNWRWKHGLI¿FXOW\RIGHFLGLQJZKHUHWREHJLQ:HNQRZWKH
basic facts about Sarah and Brad, but to explore this situation, we must
start making choices—about what’s important to tell, what’s not, whose
point of view to tell it from, and when in the story to begin.

z

(YHQLI\RX¶YHGHFLGHGRQWKHDQVZHUVWRWKH¿YH:V\RXVWLOOKDYHWR
WKLQNRIWKH¿UVWZRUGVRIWKHVWRU\'R\RXRSHQZLWKDGHVFULSWLRQWKDW
sets the scene, an exchange of dialogue, an interior monologue, some
action, or a combination of these? One possible solution is to outline
the story in advance, but many writers prefer to improvise as they work.
7

This approach allows you to discover the story in much the same way
that a reader does.

Lecture 1: Starting the Writing Process

z

First of all, writing a story
is not necessarily linear;
you don’t have to write it
the way the reader will read
it. Writing can be more like
putting a puzzle together:
You can start anywhere in
the story; then, when the
larger picture gets clearer,
you can craft a beginning.

© Stockbyte/Thinkstock.

Psychological Question Revisited
z It’s clear that starting a story involves making a number of choices,
and that, in turn, can ratchet up a writer’s anxiety. Let’s return, then, to
the psychological question mentioned earlier: How do you gear up—
emotionally—to begin? One way to sneak up on this question is to
remind yourself of what you
don’t need to do or know to
start a story.

A whole novel might be developed by
DQVZHULQJWKH¿YH:VDERXWDFRXSOHDW
a baseball game, working backward and
forward in the characters’ lives.

z

You also don’t have to
know how the story ends.
Sometimes knowing the ending is a good thing because it gives you a
point to aim at, but sometimes not knowing can allow you to discover
where the story itself wants to go along the way.

z

Further, you don’t have to have an outline, and even if you do, you don’t
have to stick to it. Be prepared for happy accidents.

z

Your story doesn’t even have to be good to begin with. As a writer, you
have the luxury of being able to do as many drafts of a story as it takes
to get it right, or you can revise as you go along. Don’t be afraid to
VWDUW RYHU RU JR EDFN DQG ¿[ VRPHWKLQJ QR PDWWHU ZKHUH \RX DUH LQ
the process.

8

z

Finally, keep in mind that creative writing isn’t a science. The only rule
in this endeavor is: Whatever works. Throughout these lectures, we’ll
look at many choices for presenting stories; the best way you can use
the lectures is to adapt the possibilities in these choices to your own
work, taking whatever is useful and ignoring the rest.

Suggested Reading
Forster, $VSHFWVRIWKH1RYHO.

Writing Exercise
1. Without thinking too hard about it, try to recall a vivid image you

may have seen recently, in real life or on television, and see if you can
imagine a story to explain it. You can start with the Faulkner technique:
Simply describe the image, such as a mother yelling at her child in the
supermarket, then branch off from there, explaining why the mother is so
H[DVSHUDWHGRUZK\WKHFKLOGLVEHLQJVRGLI¿FXOW7KHQWU\)LW]JHUDOG¶V
technique with the same image: Outline the life of the mother so far—
her girlhood, her courtship, the birth of her child—and work up to the
moment in the supermarket. See which approach works best for you.

9

Building Fictional Worlds through Evocation
Lecture 2

O
Lecture 2: Building Fictional Worlds through Evocation

ne of the most venerable tropes in the teaching of creative writing
is this: Show, don’t tell. But what exactly does this dictum mean?
When teachers of creative writing invoke it, they often mean that a
VFHQHRUVWRU\ZDVXQGHUGUDPDWL]HGRUWKDWWKHZULWLQJWUDI¿FNHGLQYDJXH
generalities. For example, a writer might tell us something that is generally
WUXHDERXWDFKDUDFWHUZLWKRXW¿[LQJWKDWWUDLWRUDFWLRQLQDVSHFL¿FPRPHQW
or situation. In this lecture, we’ll see how showing rather than telling can
make your writing more immediate, vivid, detailed, and visceral. We’ll see
how it invites readers to identify with your characters and participate in the
story, if only in their imaginations.
Telling versus Showing
z Let’s consider two versions of a scene, one that gets the facts across
and one that puts the reader in the scene with the characters. Here’s the
¿UVWYHUVLRQ
I was driving home from work this afternoon when some jerk
came out of a side street and cut right in front of me. I was
angry about something my boss had said that afternoon, so
instead of just letting it go, I sounded my horn and tailgated
the guy for half a mile. He pulled over, and we nearly got into
D¿JKW
z

1RZOHW¶VORRNDWDQH[FHUSWIURPZKDWD¿FWLRQZULWHUPLJKWGRZLWK
this same scene:
Naturally, as I was just about to cross the river, a guy in a Jeep
Cherokee with enormous tires shot out right in front of me and
cut me off. Worse yet, he was a young guy, with big redneck
sideburns and a feed cap, and when I honked my horn, he gave
PHWKH¿QJHUDQGDELJQDVW\JULQ:RUVWRIDOOKHKDGRXWRI
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state plates and an NRA bumper sticker, and all of these, along
with my rage at my boss, made me erupt.
z

Note that the outline of the two versions is the same, but the second
version has much more detail. Instead of “a guy shot out in front of me,”
it’s a young guy with sideburns and a baseball cap. He not only cuts
the narrator off, but he seems to enjoy it. It’s essentially the same story,
EXWWKHVHFRQGYHUVLRQLVÀHVKHGRXWZLWKPDQ\PRUHGHWDLOVDERXWWKH
two characters and the setting. The reader is much closer to being in the
mind of the narrator.

z

When creative writing teachers say, “Show, don’t tell,” they mean: Give
us more detail, make it dramatic, and put the reader in the scene.
o :ULWLQJ¿FWLRQE\VKRZLQJUDWKHUWKDQWHOOLQJPHDQVE\SDVVLQJ
the logical, analytical mind and going for the gut, engaging the
readers’ senses, not just their minds. More important, you’re
HQJDJLQJWKHUHDGHUV¶LPDJLQDWLRQVDQGDOORZLQJWKHPWR¿OOLQ
the gaps by drawing on their own experience.
o

What you’re doing, in fact, is evoking the experience for the
UHDGHU7KHLGHDRIHYRFDWLRQLVDWWKHKHDUWRIDOO¿FWLRQLW¶V
WKHWKLQJWKDWDOORZVD¿FWLRQDOVWRU\DQGLPDJLQDU\FKDUDFWHUV
to lodge themselves ineradicably in the minds of readers.

'H¿QLQJEvocation
z The variants of the word evoke come from the Latin HYRFDUH, which
means “to call out” in several different senses: to summon the spirits of
the dead, to call forth a deity, or simply to summon another person. In
(QJOLVKZKHQWDONLQJVSHFL¿FDOO\DERXWDUWDQGOLWHUDWXUHWKHGLFWLRQDU\
GH¿QLWLRQ RI HYRFDWLYH is “tending by artistic imaginative means to
UHFUHDWH … especially in such a manner as to produce a compelling
impression of reality.”
z

In English, evoke, HYRFDWLYH, and HYRFDWLRQ can also mean “calling
out or calling forth,” “summoning a spirit by incantation,” “calling
up an emotional response,” or “calling up memories, recollections,
or associations.” All these meanings apply when it comes to writing
11

¿FWLRQEHFDXVHDOOWKHVHGH¿QLWLRQVKDYHLQFRPPRQWKHLGHDRIGUDZLQJ
something out of a reader’s imagination, not just putting something into it.
When you tell readers something, you appeal mainly to the rational,
analytical mind, not to the senses. But when you show readers
something, you draw out something that is already present—memories
or imaginings—even if your readers don’t know it. In other words,
when you tell readers something, you make them witnesses, but when
you show them something, you make them participants.

z

Evocation is both a subtle and a powerful technique. It entails both the
writer and the reader using their imaginations.
o Writers use their skill with words to call forth scenes from
their imaginations in enough detail that readers, without really
thinking about it, use their own imaginations and memories
WR ¿OO LQ WKH JDSV ,Q WKH SURFHVV PHPRULHV HPRWLRQV DQG
sensory impressions are evoked.

Lecture 2: Building Fictional Worlds through Evocation

z
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o

2QH RI WKH EHQH¿WV RI HYRFDWLRQ LV WKDW HYHQ WKRXJK UHDGHUV
are doing half the work, they don’t realize it, and they actually
enjoy the experience. The feeling of being in the scene with
the characters and being engaged by the narrative is one of
WKHJUHDWSOHDVXUHVRIUHDGLQJ¿FWLRQ$SKUDVHWKDWEULOOLDQWO\
captures this effect comes from the American novelist and
FUHDWLYHZULWLQJWHDFKHU-RKQ*DUGQHUZKRRQFHGH¿QHG¿FWLRQ
as the creation of “a vivid and continuous dream.”

o

In her book :ULWLQJ )LFWLRQ, another creative writing teacher,
-DQHW%XUURZD\VDLGWKDWUHDGLQJ¿FWLRQDOORZVXVWRIHHOVWURQJ
emotions “without paying for them.” This is what evocation is
all about. When you get the reader to laugh, you’re evoking
merriment; when you get the reader to sweat and turn on all
the lights, you’re evoking fear. You don’t just allow readers to
visualize themselves in certain situations, but you prompt them
to engage with the situation emotionally in the same way they
would if they were actually experiencing it in real life.

By mid-May, the sun rises
out of the morning’s haze
with authority and potency,
and standing on your top
step at seven in the morning
with your dinner bucket in
your hand, you know that
the dew will be melted off
the grass by eight and that
the dust on the back roads
evoking memories we all have
will hang depthless and still By
of heat and dust, an author can draw
LQWKHKRWDLUIRU¿YHPLQXWHV us out of our own lives and into
after a car’s passage; and the life of a laborer in another time
that by one in the afternoon and place.
LW ZLOO EH XS WR QLQHW\¿YH
RQ WKH WKLUG ÀRRU RI WKH PLOO DQG WKH VZHDW ZLOO UROO RII \RXU
arms like oil and stick your shirt to your back in a widening
patch and it might as well be July. (pp. 192–193)

© Thinkstock Images/Stockbyte/Thinkstock.

The Balance of Detail and Economy
z Stephen King’s ¶6DOHP¶V /RW is
one of the best horror novels ever
written. Here’s a passage from it
in which King evokes the arrival
of spring in New England:

z

This passage is a wonderful example of how evocation works because
it gives us a nice balance between detail and economy. As we’ve said,
HYRFDWLYHZULWLQJSURYLGHVVLJQL¿FDQWGHWDLOEXWLWGRHVQ¶WRYHUZKHOP
the reader. The point is to draw something out of your readers, which
you can’t do if you pour too much in.

z

This is a tricky balance to get right, and beginning writers often have
WKH PRVW GLI¿FXOW\ ZLWK LW -XVW DV RQH FRPPRQ HUURU DPRQJ \RXQJ
writers is not providing enough detail, another common error is to
overcompensate by telling too much. Often, inexperienced writers will

13

go on for several paragraphs about the appearance of a character or a
place when a few well-chosen sentences or words would have done just
as well.
z

What are the right details to include? One way to answer that question
is to include too much detail in your early drafts. Write much more than
you need, then pare it back later.
o You can also ask yourself some questions about the details
you provide: Does this detail tell something that the reader
didn’t already know? Does it advance the story? Does it say
VRPHWKLQJDERXWWKHFKDUDFWHUWKDWLVVSHFL¿FWRWKLVVFHQH"

Lecture 2: Building Fictional Worlds through Evocation

o

z

Another issue to consider in making a passage evocative is the language
itself. There are no rules in creative writing, but on the whole, evocation
ZRUNVEHVWZKHQ\RXXVHDFWLYHVSHFL¿FYHUEVDQGDYRLGDGYHUEVXQOHVV
they’re absolutely necessary.
o Inexperienced writers often write such sentences as “She hurried
quickly across the room” or “He pounded the table angrily.” In
these examples, the adverbs are unnecessary; it’s clear from the
verbs that she’s moving quickly or that he is angry.
o
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Think about whether your details are concrete and appeal
directly to the senses. Don’t just write, “He was in love with
her”; instead, write, “He felt his face get hot when she came
into the room.”

In most cases, use the strongest verbs you can think of. “It was
raining” is not as evocative as “The rain hammered the roof
and spattered the windows like buckshot.” Instead of starting
with the bland pronoun it and the even blander verb ZDV, the
second sentence makes the rain itself the subject; the strong
verb KDPPHUHG evokes not only an image but a sound and
UHQGHUVDQ\DGYHUEVVXSHUÀXRXV

Telling, Not Showing
z 'HVSLWH WKH LPSRUWDQFH RI HYRFDWLRQ LQ ¿FWLRQ LW¶V DOVR VRPHWLPHV
acceptable—even preferable—to tell a story rather than to show it.
Many of the great books of the 18th and 19th centuries used telling as
their default mode, as do many philosophical and satirical novels.
z

In most conventional narratives, where much of the story is shown or
evoked, there are also long passages in which the writer or narrator
simply addresses the readers, telling them what they need to know. Just
as a composer might vary the tempo of a piece of music to maintain
WKH OLVWHQHU¶V LQWHUHVW WKH ¿FWLRQ ZULWHU VKRXOG SURYLGH YDULHW\ DPRQJ
intensely evocative scenes, passages of pure exposition, and scenes that
combine the two.

z

,QVFLHQFH¿FWLRQDQGIDQWDV\IRUH[DPSOHWKHUHLVRIWHQDSDVVDJHRU
even an entire chapter early in the narrative known as the LQIR GXPS,
whereby the author takes a few pages to simply explain the world of
WKHVWRU\EHIRUHWKHDFWLRQVWDUWV0DQ\¿QHOLWHUDU\QRYHOVDQGGUDPDWLF
popular novels also have passages in which the author simply tells
readers about the action or the characters.

z

Another excellent example of a careful balance between telling and
showing is Irène Némirovsky’s 6XLWH )UDQoDLVH, a novel about the
Nazi occupation of France during World War II. The book effectively
combines exquisitely evocative passages with straightforward
expository descriptions, making a point to present characters only as
vividly as the reader needs to see them to advance the story.

Suggested Reading
Burroway, :ULWLQJ)LFWLRQ.
Gardner, 7KH$UWRI)LFWLRQ.
King, ¶6DOHP¶V/RW.
Némirovsky, 6XLWH)UDQoDLVH.
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Writing Exercise
1. Try this exercise from John Gardner’s 7KH $UW RI )LFWLRQ: Write a

Lecture 2: Building Fictional Worlds through Evocation

passage describing a building, a landscape, or an object, but imagine
that you’re writing from the point of view of a parent whose child has
just died. Describe the object without mentioning the child or death. The
idea is to see if you can evoke a feeling of loss and grief in the reader
without mentioning the emotions themselves.
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How Characters Are Different from People
Lecture 3

O

ne of the curious facts about the emotional life of human beings
LV WKDW VRPH RI WKH PRVW PHPRUDEOH DQG LQÀXHQWLDO SHRSOH LQ RXU
lives have never existed at all. Odysseus, King Arthur, Jane Eyre,
0UV 'DOORZD\ +ROGHQ &DXO¿HOG²WKHVH LPDJLQDU\ SHRSOH KDYH EHFRPH
part of the common cultural currency of humankind; further, they are the
YHU\IRXQGDWLRQRIWKHFUDIWRI¿FWLRQ:HRIWHQKHDUSHRSOHWDONDERXWWKH
difference between character-driven stories and plot-driven stories, but the
fact is that every narrative begins with its characters. In this lecture, we’ll
explore the fundamental differences between the imaginary characters of
¿FWLRQDQGWKHSHRSOHZHNQRZLQUHDOOLIH
Characters in Fiction and Life
z Writers love to talk about how complex and layered their characters
DUH²DQG WKH\ RIWHQ DUH²EXW RQH PDMRU GLIIHUHQFH EHWZHHQ ¿FWLRQDO
characters and real people is that characters are simpler.
o $ ¿FWLRQDO FKDUDFWHU LV FRQVWUXFWHG RXW RI D IHZ WKRXVDQG
words by a single writer, whereas a real person, even an
uncomplicated one, is the product of millennia of heredity,
centuries of culture, and a lifetime of experience. The best a
¿FWLRQDOFKDUDFWHUFDQGRLVVXJJHVWDUHDOSHUVRQQRWUHSOLFDWH
one. They have only the illusion of complexity.
o

z

,QGHHGWKHLUYHU\VLPSOLFLW\LVZKDWPDNHV¿FWLRQDOFKDUDFWHUV
so vivid, because we can, by the end of a book or a play, see
D ¿FWLRQDO FKDUDFWHU ZKROH LQ D ZD\ WKDW ZH FDQ¶W ZLWK PRVW
real people, even the ones we know intimately. But again, this
wholeness is an illusion. In +DPOHW, for example, we see only
a few days in Hamlet’s life, and even in larger-scale works, we
never see as much of a character as we could a real person.

$QRWKHU GLIIHUHQFH EHWZHHQ ¿FWLRQDO FKDUDFWHUV DQG UHDO SHRSOH LV
that characters are made up of only the most dramatic or the most
17
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representative moments of their lives. We all live through moments
of drama that might make for good stories, but the vast majority of
our lives is made up of an endless chain of ordinary moments. Such
moments are of no interest to anyone else and sometimes not even to us.
o When we write stories, however, we leave out all the ordinary,
boring parts. The story of Hamlet starts when he learns, from
his father’s ghost, that his father was murdered by his uncle
and his mother so that his uncle could be king. The rest of the
play is about how Hamlet deals with this information, and
E\WKH¿QDOVFHQHKH¶VPDQDJHGWRNLOORUFDXVHWREHNLOOHG
everyone he thinks has wronged him.

z
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o

By contrast, a version of +DPOHW that reproduced every single
moment of his life would be both impractical and tedious.
The life of a real person goes on and on, with no scene breaks
or dramatic structure, but in a narrative, we see only the
VLJQL¿FDQWPRPHQWV

o

Of course, some books try to reproduce the minute-by-minute
progression of everyday life. The high-modernist novels
8O\VVHV and 0UV 'DOORZD\ both take place over a single
day—and not a particularly dramatic one—in the lives of the
main characters. But even with these seemingly all-inclusive
narratives, we see only a few hours of the characters’ lives, not
a complete record of every moment from dawn to dusk.

We know the people in our lives by what they look like, what they say,
what they do, and what other people tell us about them—that is, by
report. When we add this fourth way of knowing, we can expand our
experience of real people beyond personal relationships to include all
the real people we’ve ever heard about, from a friend of a friend to a
PRYLHVWDUWRD¿JXUHIURPKLVWRU\
o Both the people we know personally and those we know
about by report are equally real, and because of that, people
in both groups share a certain impenetrable mystery: We can’t
know what they’re thinking. We have no direct access to the
consciousness of other living people.

o

7R XQGHUVWDQG WKLV LGHD FRQVLGHU WKH ÀHHWLQJ DQG GLJUHVVLYH
nature of your own inner life. Then, consider how impossible it
would be to express that inner life to another person. Remember,
too, that every other person in the world is experiencing the same
kind of inner life, all the time. You quickly realize that each of us
is alone in the universe inside our heads, surrounded by many
other universes with which we can communicate only indirectly.

o

7KXV WKH PRVW LPSRUWDQW GLIIHUHQFH EHWZHHQ ¿FWLRQDO
characters and real people is that the author can, if he or she
FKRRVHV OHW XV NQRZ H[DFWO\ ZKDW D ¿FWLRQDO FKDUDFWHU LV
WKLQNLQJ RU IHHOLQJ :H FDQ NQRZ ¿FWLRQDO FKDUDFWHUV LQ WKH
ZD\ ZH NQRZ RXUVHOYHV ,Q ¿FWLRQ ZH KDYH GLUHFW DFFHVV WR
the consciousness of other human beings in a way we cannot
in real life.

z

Taken together, these two
TXDOL¿FDWLRQVOHDYHXVZLWKD
SDUDGR[ :H NQRZ ¿FWLRQDO
characters only by report, yet
through the genius of certain
authors, we feel as if we
know some characters even
better than we know those
with whom we have intimate
relationships.

© Benjamin A. Peterson/Mother Image/
mother image/Fuse/Thinkstock.

4XDOL¿FDWLRQVDQGD3DUDGR[
z :HPXVWQRWHWKUHHVLJQL¿FDQWTXDOL¿FDWLRQVDERXWWKLVXQXVXDOLQWLPDF\
ZH VKDUH ZLWK ¿FWLRQDO FKDUDFWHUV VWDUWLQJ ZLWK WKH IDFW WKDW LW LV DQ
illusion. It’s not real intimacy because the character sharing his or her
LQQHUPRVWWKRXJKWVZLWKXVLVQ¶WDUHDOSHUVRQ7KHVHFRQGTXDOL¿FDWLRQLV
that what feels like direct access to another consciousness isn’t direct at all
but is mediated through the
talent, craft, and imagination
of the writer.

Through the special relationship that
¿FWLRQFDQKDYHZLWKLWVFKDUDFWHUVZHDV
readers can have the sort of intimacy with
WKHVH¿FWLRQDOSHRSOHWKDWZHRWKHUZLVH
have only with ourselves.

19

Lecture 3: How Characters Are Different from People

z

o

(YHQ WKRXJK \RXU EURWKHU IRU H[DPSOH LV UHDO DQG LQ¿QLWHO\
more complex than such a character as Virginia Woolf’s Mrs.
Dalloway, if you were asked at any given moment what your
brother might be thinking, you could only guess. But you
can know with absolute certainty what Clarissa Dalloway is
thinking at any given point in the novel.

o

7KLV SDUDGR[ LV DW WKH FRUH RI WKH SRZHU RI ¿FWLRQ WR WKULOO
and move us. In reading a book, all we really get are the
imaginary thoughts of an imaginary person, but we feel as if
we get something real and immediate, something we would
never otherwise see: namely, the world through someone
else’s eyes, unmediated.

o

7KH LQWLPDF\ ZH VKDUH ZLWK ¿FWLRQDO FKDUDFWHUV LV RQO\ DQ
illusion of intimacy, but it’s such a powerful illusion that, at its
best and most sublime, the book in our hands disappears, the
voice of the author disappears, the world around us disappears,
DQG ZH EHFRPH IXOO\ HQJDJHG LQ WKH ¿FWLRQDO ZRUOG²DW RQH
with the character.

7KH WKLUG TXDOL¿FDWLRQ LV WKLV (YHQ WKRXJK DOO ZULWHUV FRXOG SXW XV
in the heads of their characters, not all of them do. The amount of
access a writer allows us to have to the mind of a character varies on a
FRQWLQXXP IURP FRPSOHWH LQWLPDF\ WR QR LQWLPDF\ DW DOO 0RVW ¿FWLRQ
falls somewhere in the middle, where most of what we learn about a
character is through action and dialogue, with occasional access to his
or her thoughts.

The Continuum of Intimacy
z Let’s look at three examples of different points on the continuum of
intimacy, beginning with 0UV 'DOORZD\ on the most intimate end.
This novel gives us one day in the life of Clarissa Dalloway, an uppermiddle-class woman living in London in the years right after the end of
World War I.
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z

o

Published in 1925, 0UV'DOORZD\ is written in a style called
VWUHDP RI FRQVFLRXVQHVV. With this technique, the narration
keeps close to the consciousness of its characters, shifting
among perceptions, thoughts, and memories effortlessly and
with lightning speed in an attempt to evoke the quicksilver
nature of human consciousness.

o

The novel relates the thoughts of Mrs. Dalloway at the very
moment she thinks them in a way that’s simply not possible
for an outside observer to do in real life. Even if we knew Mrs.
Dalloway and could ask what she was thinking, the mere act
of translating her thoughts into speech would change what was
happening; she would no longer be alone in her own mind but
talking to another person.

Another remarkable book published in 1925 is F. Scott Fitzgerald’s
7KH *UHDW *DWVE\ 7KLV ERRN LV QDUUDWHG LQ WKH ¿UVW SHUVRQ E\ 1LFN
Carraway, but even though Nick speaks directly to the reader in his own
voice, the narration here is less intimate than it is in 0UV'DOORZD\.
o We learn about Nick’s history and his moral character through
his narration, but we get the impression that he is holding
certain things back.
o

z

Nick stands somewhere in the middle of the literary continuum
between complete intimacy and no intimacy. We learn only
what he chooses to tell us, which means that we learn no more
about him than we might learn from him in real life.

A third example is 7KH 0DOWHVH )DOFRQ, Dashiell Hammett’s classic
detective story, published in 1930. Hammett’s main character, the
private detective Sam Spade, appears in every scene in the book, and we
see the entire story from Spade’s point of view.
o We get detailed descriptions of Spade’s appearance, gestures,
and actions; we also get a great deal of dialogue, in much of
which Spade isn’t necessarily telling the truth. But what we
never get in the novel is direct access to what Spade is thinking,
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and because 7KH0DOWHVH)DOFRQ is written in the third person,
Spade does not directly address us. Everything we know about
Sam Spade we learn from observing him move and listening to
him talk, the same way we would in real life.
o

At the end of the book, Spade must decide what do with Brigid
O’Shaughnessy, the femme fatale who murdered his partner,
but with whom Spade may or may not have fallen in love.
It’s an extreme situation, but Hammett doesn’t plunge us into
Spade’s thoughts or allow his character to speak directly to us;
instead, he lets us listen to a scene in which Spade thinks out
loud about his feelings for Brigid and the choice he must make.

o

The scene is a vivid portrayal of a man wrestling with a bad
situation. Although we don’t have access to Spade’s thoughts,
we do have access to the dark world in which he lives.
+DPPHWW PD\ QRW FKRRVH WR VKRZ XV HYHU\ ÀHHWLQJ VKLIW RI
Spade’s consciousness, but he understands Spade and his moral
universe every bit as deeply as Woolf understands Clarissa
Dalloway’s or as Fitzgerald understands Nick’s.

Suggested Reading
Fitzgerald, 7KH*UHDW*DWVE\.
Forster, $VSHFWVRIWKH1RYHO.
Hammett, 7KH0DOWHVH)DOFRQ.
Woolf, 0UV'DOORZD\.
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Writing Exercise
1. Try to rewrite the scene of Mrs. Dalloway walking down Bond Street

LQ WKH ¿UVWSHUVRQ VW\OH RI 7KH *UHDW *DWVE\ or, perhaps, in the terse
and more literal-minded approach of Dashiell Hammett. In other
words, see if it’s possible to evoke Mrs. Dalloway by having her tell
us what she’s thinking directly or by simply describing what she does
or says as she moves through the scene. Conversely, see if it’s possible
to apply Virginia Woolf’s stream-of-consciousness technique to Sam
Spade’s hard-boiled world and still keep the scene tense, energetic,
and suspenseful.
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A
Lecture 4: Fictional Characters, Imagined and Observed

ll writers draw, both consciously and unconsciously, on behaviors
and traits we have seen in ourselves or others, with the result that
all the characters you create combine to form a portrait of your
view of human nature. But although the roots of any character lie in your
observations of yourself and of other people, those observations are refracted
through your imagination. In the last lecture, we talked about the continuum
between complete intimacy with a character and no intimacy at all, and
in this lecture, we’ll look at three other continuums: between observation
and imagination, between exterior and interior approaches, and between
psychology and circumstances in creating characters.
The Continuum of Imagination
z Some writers hew more closely to observation than to imagination,
basing their characters almost entirely on people they know. Others
write convincingly about characters or experiences they’ve never had
themselves. Some writers even create characters who are a different
gender, age, background, ethnicity, or temperament from themselves.
z

Of course, there many variations along this continuum between pure
observation and pure imagination. In historical novels, for example,
WKHQRYHOLVWPD\FRPELQHDUHDO¿JXUHIURPKLVWRU\ZLWKERWKUHDODQG
imaginary characters from the same period.

z

Whichever pole a writer tends toward—observation or imagination—no
writer relies purely on one or the other. Although some writers may base
WKHLU FKDUDFWHUV RQ UHDO KLVWRULFDO ¿JXUHV RU FORVH IDPLO\ DQG IULHQGV
all must exercise their imaginations to the extent of seeing the world
through the eyes of these characters and relating how the characters
EHKDYHLQ¿FWLRQDOVLWXDWLRQVLQZKLFKWKHLUUHDOOLIHPRGHOVPD\QHYHU
have found themselves.
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The Exterior-Interior Continuum
z The exterior-interior continuum relates to creating a character from the
outside in versus creating a character from the inside out.
o $VPHQWLRQHGLQWKHODVWOHFWXUHRQHRIWKHGH¿QLQJIHDWXUHVRI
¿FWLRQLVWKDWDXWKRUVFDQJLYHXVGLUHFWDFFHVVWRWKHWKRXJKWV
of their characters, even if they sometimes choose not to. But
even for those characters whose thoughts we do have access to,
there are many different ways to express them.
o

z

If you think of the continuum between observation and
imagination as one axis, consider that there is another axis
at right angles to this one, and the poles of that axis are the
exterior approach and the interior approach.

To help understand this idea, consider the difference between the British
and American styles of acting as they were practiced during the 1950s
and 1960s.
o During this time, the method style of acting became popular
among young American actors; this approach required the actor
to identify with the character he or she was playing, to analyze
that character’s psychology in depth, and to use elements from
the actor’s own memories to evoke the emotions the character
felt. In contrast, British actors at the time were trained to build
characters out of small physical details and bits of behavior: an
accent, a gesture, a prosthetic nose.
o

In this analogy, the American actor is using the interior method,
building a character from the inside out, while the British
actor is using the exterior method, building the character from
the outside in. Fiction writers often use similar exterior or
interior approaches.

Comparing Emma and Jane Eyre
z In the opening pages of her great comic novel (PPD, Jane Austen lays
the title character bare simply by telling us point blank almost everything
we need to know about her: “Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever, and
rich, with a comfortable home and happy disposition, seemed to unite
25
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some of the best blessings of existence; and had lived nearly twenty-one
years in the world with very little to vex or distress her.”
o After two paragraphs that explain Emma’s family situation,
Austen then tells us: “The real evils indeed of Emma’s situation
were the power of having rather too much her own way, and a
disposition to think a little too well of herself; these were the
disadvantages which threatened to alloy her many enjoyments.
The danger, however, was at present so unperceived, that they
did not by any means rank as misfortunes with her.”

z
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o

7KH UHVW RI WKH QRYHO LV HVVHQWLDOO\ D JORVV RQ WKH ¿UVW WZR
pages, showing Emma’s impetuosity, vanity, and cluelessness
as she tries to manage the love lives of everyone around her
without recognizing her own true love. There’s no need for
any 0UV 'DOORZD\–style intimacy with Emma’s stream of
consciousness, and there’s no watching her slowly reveal
herself through her speech and behavior. Austen simply tells
us about Emma’s character right from the start, then launches
into her story.

o

Austen’s description of Emma is frank, to the point, and
unironic in the sense that Austen never has Emma do anything
later in the book that undercuts her original description. Thus,
ZLWK(PPD¿[HG¿UPO\LQRXULPDJLQDWLRQVDVDYDLQEHDXWLIXO
PHGGOHVRPHJLUODIWHUUHDGLQJRQO\WKH¿UVWWZRSDJHVZHDUH
free to enjoy her effect on the lives of the people around her.

o

7KLVDSSURDFKZRUNVHVSHFLDOO\ZHOOZLWKFRPLF¿FWLRQZKLFK
often depends on types rather than fully developed characters
RU DW OHDVW RQ FKDUDFWHUV ZKR QHYHU UHDOO\ FKDQJH RXU ¿UVW
impression of them.

We can compare Austen’s approach with a more indirect, interior one
from the opening paragraphs of Charlotte Brontë’s -DQH (\UH. Again,
LQMXVWDIHZSDUDJUDSKVZHPHHWDQDGXOW¿UVWSHUVRQQDUUDWRUZKRLV
looking back with bitter irony on her unhappy childhood. We learn that

she grew up in a household where she was considered an outsider, but
she knew how to stick up for herself.
o The difference between -DQH(\UHand (PPDis that we don’t
OHDUQHYHU\WKLQJZHQHHGWRNQRZDERXW-DQHLQWKH¿UVWIHZ
paragraphs. Instead, we are drawn only gradually into the story
while being given hints of her struggles to come.
o

z

+RZ \RX GHFLGH WR FRQ¿JXUH FKDUDFWHUV²IURP WKH RXWVLGH LQ RU WKH
inside out—has a profound effect on the sort of story you end up writing;
the cause and effect here are inextricably intertwined.
o A comedy, for example, often announces itself right from
the start by being funny and staying funny, which requires
FKDUDFWHUVZKRFDQEHTXLFNO\DQGHDVLO\LGHQWL¿HG,QFRQWUDVW
a drama often draws the reader in with an intriguing situation,
the distinctive voice of a strong character, and the suggestion
of more trouble to come.
o

z

This technique works better than Austen’s would in this
instance because -DQH (\UH is a darker, more serious book.
There’s more at stake here than romances and marriages among
WKHLGOHULFKLQWKH¿UVWIHZSDUDJUDSKVRI%URQWs¶VERRNZH
JHW WKH ¿UVW KLQW RI -DQH¶V VWUXJJOH WR VXUYLYH LQ D ZRUOG LQ
which she has no money, no connections, and no prospects.

Jane Eyre’s world is more complex and more unpredictable
than Emma’s, and this extra complexity requires a more subtle
and complex main character. Although Emma eventually
grows up and learns not to meddle in the affairs of others, she
doesn’t do much to surprise us. But Jane, having shown us that
VKH¶V VPDUW DQG MXGJPHQWDO IURP WKH ¿UVW SDJH WXUQV RXW WR
be surprisingly wrong in her judgments of some of the other
characters, particularly Mr. Rochester.

Another way to look at the difference between these two approaches is
to consider how much you want the reader to identify with the character.
By writing in the third person and by telling readers directly of Emma’s
vanity, Austen invites readers to detach themselves from the character.
27

But Brontë has Jane Eyre address readers directly, inviting us to view
the world through her eyes and to endorse her judgments.
The Psychology-Circumstances Continuum
z To understand the exterior-interior continuum from a slightly different
DQJOHWKLQNDERXWWKHGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQDFKDUDFWHUZKRLVGH¿QHGE\
SV\FKRORJ\YHUVXVRQHZKRLVGH¿QHGE\FLUFXPVWDQFHV
o We’re tempted to think that Emma is determined by her
circumstances, but notice that it’s the way her particular
psychology butts up against the people and the world around
her that makes the book funny.
In -DQH (\UH, even though we have instant access to Jane’s
PLQGIURPWKH¿UVWVHQWHQFHLW¶VWKHFLUFXPVWDQFHVRIKHUOLIH
that largely determine the course of the novel, even though
we see that struggle mainly through its effect on her thoughts
and feelings.

© Valueline/Hulton Collection/Thinkstock.
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o

The books of American realist writers tend to be large-scale portraits of a
whole city or class of people, emphasizing the social world through which the
characters move rather than their individuality.
28

z

Another tempting generalization is that character-driven narratives, such
as 0UV'DOORZD\, rely more on psychology than plot-driven narratives,
such as 7KH 0DOWHVH )DOFRQ, but that’s not entirely true either. Even
though we don’t have direct access to Sam Spade’s mind and even
though 7KH 0DOWHVH )DOFRQ is packed with dramatic incidents, the
narrative mainly works as a record of his decisions. Underlying all his
actions are thoughts that drive those actions, even if they are not directly
expressed to the reader.

z

Among the characters who are largely determined by their circumstances
we might include many of the characters in Dickens, as well as those
in the works of realist American writers, such as Theodore Dreiser,
Edith Wharton, and Sinclair Lewis. Even though we have direct access
to the thoughts of many of these characters, their thoughts are not as
determinative of their conduct as their circumstances are.

z

There is an intimate relationship between the sort of characters you create
and the sort of narrative you write. In fact, they may be inseparable.
You could just as easily say that the sort of characters you decide to use
determines the kind of story you write as you could say that the kind of
story you decide to write determines the sort of characters you use. You
can’t really make up your mind about one without making up your mind
about the other.

z

As we’ve said, however, these are continuums, not either/or decisions,
and the same writer will try different sorts of stories and characters at
different times.

z

For some writers, choosing to work from the outside in or the inside out
is purely instinctive: You just sit down at the keyboard and start to write
LQWKH¿UVWSHUVRQRUWKHWKLUGSHUVRQ(YHQVRVRPHWLPHVLWWXUQVRXW
that what comes naturally doesn’t work, and you may have to go back
and do it a different way.

z

You can also be more self-conscious and deliberate about your choices,
thinking about what’s more important to your story: that the characters
DUHUHÀHFWLYHRIWKHODUJHUZRUOGWKH\LQKDELWRUWKDWWKHVWRU\LVPRUH
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intimate, told from inside one consciousness. How you answer that
question will tell you how to create your character.

Suggested Reading
Austen, (PPD.
Bernays and Painter, :KDW,I"
Brontë, -DQH(\UH.
Hynes, 7KH:LOG&RORQLDO%R\.
———, 7KH/HFWXUHU¶V7DOH.
———, Next.
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Writing Exercise
1. This exercise is drawn from an excellent book called :KDW,I":ULWLQJ
([HUFLVHVIRU)LFWLRQ:ULWHUV by Anne Bernays and Pamela Painter: Pick
a character from a story or novel that has already been written, either by
you or by someone else, and make a list of everything you know or can
infer about that character. Include basic features, such as the character’s
name, age, gender, appearance, relationship status, and so on, but also
include such attributes as the character’s fears, obsessions, and politics,
even if they aren’t explicitly mentioned in the text. Depending on the
sort of narrative you’re working with, you may not be able to get a
complete list for any character. Such a list for Elizabeth Bennet from
3ULGHDQG3UHMXGLFH, for example, would include a great deal about her
opinions and personality but nothing about her appearance. In contrast,
\RX FDQ GHWDLO 6DP 6SDGH¶V SK\VLFDO DSSHDUDQFH EXW \RX FDQ¶W ¿QG
much about his opinions on anything. This exercise reinforces the idea
that different sorts of stories require different types of characters.
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Call Me Ishmael—Introducing a Character
Lecture 5

I

QRXU¿UVWWZROHFWXUHVDERXWFKDUDFWHUZHWDONHGLQJHQHUDODERXWKRZ
characters are different from real people and from each other, but in this
lecture, we’ll talk about what all characters have in common—primarily,
WKDWWKH\DUHDOOFRQVWUXFWHGRXWRIVSHFL¿FGHWDLOV)XUWKHUERWKWKHZULWHUDQG
WKHUHDGHUDUHPRVWDZDUHRIWKRVHVSHFL¿FGHWDLOVLQWKHPRPHQWWKH\PHHW
DFKDUDFWHU,QWKLVOHFWXUHZH¶OOORRNDWKRZ\RXPDNHWKDW¿UVWLPSUHVVLRQ
E\H[SORULQJ¿YHZD\VWRLQWURGXFHFKDUDFWHUV  WKURXJKVWUDLJKWIRUZDUG
GHVFULSWLRQ  E\VKRZLQJWKHFKDUDFWHULQDFWLRQ  WKURXJK¿UVWSHUVRQ
narration, (4) through report by other characters, and (5) by placing the
FKDUDFWHULQDVSHFL¿FWLPHDQGSODFH
Straightforward Description
z Perhaps the most straightforward way to introduce a character is to
VLPSO\ GHVFULEH KLP RU KHU )RU H[DPSOH KHUH DUH WKH ¿UVW IHZ OLQHV
from Joseph Conrad’s /RUG-LP:
He was an inch, perhaps two, under six feet, powerfully built,
and he advanced straight at you with a slight stoop of the
VKRXOGHUV KHDG IRUZDUG DQG D ¿[HG IURPXQGHU VWDUH ZKLFK
made you think of a charging bull. His voice was deep, loud,
and his manner displayed a kind of dogged self-assertion
which had nothing aggressive in it. … He was spotlessly
neat, appareled in immaculate white from shoes to hat, and
in the various Eastern ports where he got his living as a shipchandler’s water-clerk he was very popular. (p. 1)
z

Here, the main character comes right off the page at the reader; we see
him vividly and whole. This introduction is compelling and intriguing:
Here’s an attractive character who also has a bit of mystery about him.
In addition, the introduction sums up the main character in a nutshell:
He has something to prove to himself, and the rest of the book shows
why that’s so and how he goes about it.
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z

Conrad’s introduction is also economical. Rather than lingering over
details, it merely suggests physical attributes that evoke awkwardness—
the slight stoop of the shoulders; the deep, loud voice—and adds a few
conjectures about Jim’s character—that his manner was assertive but
not aggressive. Jim is shown to us here, not told; he is evoked.

z

1RWLFHWKDWDOWKRXJKWKLVGHVFULSWLRQLVGHWDLOHGDQGVSHFL¿FLW¶VQRWWLHG
WRDVSHFL¿FPRPHQWLQ-LP¶VOLIH1RWHWRRWKDWWKLVLVDQH[DPSOHRID
character being introduced to us from the outside in: We’re seeing how
he appears to other people, not how he seems to himself.
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A Character in Action
z $ FKDUDFWHU ZKR LV LQWURGXFHG WR XV WKURXJK D VSHFL¿F DFWLRQ FRPHV
from the book /LJKW by Eva Figes:
The sky was still dark when he opened his eyes and saw
it through the uncurtained window. He was upright within
seconds, out of the bed and had opened the window to study
the signs. It looked good to him, the dark just beginning to fade
slightly, midnight blueblack growing grey and misty, through
which he could make out the last light of a dying star. It looked
good to him, a calm pre-dawn hush without a breath of wind,
and not a shadow of cloud in the high clear sky. He took a deep
breath of air, heavy with night scents and dew on earth and
foliage. His appetite for the day thoroughly aroused, his elated
mood turned to energy, and he was into his dressing room, into
the cold bath which set his skin tingling, humming an unknown
tune under his breath. (pp. 1–2)
z
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This opening is dynamic in a way that the opening of /RUG-LP is not.
The character is in action, with all his senses awake, right from the
¿UVWVHQWHQFH$QGXQOLNHWKHRSHQLQJRI/RUG-LP, where we can only
surmise what Jim is thinking from his appearance, Figes gives us direct
access to the character’s thoughts. Although we don’t know it yet, this is
the French artist Claude Monet, and he’s just decided that this will be a
good day to paint.

z

Again, unlike the opening of /RUG -LP, this opening tells us nothing
of the man’s physical appearance and very little about his psychology.
In /RUG-LP, it’s the hint of complexity in the character that invites us
to keep reading, but in this case, it’s the character’s energy and our
curiosity to discover why he’s so engaged with the natural world that
propel us forward.

Direct Address to the Reader
z Another way to introduce a main character is to have him or her directly
address the reader. Three of the books that are often cited as the great
American novel open this way: 0RE\'LFN, 7KH*UHDW*DWVE\, and 7KH
$GYHQWXUHVRI+XFNOHEHUU\)LQQ.
z

A modern example of a novel whose narrator addresses the reader on
the opening page is Kate Christensen’s 7KH(SLFXUH¶V/DPHQW:
October 9, 2001—All the lonely people indeed. Whoever they
are, I’ve never been one of them. The lack of other people is a
balm. It’s the absence of strain and stress. I understand monks
and hermits, anyone who takes a vow of silence or lives in a farÀXQJ FDYH$QG , WKRXJKW²,KRSHGUDWKHU²WKDW,ZRXOGOLYH
this way for the rest of my life, whatever time is left to me. (p. 3)

z

In the subsequent paragraphs, we get some more information about this
narrator, Hugo Whittier, but mainly what this opening does is draw the
UHDGHULQZLWKDVSHFL¿FDQGLQWULJXLQJYRLFH:HVHHLPPHGLDWHO\WKDW
the character is literate and erudite; that he not only prefers his own
company, but he harbors an active hostility to other people; and that he’s
something of a fatalist, who doesn’t expect to live much longer.

z

With these types of introductions, the paragraphs that follow the opening
OLQHV VWDUW WR ¿OO LQ GHWDLOV DERXW WKH FKDUDFWHU¶V KLVWRU\ DQG FXUUHQW
situation, but what draws us in is the fact that we’re hearing individual
people tell us their stories in a way that only they can. Even if we don’t
know what they look like or see them in action right away, we know
we’re hearing from a unique individual.
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Introduction by Report
z Another way to introduce a character is through the eyes of other
characters. Jim in /RUG -LP is one character introduced in this way.
William Faulkner also introduces Miss Emily in this way in his story “A
Rose for Emily”:
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When Miss Emily Grierson died, our whole town went to her
funeral: the men through a sort of respectful affection for a
fallen monument, the women mostly out of curiosity to see the
inside of her house, which no one save an old man-servant—a
combined gardener and cook—had seen in at least ten years.
(&ROOHFWHG6WRULHV, p. 119)
z

1RWLFH WKDW WKH XQQDPHG ¿UVWSHUVRQ QDUUDWRU VSHDNV RQ EHKDOI RI D
town. After a few paragraphs that describe Miss Emily’s history and her
VWDQGRI¿VKUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKWKHWRZQZHJHWDSK\VLFDOGHVFULSWLRQRI
her. Interestingly, this description is also given from the point of view of
the entire community; this is important in the story because Miss Emily
has become an object of fascination to the townspeople.

z

Faulkner deploys vivid, even pungent details to describe Miss Emily,
comparing her appearance to that of a bloated corpse submerged in
water. This physical description foreshadows a great deal about the
character and her story without being explicit, while leaving the reader
with an extremely vivid—perhaps repulsive—visual impression.

Introduction through Time or Place
z One last way of introducing a character is by the technique of situating
KLP RU KHU LQ D VSHFL¿F WLPH RU SODFH :H VHH WKLV DSSURDFK LQ WKH
opening paragraph of Robert Stone’s $)ODJIRU6XQULVH:
Father Egan left off writing, rose from his chair and made his
way—a little unsteadily—to the bottle of Flor de Cana which
he had placed across the room from his desk. The study in
which he worked was lit by a Coleman lamp; he had turned
the mission generators off to save kerosene. The shutters were
open to receive the sea breeze and the room was cool and
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pleasant. At Freddy’s Chicken Shack up the road a wedding
party was in progress and the revelers were singing along with
the radio form Puerto Alvarado, marking the reggae beat with
their own steel drums and crockery. (p. 3)
z

This introduction relies almost entirely on the character’s
circumstances and a little bit of action rather than a description or
direct access to his thoughts. We get no physical description of Father
(JDQEXWZHNQRZIURPWKH¿UVWVHQWHQFHWKDWKH¶VDELWRIDVFKRODU
and that he’s been drinking.

z

7KH UHVW RI WKH SDUDJUDSK VD\V QRWKLQJ DERXW )DWKHU (JDQ VSHFL¿FDOO\
but, with great economy and expert handling of detail, shows us that
he lives at a mission near the sea in a Third World country. We get a
compelling portrait of a lonely, drunken priest—cut off from any
intellectual stimulation and far from home—that simultaneously uses
the setting to show us the character and the character’s point of view to
show us the setting.

z

As we’ve said, you don’t need
to write a story or a novel in the
same order as it will be read. You
can craft the meatier parts of the
FKDUDFWHU¶VVWRU\¿UVWWKHQJREDFN
and write the opening in such a
way as to foreshadow what you’ve
already written.

© creativecoopmedia/iStock/Thinkstock.

Approaches to Creating Characters
z (DFKRIWKHVHH[DPSOHVLVFRQVWUXFWHGZLWKVSHFL¿FHYRFDWLYHGHWDLOV
and more important, each introduction tells us at least one thing about
the character that turns out to be
important later on. This leads us
to the question: How much does
the writer have to know about
a character before he or she
starts writing?

Character introductions rarely rely
solely on one technique but often
combine several: introduction by
report, by physical description, and
by showing the character in action.
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z

Another method is to work out all of a character’s physical details,
history, and context in advance. Some writers even create dossiers
or journals for their major characters, crafting detailed histories and
compiling idiosyncrasies before they ever put the characters in a story.
This method may make it easier to decide what the characters are likely
to do in various situations as the plot develops.

z

Many writers follow a more indirect, exploratory, and improvisatory
process. They may start with only a little bit of information about a
character—perhaps even a single trait—rather than a full portrait, then
gradually add details as the character develops. This method enables
the writer to learn about the character in the same way that the reader
will—a little at a time, through a process of discovery.

Suggested Reading
Burroway, :ULWLQJ)LFWLRQ.
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Christensen, 7KH(SLFXUH¶V/DPHQW.
Conrad, /RUG-LP.
Faulkner, “A Rose for Emily.”
Figes, /LJKW.
Hynes, 7KH:LOG&RORQLDO%R\.
Stone, $)ODJIRU6XQULVH.

Writing Exercise
1. Choose someone, either in your personal life or in the public eye, about

whom you know a great deal; write a paragraph about this person as if
\RXZHUHLQWURGXFLQJKLPRUKHUIRUWKH¿UVWWLPHDVD¿FWLRQDOFKDUDFWHU
Bear in mind as you write that your imaginary reader is meeting this
FKDUDFWHUIRUWKH¿UVWWLPHWKXV\RXVKRXOGWKLQNDERXWZKDWVRUWRI¿UVW
impression your character makes: how he or she looks, acts, and speaks.

36

If you’re writing about someone famous, write it as if that person isn’t
famous yet. If you’re writing about someone you know personally, write
as if that person will never read it—and don’t share your results.
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Characters—Round and Flat, Major and Minor
Lecture 6

A
Lecture 6: Characters—Round and Flat, Major and Minor

s we’ve said, characters are constructed in different ways for
GLIIHUHQW VWRULHV DQG SDUW RI WKH UHDVRQ IRU WKLV LV WKDW WKH\ IXO¿OO
different functions. In some narratives, writers provide as much
detail as possible about leading characters because they are the main focus
of the story. In other narratives, the cast of characters is quite large, with
no single dominant character. This kind of story requires the writer to
sketch characters in quick, powerful strokes. Narratives also have minor
characters, who often simply introduce a plot point before they disappear.
These characters need to be useful and vivid and not much more. In this
lecture, we’ll discuss character development and the uses of different types
of characters.
Flat Characters
z 7KH GLVWLQFWLRQ EHWZHHQ URXQG DQG ÀDW FKDUDFWHUV ZDV IRUPXODWHG E\
the English novelist E. M. Forster in his book $VSHFWV RI WKH 1RYHO.
$FFRUGLQJ WR )RUVWHU ÀDW FKDUDFWHUV DUH VRPHWLPHV FDOOHG KXPRURXV
types or caricatures; their chief distinguishing feature is that they have
only one chief distinguishing feature. As Forster puts it, “They are
constructed round a single idea or quality.”
z

In 7KH $GYHQWXUHV RI +XFNOHEHUU\ )LQQ, Huck himself is round, but
KH LV VXUURXQGHG E\ FKDUDFWHUV RI YDU\LQJ GHJUHHV RI ÀDWQHVV$ JRRG
example might be Huck’s father, Pap Finn, who can be summed up in
a single sentence: He’s a mean drunk. Pap exists mainly to further the
plot: When Huck can no longer stand Pap’s abuse, he fakes his own
death and takes off down the Mississippi River with the slave Jim.

z

7KHZRUNVRI&KDUOHV'LFNHQVDUHIDPRXVO\IXOORIÀDWFKDUDFWHUVWKH
conniving and oily Uriah Heep in 'DYLG&RSSHU¿HOG; the brutal criminal
Bill Sikes in Oliver Twist; and Miss Havisham in *UHDW([SHFWDWLRQV,
who was abandoned at the altar on her wedding day and has set herself
apart from the rest of the world ever since.
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z

We might even think of such characters as the sort of people found
in sitcoms: the clueless dad, the wacky neighbor, the gay best friend,
the wisecracking child. Such characters are often just machines for
delivering or setting up jokes, and the moment they appear on screen,
ZH NQRZ H[DFWO\ ZKDW WR H[SHFW ,QGHHG LW¶V WKDW TXLFN LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ
and the sudden anticipation of something funny that often makes such
characters so popular. They may be simple and predictable, but they are
also reliably satisfying.

z

7KH VDPH LV WUXH RI ÀDW FKDUDFWHUV LQ ¿FWLRQ ³7KH JUHDW DGYDQWDJH
RI ÀDW FKDUDFWHUV´ VD\V )RUVWHU ³LV WKDW WKH\ DUH HDVLO\ UHFRJQL]HG
whenever they come in—recognized by the reader’s emotional eye.”
7KLVHDVHRIUHFRJQLWLRQLVLPSRUWDQWRQHRIWKHPRVWVLJQL¿FDQWWUDLWV
RI ÀDW FKDUDFWHUV LV WKDW ZH JHW WKH ZKROH HIIHFW RI WKHP WKH PLQXWH
they reappear. Whenever Bill Sikes reappears in Oliver Twist, we
immediately know that something bad will happen.

z

)RUVWHUDOVRQRWHVDVHFRQGDGYDQWDJHRIÀDWFKDUDFWHUV³WKDWWKH\DUH
easily remembered by the readers afterwards.” He goes on to say, “It
is a convenience for an author when he can strike with his full force at
RQFHDQGÀDWFKDUDFWHUVDUHYHU\XVHIXOWRKLPVLQFHWKH\QHYHUQHHG
reintroducing, never run away, have not to be watched for development,
and provide their own atmosphere.”

z

,W¶VLPSRUWDQWWRQRWHWKDWDÀDWFKDUDFWHUPXVWEHERWKVLPSOHDQGYLYLG
Characters who are simple but not memorable don’t really serve a purpose,
DQGFKDUDFWHUVZKRDUHYLYLGEXWQRWVLPSOHDUHQRWÀDWFKDUDFWHUV

z

.HHSLQPLQGWRRWKDWDÀDWFKDUDFWHULVQRWWKHVDPHWKLQJDVDPLQRU
character. Even minor characters can be round. George Wilson, the
working-class garage owner in 7KH*UHDW*DWVE\, appears in only a few
scenes, but late in the story, his grief after a tragic accident is one of the
most moving scenes in the novel. Someone who was just a caricature up
to that point—the clueless cuckolded husband—becomes, for a page or
two, a real human being.
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o

,W¶VDOVRWUXHWKDWÀDWFKDUDFWHUVFDQEHLPSRUWDQWWRDVWRU\0LVV
+DYLVKDPLVRQHRIWKHPRVWGLVWLQFWLYHDQGLQÀXHQWLDOFKDUDFWHUV
in *UHDW([SHFWDWLRQV, yet she never develops or changes.

o

It’s possible to have a story or a novel that is peopled entirely
ZLWKÀDWFKDUDFWHUV6KHUORFN+ROPHVLVWKHPDMRUFKDUDFWHULQ
$UWKXU&RQDQ'R\OH¶VVWRULHVEXWKHLVXVXDOO\ÀDWSURGXFLQJ
the same effect nearly every time he appears. Holmes is also
SURRIWKDWÀDWFKDUDFWHUVDUHQRWQHFHVVDULO\VLPSOHRUVNHWFK\
but can be quite detailed.

Round Characters
z 7KHFORVHVW)RUVWHUFRPHVWRGH¿QLQJURXQGFKDUDFWHUVLVWRVD\³7KH
test of a round character is whether it is capable of surprising in a
FRQYLQFLQJZD\,ILWQHYHUVXUSULVHVLWLVÀDW,ILWGRHVQRWFRQYLQFHLW
LVDÀDWSUHWHQGLQJWREHURXQG´7KHYHU\QDWXUHRIURXQGFKDUDFWHUVLV
encapsulated in the metaphor we use to describe them: They curve up
DQGDZD\IURPWKHÀDWSDJHLQWRWKUHHGLPHQVLRQV7KH\KDYHGLIIHUHQW
VLGHV DQG DVSHFWV XQOLNH ÀDW FKDUDFWHUV ZKR DSSHDU WKH VDPH IURP
every angle.
z
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Round characters are also richer, deeper, more mysterious, and more
XQSUHGLFWDEOH WKDQ ÀDW FKDUDFWHUV 7KH\ FDQ GR DOO WKH WKLQJV D ÀDW
character can do—come vividly to life, be memorable and instantly
recognizable, and be engaging and entertaining—but they can also
surprise, delight, and disappoint us in the same way as real people.
Further, as Forster notes, they don’t just surprise us, but they surprise us
in a convincing way.
o Flat characters can be surprising, but they provide the sort of
PHFKDQLFDOVXUSULVHZH¿QGLQDP\VWHU\RUDVS\QRYHOZKHUH
a trustworthy character suddenly turns out to be the murderer
or the double agent. Although this kind of a surprise can be
effective, it also sometimes comes across as a kind of cheating,
and our response can sometimes be a groan or a roll of the eyes.

o

In contrast, the kind of surprise we get from a round character
should evoke both shock and the strong feeling of inevitability.
The reader thinks, “Of course! I should have seen that coming.”
When a round character surprises us, we’re delighted or moved
LQ ZD\V WKDW ÀDW FKDUDFWHUV FDQ¶W PDQDJH²E\ VXGGHQ DFWV RI
kindness or cruelty that we didn’t expect but that we believe
the moment we see them. Round characters can also break our
KHDUWVLQZD\VWKDWÀDWFKDUDFWHUVFDQ¶WE\GLVDSSRLQWLQJXVLQ
a lifelike way.

o

Round characters should be both surprising and inevitable
so that whatever happens to them is probably the only way
things could have turned out—not because of circumstance
QHFHVVDULO\ EXW EHFDXVH WKHLU RZQ FRPSOH[ ÀDZHG QDWXUHV
drove them to it.

z

$V PHQWLRQHG LQ DQ HDUOLHU OHFWXUH ¿FWLRQDO SHRSOH DUH GLIIHUHQW IURP
real people because we can know what they’re thinking, which is
SHUKDSV DQRWKHU GH¿QLWLRQ RI URXQGQHVV 7KLV LV WKH FDVH HYHQ LI WKH
writer never actually shows us what the character is thinking, as long
as the potential for the writer to show us is present. By the same token,
characters may be round as long as they have the potential to change,
even if they never actually do. Some of the most heartbreaking people in
¿FWLRQDUHURXQGHGFKDUDFWHUVZKRIRUZKDWHYHUUHDVRQORVHWKHLUQHUYH
or are defeated by circumstance.

z

7KH FRPSOH[LW\ RU URXQGQHVV RI D FKDUDFWHU LVQ¶W QHFHVVDULO\ GH¿QHG
HQWLUHO\ E\ SV\FKRORJ\ EXW FDQ EH GH¿QHG E\ FLUFXPVWDQFHV DV ZHOO
Mrs. Dalloway is round because we are inside her mind at every
moment, listening to her private thoughts. In a series of detective novels
by Denise Mina, we see inside the mind of the main character, Paddy
Meehan, but much of the richness of that character comes from her
circumstances—from Mina’s skillful evocation of the dank, melancholy
world of working-class Glasgow in the 1970s and 1980s.
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z

Flat characters want only one simple thing: Sherlock Holmes wants to
solve a mystery; Miss Havisham wants revenge against men. Round
characters, in contrast, want something complicated, ineffable, or
DPELJXRXV 7KH\ PD\ EH FRQÀLFWHG
about what they want, often to the
point that they have no clear idea
what they’re actually looking for.

z

With Anna Karenina, for example,
not only is it hard for the reader to
pin down what’s driving her, but
Anna herself can’t articulate exactly
what’s lacking in her life. She
wants her lover, Count Vronsky,
yet having him doesn’t satisfy
her. Her desperation grows as the
costs of leaving her husband and
losing her child mount up. There’s
something unreachable in Anna that
makes her frustrating, poignant, and
supremely human.

© Szepy/iStock/Thinkstock.
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&KDUDFWHUVDQG&RQÀLFW
z 3HUKDSVWKHPRVWLPSRUWDQWGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQÀDWDQGURXQGFKDUDFWHUV
KDVWRGRZLWKWKHLGHDRIFRQÀLFWLQ¿FWLRQ$XVHIXOJHQHUDOL]DWLRQKHUH
is that all characters want something or are driven by something; all
characters have something at stake in the narrative.

By including a bit of description
IRUÀDWFKDUDFWHUV²³DVRXU
waiter brought her a cup
of coffee”—you hint at the
possibility of a richer, fuller
world in your work.

Character Development
z Distinctions between major and
minor characters offer us a number of
insights into character development.
First of all, minor characters receive
less space and attention in a narrative than major characters do. You
don’t need a complicated backstory for a waiter to bring your main
character a cup of coffee, although you may want to add a hint of
description to give that waiter a bit of substance.
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z

$VIRUWKHGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQURXQGDQGÀDW\RXPD\QRWQRWLFHZKLFK
a character is until after you’ve created him or her, but at some point,
you should think deliberately about the function of each character,
PDMRURUPLQRUÀDWRUURXQGLQ\RXUQDUUDWLYH
o Whether you construct characters in advance or let them
develop organically as you write the narrative, at some
point, you will come to a visceral understanding of how your
FKDUDFWHUV¿JXUHLQWKHVWRU\DQGKRZVLPSOHRUFRPSOH[WKHLU
desires are.
o

You may discover that a character you originally conceived of
as round and complex actually functions only to move the plot
DORQJ,QWKDWFDVH\RXKDYHDÀDWFKDUDFWHUDQG\RXFDQGUDIW
or revise your story to ensure that he or she is memorable but
without constructing a detailed backstory.

o

You may also discover that a character you meant to be minor
turns out to be rounder and more important than you originally
thought. If that’s the case, you can make the introduction of
that character a little fuller so that his or her reappearance in
the story seems believable.

Suggested Reading
Dickens, *UHDW([SHFWDWLRQV.
Fitzgerald, 7KH*UHDW*DWVE\.
Forster, $VSHFWVRIWKH1RYHO.
Mina, )LHOGRI%ORRG.
Twain, 7KH$GYHQWXUHVRI+XFNOHEHUU\)LQQ.
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Writing Exercise
1. Using a story you like or a completed draft of one of your own stories,
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OLVWDOOWKHFKDUDFWHUVDQGGHVFULEHZKDWHDFKFKDUDFWHUZDQWVDVEULHÀ\
as possible. Using only what the story itself says about the character,
\RXVKRXOGEHDEOHWRGHWHUPLQHTXLFNO\ZKRLVÀDWYHUVXVURXQGDQG
who is major versus minor. Sherlock Holmes’s entry might say, “He
wants to solve the crime and impress everyone with his brilliance.”
Anna Karenina’s entry might say, “She wants the sort of passion from
another man that she’s never had from her husband, but in truth, she
GRHVQ¶W UHDOO\ NQRZ ZKDW VKH ZDQWV´ ,I \RX ¿QG \RXUVHOI SDXVLQJ
over one of your own characters and wondering what he or she wants
to do, you may discover that you have some additional work to do in
character development.
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The Mechanics of Writing Dialogue
Lecture 7

A

V ZH VDZ LQ DQ HDUOLHU OHFWXUH ¿FWLRQDO SHRSOH DUH RIWHQ PRUH
memorable than real people because they are less complicated and
PRUHYLYLG%\WKHVDPHWRNHQGLDORJXHLQ¿FWLRQFDQEHPRUHYLYLG
and memorable than real speech because it is more focused and coherent than
UHDO VSHHFK )XUWKHU LQ ¿FWLRQ GLDORJXH KDV D SXUSRVH²XVXDOO\ WR HYRNH
character, advance the plot, or provide exposition—while real-life dialogue
LVRIWHQUDPEOLQJLQFRKHUHQWRUGXOO,QWKLV¿UVWOHFWXUHRQGLDORJXHZH¶OO
talk about the mechanics of writing dialogue and some basic techniques for
using dialogue tags and for mixing speech, action, and exposition.
Rules of Dialogue
z The mechanical rules of dialogue, including frequent paragraph breaks
and the use of quotation marks, serve two fundamental purposes: to
separate direct quotations by the characters from the rest of the narrative
and to clarify for the reader just who is speaking at any given time. Some
excellent writers have ignored these conventions in writing dialogue, but
in most cases, using nonstandard formats or punctuation for dialogue is
not worth the extra effort it requires from the reader to interpret the text.
z

7KH¿UVWUXOHIRUZULWLQJGLDORJXHLVWKDWDOOGLUHFWTXRWDWLRQVVKRXOGEH
set apart from the rest of the text by quotation marks, and the second
rule is that every time a new character speaks or the speaker changes,
WKDW ¿UVW OLQH RI GLDORJXH VKRXOG EH VHW DSDUW ZLWK D SDUDJUDSK EUHDN
Also, the beginning of a direct quotation should always begin with a
capital letter.

z

In its most basic form, a GLDORJXHWDJ is simply the name of a character
or a pronoun standing in for the name, plus some variation of the verb
VD\: “He said,” “Bob exclaimed,” and so on. The rules for punctuating
dialogue tags can be a little tricky.
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o

Because the dialogue tag is not part of the actual quotation, it
should never be included within the quotation marks.

o

Sometimes a dialogue tag comes in the middle of the quoted
VHQWHQFHZKHQWKDWKDSSHQVWKH¿UVWKDOIRIWKHTXRWDWLRQLV
set off by a comma and a quotation mark, the dialogue tag is
followed with a comma, and the second half of the sentence
begins with a quotation mark and a lowercase letter.

o

If a dialogue tag appears between two complete sentences, then
the dialogue tag ends with a period, and the second sentence
starts with a capital letter.

Lecture 7: The Mechanics of Writing Dialogue

Reasons for Dialogue Tags
z In general, dialogue tags are necessary for three reasons: (1) to introduce
DFKDUDFWHUZKRLVVSHDNLQJIRUWKH¿UVWWLPH  WRLGHQWLI\WKHVSHDNHUV
when two or more people are speaking, or (3) to get across necessary
information or a bit context that isn’t clear from the dialogue itself, such
as exactly how someone is saying something. Let’s look at these three
reasons in turn.
z

$GLDORJXHWDJLVXVHGZKHQ\RX¶UHLQWURGXFLQJDFKDUDFWHUIRUWKH¿UVW
time or returning to a character at the beginning of a new chapter or
scene. However, a dialogue tag may be unnecessary in some situations,
such as a scene with a single character who is calling for help. A
dialogue tag may also be deferred for dramatic effect, although there’s
XVXDOO\WKHH[SHFWDWLRQWKDWWKHVSHDNHUZLOOEHLGHQWL¿HGIDLUO\TXLFNO\

z

The second reason for using dialogue tags is to identify speakers when
two or more people are talking. The usual practice here is to identify
HDFKVSHDNHUZLWKKLVRUKHU¿UVWOLQHRIGLDORJXHWKRXJKDJDLQWKHUH
can be exceptions. If you have more than two speakers in a scene, you
will have to use more dialogue tags to keep them straight for the reader.

z

The third use of dialogue tags requires more judgment and skill
WKDQWKH¿UVWWZREXWLVMXVWDVHVVHQWLDOXVLQJWDJVWRSURYLGHVRPH
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o

If you don’t want
the declaration to be
ambiguous, you can
clarify it by adding
a more descriptive
verb or an adverb:
“‘I love you,’ she
sobbed”; “‘I love
you,’
she
said
casually.” Instead of
altering the dialogue
tag, you might also
italicize one or
more of the words
in the dialogue to
show the speaker’s
emphasis: “‘I love
you,’ she said”; “‘I
love you,’ she said.”

© Fuse/Thinkstock.

context or nuance that isn’t conveyed by the dialogue itself or to
clear up an ambiguity.
o Consider this simple example: “‘I love you,’ she said.” In most
cases, the context for this statement is likely to be clear from
the narrative, but it is easy to imagine situations in which that
statement could be spoken in multiple ways by a character or
understood in multiple ways by the reader.

If you have a conversation between two
characters that goes on for less than a
page, you can probably get away with
identifying the speakers at the beginning,
then not mentioning them again.

Using Dialogue Tags
z Another rule of thumb for
dialogue tags is to use them
sparingly and keep them as simple as possible. The more you can rely
on the speech of the characters to convey the emotion and reveal who’s
saying what, the better. In fact, in general, you should use dialogue tags
only when it would otherwise be impossible to tell who is speaking or
ZKHQWKHFRQWH[WQHHGVFODUL¿FDWLRQ
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z

Keep in mind, however, that you shouldn’t be too sparing with dialogue
tags. On the one hand, you don’t want to be obtrusive or redundant, but
on the other hand, you don’t want the reader to get confused. You want
to strike a balance between letting the characters’ actual words carry the
weight of the conversation and risking that the reader will lose track of
who’s saying what.

z

Even if only two people are talking, a dialogue tag may be necessary
later in the conversation, especially if it goes on for a long time and isn’t
broken up with much action or exposition.
o Crime stories, for example, often feature long conversations in
which an investigator asks a suspect or witness a long series
of questions. Some writers introduce the two characters at the
start, then dispense with dialogue tags entirely, assuming that
it’s clear from the dialogue who’s asking questions and who’s
answering them.
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o

z

However, even if the writer is careful to distinguish between
the two speakers at the start of a long exchange, at times,
readers can get confused about who’s speaking. In these cases,
it’s helpful for the writer to include a dialogue tag every few
lines as a signpost for readers.

Again, when you use dialogue tags, keep them as simple as possible,
avoiding excessive description or explanation. It may be helpful to
use a stronger verb or an adverb in some instances, but in general, the
dialogue itself should carry as much of the meaning as possible, without
unnecessary help. “‘You’re a clumsy idiot,’ said the coach” is probably
clear enough without any extra emphasis; “‘You’re a clumsy idiot,’
said the coach disparagingly” is unnecessary, given that the coach is
obviously disparaging his listener.

Interweaving Dialogue Tags with Narrative
z The most graceful way to write dialogue is not to separate it from
the rest of the narrative but to interweave the two. In real life, people
don’t always stop what they’re doing to talk to each other but carry on
conversations while doing other things. Further, each participant in real48

life conversations takes note of the other person’s facial expressions,
gestures, and body language. Dialogue usually works best when it is an
integral part of a scene that combines the thoughts, actions, and speech
of the characters.
z

Consider a dialogue passage from the novel Next, in which the main
character, Kevin, an academic editor, is meeting with Eileen, the
professor who has just become his new boss. In the following bare bones
version of this passage, with just the speech and no action or description,
it’s obvious that Eileen is being imperious and condescending, while
Kevin is nervous and defensive.
“I’ve seen you at the gym,” Eileen said.
“Yes,” Kevin said.
“I assume that’s your lunch hour?”
“Yeah, I play a pickup game with some guys two, three days
a week.”


³6RWKHJDPHLWVHOIODVWVZKDWIRUW\¿YHPLQXWHV"´
“Maybe a little less.”
“So by the time you walk over there, change your clothes,
ZDUPXSSOD\WKHJDPHVKRZHUDQGZDONEDFNWR\RXURI¿FH
that’s what? An hour and a quarter? An hour and a half?”
“Come on, Eileen, I see you at the gym all the time.”
“I’m not on the clock. May I call you Kevin?”
“Of course.”
“Kevin, you’re not salaried like I’m salaried. Do we understand
each other?”
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“Perfectly.”
“I’ll look over your budget, and we’ll have a talk about it,
soon,” said Eileen.
z

,Q D PRUH ÀHVKHGRXW YHUVLRQ RI WKH VDPH SDVVDJH WKH GLDORJXH LV
integrated with the setting, the physical presence of the two characters,
and Kevin’s thoughts as Eileen dresses him down. Again, the exchange
begins as follows:
“I’ve seen you at the gym,” she said, still standing.
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“Yes.” Kevin brightened—she remembers me!
z

With just a bit more description of the action and a glimpse into Kevin’s
thoughts, even these two lines give us subtle cues that the conversation
won’t end well: The fact that Eileen remains standing should be a
warning sign for Kevin, but he misreads her mood and “brightens,”
thinking that she remembers him from the gym. He obviously didn’t
expect her to remember him but thinks the fact that they both use the
gym might serve as common ground between them.

z

As the second version progresses, we learn, through some simple details,
that Eileen can be cold, at least with a subordinate: She speaks with “icy
politesse,” and she looks at Kevin with “glacially blue eyes.” We also
infer that she has little respect for Kevin from the fact that she continues
WRVRUWWKURXJKWKHFDUSHWVZDWFKHVIRUKHUQHZRI¿FHZKLOHVKHWDONVWR
him. Indeed, her gestures act as a counterpoint to the dialogue, showing
her physically judging something as she verbally judges Kevin.

z

We learn more about Kevin in the second version. Because the novel
is told from his point of view, we have access to Kevin’s thoughts, and
as the dialogue progresses, we don’t have to infer his growing anxiety
about his meeting with his new boss, but we can see it happening in
real time. The dialogue and Kevin’s internal monologue reinforce
each other.
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z

,Q WKH ¿UVW YHUVLRQ ZLWK WKH GLDORJXH DORQH ZH DUH ZLWQHVVLQJ D
conversation, but in the second version, we are participating in it, at
least from Kevin’s point of view. We feel that he starts to feel smaller
under Eileen’s icy gaze, and we feel him vibrating with repressed rage
DV KH OHDYHV WKH RI¿FH 7KDW HIIHFW LV WKH UHVXOW RI LQWHUZHDYLQJ WKH
dialogue with visual cues, physical sensations, and access to at least one
character’s thoughts.

Suggested Reading
Faulkner, 7KH6RXQGDQGWKH)XU\.
Hynes, Next.
McCarthy, %ORRG0HULGLDQ.
———, 7KH5RDG.

Writing Exercise
1. Write out a dialogue, perhaps half a page or a page, between two people

who are at cross purposes to each other: one is in love and the other
isn’t, for example, or one wants something that the other doesn’t want
WRJLYHXS,QWKH¿UVW YHUVLRQZULWHWKHGLDORJXHOLNHDSOD\ZLWKQR
dialogue tags or even the names of the characters—just the dialogue
itself. Then, add layers to that initial dialogue. Try a version with basic
dialogue tags, then a version with slightly more descriptive dialogue
tags, then a version with some action and physical description, then a
version with access to the characters’ thoughts, and so on. Each version
will likely have a very different effect. Depending on what effect you
prefer, choose the version that you think is best.
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I
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QRXU¿UVWOHFWXUHDERXWGLDORJXHZHVDLGWKDWVSHHFKLQ¿FWLRQQRPDWWHU
how rambling, digressive, elaborate, or colorful, must serve a purpose,
and that, generally speaking, we can categorize those purposes as
evoking character, telling the story, and providing exposition. In this lecture,
we’ll talk in more detail about how dialogue can serve those purposes and
DERXW¿QGLQJWKHEDODQFHEHWZHHQGLDORJXHDQGRWKHUSDUWVRIWKHQDUUDWLYH
Some stories and novels are made up almost entirely of dialogue, while some
stories use it only as a seasoning. Deciding just how much, how often, and
how effectively your characters speak will also help you decide just what
sort of story you’re writing.
Dialogue to Evoke Character
z Character is evoked by a variety of techniques used together or in
close succession, including description, action, dialogue, interior
monologue, and so on. Although dialogue doesn’t always bear the
brunt of characterization, it’s not unusual for individual characters to
speak in distinctive ways. Dickens, for example, is known for his
colorful secondary characters, who often use catchphrases or speak in a
particular dialect. George R. R. Martin, who has proven to be a sort of
a latter-day Dickens, also uses this technique with the characters in his
fantasy series $6RQJRI,FHDQG)LUH.
z

It’s perhaps more common for a character to have a distinctive pattern
of speech than an oft-repeated catchphrase. The perpetually debtridden Mr. Micawber in Dickens’s 'DYLG &RSSHU¿HOG, for example, is
distinguished by his comically elaborate way of expressing himself.
This technique works well in narratives where the characters are a bit
more extreme than they might be in a more realistic narrative.

z

In the 19th century, many writers used dialect, with the result that much
19thFHQWXU\¿FWLRQLVQRZXQUHDGDEOH,Q'UDFXOD, for example, there’s
a long, almost incomprehensible passage in which Bram Stoker tries
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to reproduce the accent of an old sailor from Yorkshire. The use of
dialect, as in Mark Twain’s +XFNOHEHUU\)LQQ or Zora Neale Hurston’s
7KHLU (\HV :HUH :DWFKLQJ *RG, can also come across as offensive
or stereotypical.
o 7KHSUREOHPZLWKGLDOHFWWKHQLVWZRIROG,W¶VRIWHQGLI¿FXOW
to follow, and unless the entire work is written in dialect (as
+XFNOHEHUU\ )LQQ is, for example), dialect can set certain
VSHDNHUVDSDUWDV³QRWQRUPDO´ZLWKWKHUHVXOWWKDWLW¶VGLI¿FXOW
for readers to think of them as fully human.
o

Today, most writers evoke dialect in a more subtle fashion,
relying on word choice and variations in grammar and syntax
to suggest regional speech or social class, rather than trying to
reproduce it in every detail. Consider Toni Morrison’s %HORYHG,
a novel about an African American family in the aftermath
of the Civil War. The characters speak a straightforward,
conversational, modern English, with just an occasional hint of
slang or nonstandard syntax or grammar to suggest their race,
social class, and era.

$V PHQWLRQHG HDUOLHU SHRSOH LQ ¿FWLRQ JHQHUDOO\ KDYH VRPHWKLQJ DW
stake or something they want, and the best way to evoke character
with dialogue is to have them
express what they want, though
not necessarily directly. In
other words, creating effective
dialogue for a character involves
inhabiting
that
character’s
point of view, not necessarily
reproducing an accent or a
particular pattern of speech.

z

It’s also true that characters
sometimes just talk—not about
what they want or about the
situation they’re in—but about
something tangential or even

© Comstock Images/Stockbyte/Thinkstock.

z

Creating a character’s speech is less
about reproducing a real-life dialect
and more about who that character
is and how his or her speech might
UHÀHFWWKHLPPHGLDWHVLWXDWLRQD
nervous character, for example, may
stammer or ramble.
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completely unrelated, and the sound of their voices serves to evoke the
speaker and the milieu.
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Dialogue to Tell the Story
z George V. Higgins’s 7KH )ULHQGV RI (GGLH &R\OH tells the story of an
armed robbery and its aftermath mainly through a series of monologues
and conversations, some of which read almost like a play by Samuel
Beckett. Many crime narratives or detective stories are told almost
entirely through dialogue; the modern master of this was Elmore
Leonard, the author of *HW6KRUW\ and many other books.
z

Mystery narratives often consist of two stories told in tandem, namely,
the story of the investigation, which is usually chronological, and the
story of the events leading up to the crime, which the reader usually gets
in bits and pieces from dialogue as the detective listens to statements
from witnesses or suspects. Many, if not most, of the Sherlock Holmes
stories are structured this way, as is 7KH0DOWHVH)DOFRQ, which consists
almost entirely of scenes in which characters argue, plead, and negotiate
with each other.

z

+RZHYHU LW LVQ¶W MXVW FULPH ¿FWLRQ WKDW XVHV GLDORJXH WR PRYH WKH
SORW DORQJ $QRWKHU GLDORJXH¿OOHG QRYHO LV -DQH $XVWHQ¶V 3ULGH DQG
3UHMXGLFH, in which many of the most important encounters and
incidents take place in conversation. In one scene at a ball, the novel’s
KHURLQH (OL]DEHWK %HQQHW ¿QGV KHUVHOI GDQFLQJ DJDLQVW KHU ZLOO ZLWK
Mr. Darcy, the novel’s haughty leading man, and the two verbally spar
with each other for three pages.

z

,W¶V LPSRUWDQW WR QRWH WKDW QRW HYHU\ FRQYHUVDWLRQ LQ ¿FWLRQ LV D
FRPSHWLWLRQRUDUJXPHQW$VZH¶YHVDLGSHRSOHLQ¿FWLRQVSHDNWRHDFK
RWKHUIRUDOOWKHUHDVRQVSHRSOHLQUHDOOLIHGRDQGSHRSOHLQ¿FWLRQDUH
just as capable of misdirection, confusion, and reticence as real people
are. Some of the greatest scenes in literature feature characters who
are not actually talking about what’s at stake in the scene but about
something else entirely. Dialogue can hide a character’s intent as well as
show it, and often, the meaning of a dialogue is more present in what the
characters don’t say rather than in what they do.
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z

o

A wonderful example is from part 6 of Tolstoy’s $QQD
.DUHQLQD, at the start of chapter 5, in which two minor
characters, a middle-aged man named Sergei Ivanovich and a
middle-aged woman named Varenka, are picking mushrooms
in the forest. Each is in love with the other, and not only is
Sergei working up his nerve to ask for Varenka’s hand, but
Varenka is expecting him to propose at any moment.

o

At the crucial moment, Sergei loses his nerve. Instead of
proposing to Varenka, he asks her the difference between
two types of mushrooms. With that question and Varenka’s
response, both characters realize that the marriage will never
take place. Perhaps the most heartbreaking feature of the scene
is the fact that the dialogue has nothing to do with what’s really
on the characters’ minds. They’re thinking about love, but
they’re talking about mushrooms.

o

Even though the dialogue itself does not actually address the
matter at hand or directly express any of the repressed emotion,
it’s crucial to the devastating effect of the scene. In fact, the
scene would not work without it. What makes the scene work
is that the intensity of the characters’ private emotions is
immediately juxtaposed on the page with their banal statements
about mushrooms.

Such oblique use of dialogue has become even more subtle in
FRQWHPSRUDU\VKRUW¿FWLRQ$QH[SHUWSUDFWLWLRQHURIWKLVWHFKQLTXHLVWKH
Nobel Prize–winning Canadian writer Alice Munro. Her story “Walker
Brothers Cowboy” is about a married salesman named Ben who takes
his two children with him one day into rural Ontario, where he stops at
the house of a woman named Nora whom he hasn’t seen in years.
o The story is narrated in the present tense by the man’s daughter,
but the voice is clearly that of an adult looking back on a
situation she didn’t understand when it took place. Near the
end of the story, Nora plays a phonograph record and makes
the narrator, Ben’s unnamed daughter, dance with her. Nora
then stands in front of Ben and asks him to dance.
55
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o

Munro’s narrator never directly says, “This woman was an old
ÀDPHRIP\IDWKHU¶VDQGQRZVKHZDQWVKLPEDFN´EXWLQVWHDG
Munro allows us to experience the situation as the narrator did,
picking up the cues from what she hears and observes: the way
Nora begs Ben to dance with her and the way he refuses, the
way Nora’s arms hang “loose and hopeful” and her face shines
with delight.

o

Unlike the more direct and instrumental dialogue in 7KH
0DOWHVH )DOFRQ or 3ULGH DQG 3UHMXGLFH, where characters
speak directly to the matter at hand, and unlike the scene in
$QQD .DUHQLQD, where Tolstoy makes the subtext explicit by
telling us what the characters are thinking, Munro’s dialogue
is oblique, carrying a great deal of emotion but stopping just
short of addressing its root cause.

Dialogue to Provide Exposition
z The most mechanical use to which dialogue can be put is to provide
exposition, that is, to have one character explain the backstory or impart
some necessary information, ostensibly to another character but, in
reality, to the reader. When it’s done stylishly and evokes character at
the same time, this technique can be quite entertaining.
z

One expert practitioner of expository dialogue is the novelist Elmore
Leonard. His novel &XED/LEUH is about an American who gets caught up
LQWKH6SDQLVK$PHULFDQ:DULQ,QWKH¿UVWFKDSWHURIWKHQRYHO
two of the major characters, a couple of cowboys who are planning
to ship some horses to Cuba, talk about the deal. In the course of the
GLDORJXHWKH\¿OOLQWKHLURZQEDFNVWRULHVDQGSURYLGHDTXLFNDQGGLUW\
history of the war in Cuba.

z

Leonard’s approach in the scene is relatively painless, but it’s not as
seamless or engrossing as the rest of the book. In fact, we’ve all read
ERRNV RU VHHQ PRYLHV LQ ZKLFK DQ HVSHFLDOO\ ÀDW PLQRU FKDUDFWHU
appears to explain the backstory, then disappears, never to be heard
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from again. The sole function of Dr. Mortimer in Conan Doyle’s 7KH
+RXQGRIWKH%DVNHUYLOOHV, for example, is to appear from time to time
and explain things.
z

There are three alternative methods to trying to shoehorn exposition
into dialogue.
o The simplest of these is to violate the “show, don’t tell” rule and
provide the information directly to the reader in the narration
itself. Some authors write a dramatic opening chapter or two to
GUDZWKHUHDGHULQWKHQSXWWKHPDLQQDUUDWLYHRQKROGWR¿OOLQ
the background on the main character.
o

,I\RXUVWRU\LVWROGLQWKH¿UVWSHUVRQDQGWKHQDUUDWRULVSULY\
to the information you need to get across, you can have him or
KHU¿OOLQWKHEDFNJURXQGGLUHFWO\

o

If the information must come from a particular character at a
particular moment in the story, you might use LQGLUHFWGLDORJXH,
which is a summary of what a character has said, without using
his or her exact words.

Suggested Reading
Austen, 3ULGHDQG3UHMXGLFH.
Dickens, 'DYLG&RSSHU¿HOG.
Hammett, 7KH0DOWHVH)DOFRQ.
Higgins, 7KH)ULHQGVRI(GGLH&R\OH.
Leonard, &XED/LEUH.
Morrison, %HORYHG.
Munro, “Walker Brothers Cowboy.”
Tolstoy, $QQD.DUHQLQD.

57

Writing Exercise
1. Without invading the participants’ privacy, take a fragment of real-life
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conversation—one you may have been party to or a brief exchange you
may have overheard—and try to construct a more lengthy and detailed
dialogue out of it. The conversation could be something as banal as one
person asking, “Is this seat taken?” and the other replying, “No, it isn’t,”
RU LW FRXOG EH IUHLJKWHG ZLWK VLJQL¿FDQFH VXFK DV RQH ZRPDQ VD\LQJ
to another, “So what did you tell him?” and the other woman saying,
³,WROGKLPQR´:KDWHYHUIUDJPHQW\RXXVHVWDUWE\¿JXULQJRXWZKDW
the next line would be, then try to spin as much out of it as you can,
incorporating a variety of the uses to which dialogue can be put. In other
words, starting with just two overheard lines, use dialogue to create a
couple of characters and tell a story.
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And Then—Turning a Story into a Plot
Lecture 9

A

s noted earlier in the course, literature is the creation of order out of
chaos—the creation of meaning and structure out of reality, which
is otherwise meaningless and without structure. We’ve already seen
VHYHUDO ZD\V LQ ZKLFK ¿FWLRQ LPSRVHV RUGHU RQ FKDRV :KHQ ZH HYRNH D
person, a scene, or a situation, we select the details that best get across what
we want the reader to see and understand. When we write dialogue, we
suggest real speech without actually reproducing it, thus imposing purpose
RQVSHHFK%XWSHUKDSVWKHPRVWREYLRXVZD\WKDW¿FWLRQLPSRVHVRUGHURQ
chaos is through the creation of stories and plots, which will be the subject of
WKLVDQGWKHQH[W¿YHOHFWXUHV
Introduction to Plot
z Given the prevalence of stories in all human cultures and in our own
personal lives, it’s easy to think that stories occur naturally in the world,
like fruit hanging from a tree, and that all a writer has to do is pluck
them. But the reality is more complicated than that.
z

,IOLWHUDWXUHLVWKHFUHDWLRQRIRUGHURXWRIFKDRVLWIROORZVWKDWDOO¿FWLRQ
KDVDVWUXFWXUH(YHQIRUQDUUDWLYHZRUNVWKDWGRQ¶WKDYHSORWVDOO¿FWLRQ
can be broken down into a few fundamental components: a situation or
FRQWH[WDWOHDVWRQHFKDUDFWHUDFRQÀLFWRIVRPHVRUWDQGDUHVROXWLRQ
WRWKDWFRQÀLFW$OOWKHVHHOHPHQWVDUHLQH[WULFDEO\OLQNHGLQHYHU\ZRUN
RI¿FWLRQDQGLI\RX¶UHPLVVLQJRQHRIWKHP\RXUQDUUDWLYHZRQ¶WZRUN

z

The initial situation needs to be dramatically productive, that is, it
QHHGVWREHDVLWXDWLRQWKDWZLOOSURGXFHDFRQÀLFWDQGWKHFKDUDFWHURU
characters need to have some sort of relationship to that situation. The
FRQÀLFWFDQEHH[WHUQDOWRWKHFKDUDFWHURULWFDQEHDQLQWHUQDOFRQÀLFW
ZLWKLQ WKH FKDUDFWHU DQG WKH UHVROXWLRQ PXVW UHVROYH WKDW FRQÀLFW LQ
some believable and dramatically satisfying way, though not necessarily
happily or pleasantly.
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z

$OO¿FWLRQPXVWDOVRSRVVHVVDTXDOLW\WKDWWKHZULWHUDQGWHDFKHU-RKQ
*DUGQHUFDOOHG³SURÀXHQFH´ZKLFKKHGH¿QHGDVWKHIHHOLQJ\RXKDYH
when you’re reading a novel or short story that you’re getting someplace.
Another way to think of this quality is as forward momentum.
o Whether it’s a highly plotted, complicated story, such as *DPH
RI7KURQHV, or a modernist, plotless masterpiece, such as Mrs.
'DOORZD\, a book or story needs to give the reader a reason to
keep turning pages.
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o

3URÀXHQFH GRHVQ¶W QHFHVVDULO\ PHDQ WKDW D VWRU\ KDV D SORW
per se; there are other reasons besides plot to keep reading.
Sometimes, you read to gain a deeper understanding of the
central character, as is the case in Anton Chekhov’s plotless
story “The Kiss.” Or you might read simply to inhabit a strange
and richly detailed world or to enjoy an author’s writing style.

'H¿QLQJPlot
z Although our culture is dominated by the traditional narrative structure,
some writers remain uneasy with the idea of plot. John Gardner, in his
book 7KH$UWRI)LFWLRQ, called plotting “the hardest job a writer has.” E.
M. Forster wrote that a story “can only have one merit: that of making
the audience want to know what happens next. And conversely, it can
only have one fault: that of making the audience not want to know what
happens next.” As we’ll see, however, creating an engrossing plot is one
of the most satisfying things a writer can do and no more arbitrary an act
than creating characters.
z
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7KLQN EDFN WR WKH VWRU\ ZH FRQFRFWHG LQ RXU ¿UVW OHFWXUH DERXW 6DUDK
and Brad, the couple at the baseball game whose marriage was on the
rocks. We could take that same situation and tell it from any number of
different points of view—Sarah’s, Brad’s, a mutual friend’s, even from
a godlike, omniscient point of view. We could also play with the order
of events, telling the story in a strictly chronological fashion or starting
from the moment when Sarah tells Brad she’s unhappy, then showing
WKHLUSUHYLRXVUHODWLRQVKLSLQÀDVKEDFNV

Done well, each version of Sarah and Brad’s story could be satisfying
and meaningful, yet each would be completely different from all the
others. Plotting is an incredibly powerful tool, but like any powerful
WRRO LW¶V GLI¿FXOW WR KDQGOH ,I \RX GRQ¶W WDNH HQRXJK FRQWURO RYHU LW
your plot will seem loose and formless, with no forward momentum—a
series of events that has no particular importance or obvious meaning.
But if you use narrative too forcefully, you could end up with something
melodramatic, mechanical, contrived, and unbelievable.

z

How do we create stories out of formless events and create an order that
seems both satisfying and lifelike? Let’s return to Forster again, who
FODUL¿HGWKLVSUREOHPE\PDNLQJDGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQVWRULHVDQGSORWV
In a famous passage in $VSHFWVRIWKH1RYHOKHGH¿QHVDVWRU\DVVLPSO\
D VHULHV RI HYHQWV OLQNHG E\ WKHLU FKURQRORJ\ EXW KH GH¿QHV D SORW DV
a series of events linked by
cause and effect.

The Story-Plot Continuum
z We might think of the same
distinction between stories
and plots as opposite ends of
a continuum, with the most
basic, chronological story
at one end of the continuum
and the most subtle plot at
the other.
z

© Fuse/Thinkstock.

z

The fact that children insist on hearing the
same story told in exactly the same way
reinforces the idea that with a good story,
it’s not just how it turns out that counts
but how you get there.

The simplest and often the
most addictive stories are
the ones that simply answer
the question “And then?” These are the stories we like best as children,
WKHRQHVWKDWZHEHJRXUSDUHQWVWR¿QLVKIRUXVEHFDXVHZHFDQ¶WVWDQG
not knowing how they turn out. As we get older, the desire to learn the
answer to “And then?” never really leaves us. Much of the pleasure
we derive from even a mediocre Hollywood blockbuster comes from
watching the story unfold one plot point at a time—even if the story
is predictable.
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z

Closer to the middle of the continuum between story and plot are such
blockbuster series as the Harry Potter books by J. K. Rowling or the
epic fantasy series $ 6RQJ RI ,FH DQG )LUH by George R. R. Martin,
better known in its HBO version as *DPHRI7KURQHV. The overarching
story of each of these series of novels moves relentlessly forward
chronologically, yet each is more complicated than a simple chronology.
o Much of the narrative momentum of Harry Potter involves
+DUU\¿JXULQJRXWZKDWKDSSHQHGEHWZHHQKLVSDUHQWVDQGWKH
villain Voldemort before he was born. We get this information
LQ ÀDVKEDFNV VWRULHV IURP RWKHU FKDUDFWHUV P\VWHULRXV
documents, and magic visions, all of which Rowling uses
to mix up the chronology of the backstory. Each of these
nonchronological additions moves the Harry Potter books
away from Forster’s simple chronological “tapeworm”—what
will happen to Harry next?—and toward his idea of a plot—
why is Harry so important?
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o

The construction of $ 6RQJ RI ,FH DQG )LUH is even more
FRPSOLFDWHG 7KH ¿FWLRQDO ZRUOG RI :HVWHURV KDV D ORQJ
FRQYROXWHG KLVWRU\ WKDW SUHFHGHV WKH HYHQWV RI WKH ¿UVW ERRN
and the story is told from the point of view of many characters,
sometimes returning to earlier events told from a different
point of view. The books have tremendous forward momentum,
but still, much of the pleasure in reading them comes from
elements other than the plot. We want to know the answer to
“And then?” but there is much to savor that doesn’t relate to
that question.

The Literary End of the Continuum
z At the literary end of the story-plot continuum is Joseph Conrad’s novel
/RUG -LP. This book has one of the most complex plots in modern
literature, yet the basic events of the story are fairly simple.
o Jim, a romantic young Englishman, seeks his fortune as a sailor
in the seas of South and Southeast Asia in the late 19th century.
Even before his career at sea has properly gotten started, he
EHFRPHV WKH ¿UVW PDWH RI D UXVWLQJ ROG IUHLJKWHU FDUU\LQJ
Muslim pilgrims across the Indian Ocean to Mecca. When the
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freighter, called the 3DWQD, collides with some unseen object in
the water and threatens to sink, the rest of the crew prepares to
abandon ship, leaving the pilgrims to die. At the last minute,
Jim betrays his own sense of honor by jumping into the lifeboat
along with the other crew members.
o

After Jim and the rest of the crew are rescued and arrive in
port, they learn that the 3DWQD didn’t sink. The rest of the crew
disappears, but Jim turns himself in to accept responsibility for
what happened. At a tribunal of sea captains, he is stripped of
his seaman’s license, and his career and reputation are ruined.

o

After the trial, Jim drifts from job to job across Southeast Asia
until he decides to accept a dangerous job far upriver on a
remote island, where he helps a village defeat an oppressive
warlord and win its freedom. By the end of the story, it looks as
though Jim has found peace and redemption at last when, in a
¿QDOVHULHVRILQFLGHQWVKLVSDVWUHWXUQVWRGHVWUR\KLP

z

Told chronologically, /RUG-LP sounds like an action-packed adventure
story, but the complexity of its plotting makes it into something richer
and more melancholy. In telling the story, Conrad not only jumbles the
chronology, but he also tells the story through several layers of point
of view.

z

If /RUG -LP is told chronologically, it’s a simple tale about a young
man who makes a bad mistake and tries to redeem himself. But told by
Conrad, through various narrators, with the story starting in the middle
and looping backward and forward, /RUG -LP becomes an intimate
and intense psychological study of a character who is destroyed by his
idealistic conception of honor rather than redeemed by it.

z

Despite the complexity of Conrad’s plot, /RUG -LP may be the most
realistic of all the narratives discussed in this lecture. Chronological
narratives seem lifelike because we experience our own lives in
chronological order. Conrad’s method doesn’t mimic the way Jim’s life
happens, but it does mimic, in a very lifelike way, the manner in which
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most of us learn about other people in our lives. The result is a much
more intense and intimate experience of the character because it forces
readers to assemble the chronology of Jim’s life, leading to greater
understanding and compassion.
z

It isn’t true that simple storytelling is inferior, and complex,
nonchronological, modernist plotting is superior. But it is true that the
two approaches reach different regions of a reader’s heart and brain and
serve different functions for the writer.

Suggested Reading
Conrad, /RUG-LP.
Eliot, 0LGGOHPDUFK.
Forster, $VSHFWVRIWKH1RYHO.
Gardner, 7KH$UWRI)LFWLRQ.
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Martin, $6RQJRI,FHDQG)LUH.
Rowling, +DUU\3RWWHUDQGWKH6RUFHUHU¶V6WRQH.

Writing Exercise
1. List all the major plot points of a story you admire or a story of your

own, but write them out on index cards, one plot point to a card, in the
order they actually appear in the story. If the story is a narrative that is
told out of chronological order, try putting the cards in chronological
order and see how that sequence changes the effect of the narrative.
If the story is a narrative that already moves chronologically, lay the
cards out and see what happens if you start rearranging them. If you
ZDQWWREHHVSHFLDOO\EROGVKXIÀHWKHFDUGVDQGWU\UHWHOOLQJWKHVWRU\LQ
ZKDWHYHURUGHUWKH\HQGXSLQ'HFLGLQJKRZWRDUUDQJHRUVKXIÀHWKH
events of a narrative is a large part of deciding what you want the reader
to take away from it.
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Plotting with the Freytag Pyramid
Lecture 10

T

KH EDVLF VWUXFWXUH RI D WUDGLWLRQDO SORW²VLWXDWLRQ FRQÀLFW
UHVROXWLRQ²ZDV ¿UVW FRGL¿HG E\$ULVWRWOH LQ WKH 3RHWLFV, in which
KH GH¿QHV WKH HOHPHQWV WKDW PDNH XS D WUDJLF GUDPD$ULVWRWOH ZDV
WKH¿UVWWRVWDWHWKDWDVWRU\VKRXOGKDYHDEHJLQQLQJDPLGGOHDQGDQHQG
that the events of the plot should be causally connected and self-contained;
and that the ending of the plot—particularly the plot of a tragedy—should
provide both closure and catharsis. More commonly referenced today than
Aristotle is Freytag’s pyramid, a diagram of dramatic structure based on
$ULVWRWOH¶VWKHRU\,QWKLVOHFWXUHZH¶OOORRNDWWKHS\UDPLGXVLQJWKH¿OP
version of 7KH:L]DUGRI2] as an example.
The Wizard of Oz and Freytag’s Pyramid
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According to Freytag’s pyramid, the exposition stage of a story sets the
scene and introduces the characters. In 7KH:L]DUGRI2], the exposition
LVHYHU\WKLQJWKDWKDSSHQVIURPWKHEHJLQQLQJRIWKH¿OPWRWKHWRUQDGR
We meet all the major characters; Dorothy runs away with Toto and
meets Professor Marvel; and on her way back to the farm, Dorothy is
overtaken by the storm.
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Next comes the inciting action, which is the event that introduces
FRQÀLFWLQWRWKHVWRU\7KLVELWLVWULFN\ZLWK7KH:L]DUGRI2] because
WKHUHDUHWZRHOHPHQWVLQWKHVWRU\WKDWPLJKWEHFDOOHGWKHFRQÀLFW
o 2QHLVWKHFRQÀLFWEHWZHHQ'RURWK\DQG0LVV*XOFKEHFDXVH
Miss Gulch wants Dorothy’s dog put to sleep. This is what
causes Dorothy to run away from home, leading to the blow
to the head she receives during the tornado. In that sense, we
might consider Miss Gulch’s threat the inciting moment.
o

%XWWKLVFRQÀLFWEHFRPHVPRUHFRPSOLFDWHGZKHQWKHWRUQDGR
transports Dorothy to the Land of Oz. There, Dorothy’s house
lands on the Wicked Witch of the East and kills her, and the
Wicked Witch of the West threatens to kill Dorothy in revenge.
+RZHYHUWKLVLVDFWXDOO\WKHVDPHDVWKH¿UVWFRQÀLFWEHFDXVHWKH
Wicked Witch of the West is Miss Gulch in her Oz incarnation,
and in both incarnations, she wants to harm Dorothy.

o

7KHUH¶VDOVRDQRWKHUSRWHQWLDOFRQÀLFWWKDWDULVHVDIWHU'RURWK\
lands in Oz: the fact that she wants to go home, but nobody
NQRZV KRZ WR VHQG KHU EDFN WR .DQVDV 7KH WZR FRQÀLFWV²
Dorothy versus the Wicked Witch and Dorothy’s quest to go
home—are linked and become even more explicitly linked
later on.

The rising action is the part where the plot becomes more complicated
and exciting, building tension. In 7KH :L]DUG RI 2], the rising action
includes Dorothy’s departure from Munchkinland; her meetings with the
Scarecrow, the Tin Man, and the Cowardly Lion; her arrival in Emerald
&LW\KHU¿UVWDXGLHQFHZLWKWKHZL]DUGDQGKHUFDSWXUHE\WKHZLWFK
o During this party of the story, small obstacles are thrown in
WKHSDWKRI'RURWK\DQGKHUFRPSDQLRQVDQGWKHWZRFRQÀLFWV
mentioned earlier are reemphasized. Once Dorothy and her
companions arrive in Oz, the witch spells out “Surrender
'RURWK\´LQWKHVN\DQG'RURWK\WUHPEOLQJEHIRUHWKHÀDPLQJ
head of the wizard, asks for his help in returning home. The

WZR FRQÀLFWV DUH WKHQ H[SOLFLWO\ OLQNHG ZKHQ WKH ZL]DUG WHOOV
Dorothy that he’ll help her get back to Kansas if she brings him
the witch’s broomstick.
o

'RURWK\ DQG KHU FRPSDQLRQV WKHQ IDFH WKHLU PRVW GLI¿FXOW
FKDOOHQJH ZLWK 'RURWK\ JHWWLQJ FDUULHG DZD\ E\ WKH À\LQJ
monkeys and her companions breaking into the witch’s castle
to rescue her.

z

The climax is the most dramatic and exciting event in a story. In 7KH
:L]DUG RI 2], the climax comes when Dorothy and her friends are
trapped in the witch’s castle, and Dorothy kills the witch by dousing her
ZLWK D EXFNHW RI ZDWHU$W WKDW PRPHQW PXFK RI WKH ¿OP¶V WHQVLRQ LV
UHOHDVHGEHFDXVHDWOHDVWRQHRIWKHFRQÀLFWVWKHRQHEHWZHHQ'RURWK\
and the witch, is ended, and the plot begins its descent down the other
side of the pyramid.

z

The next element is the falling action, which is made up of the events
that result directly from the moment of climax. The element after that is
FDOOHGWKHUHVROXWLRQZKHUHWKHFKDUDFWHU¶VFRQÀLFWLVUHVROYHG
o After Dorothy has killed the witch, she takes the broomstick
back to the wizard. He solves the problems of the Scarecrow,
the Tin Man, and the Cowardly Lion and agrees to take
Dorothy back to Kansas himself. This is the falling action:
It shows the results of the death of the witch, but it doesn’t
UHVROYH'RURWK\¶VVHFRQGFRQÀLFWWKHIDFWWKDWVKHZDQWVWRJR
home to Kansas.
o

The resolution comes when the wizard accidentally takes
off in his balloon without Dorothy, and Dorothy learns from
Glinda the Good Witch that she could have taken herself back
to Kansas at any time by using the ruby slippers. At this point,
'RURWK\¶V FRQÀLFW LV ¿QDOO\ UHVROYHG²WKH WKUHDW IURP WKH
witch is liquidated, and she realizes that she always had the
power to go home.

67

z

The denouement is the ending of the story, when order is restored. At
this stage, we are often shown the characters one more time so that we
can see what happened to them. In 7KH:L]DUGRI2]LW¶VWKH¿QDOVFHQH
in Dorothy’s bedroom, where she is reunited with Aunt Em and Uncle
Henry and the now-familiar farmhands.
o In some stories, the denouement simply shows that order has
been restored, and the world is now back the way it was. But
this isn’t usually the case, and it’s certainly not the case in 7KH
:L]DUGRI2].
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o

Dorothy is back home, but everything is not back to the way it
was before she went to Oz. Dorothy’s understanding of herself
and her place in the world have profoundly changed.

Pros and Cons of Traditional Structure
z The structure outlined by Freytag’s pyramid is sturdy, reliable, and
ubiquitous, but it can, at times, seem like a straightjacket. With many
FRQYHQWLRQDOO\SORWWHGQRYHOVZHFDQJXHVVWKHHQGLQJDIWHUWKH¿UVWIHZ
pages or even from the jacket copy. Sometimes we feel both reassured
DQGDQQR\HGDWWKHVDPHVWRU\<RXPD\JXHVVGXULQJWKH¿UVWSDJHV
that the sparring lovers will eventually get together, but you might be
irritated if, at the end, they don’t really like each other and wind up with
other people. The predictable can be both seductive and disappointing at
the same time.
z

Even so, this particular narrative structure has proved to be surprisingly
adaptable, especially considering that it was originally conceived to
apply to stage tragedies. The plays Aristotle was familiar with usually
focused on the fate of a single central character, such as Oedipus or
Medea, not novels that incorporate numerous characters. Yet this
structure can be applied to everything from comedy to tragedy, thrillers
to love stories, and +DPOHW to 6WDU:DUV.

z

For writers who are just starting out, this narrative structure can be a
useful set of training wheels, especially if you’re uneasy about plotting.
It’s so common in our culture, in fact, than many writers adopt it
instinctively, without even thinking about it.
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Complicating Traditional Plots
z Perhaps the Freytag pyramid seems so instinctive because, in its simplest
form, it is often the foundation for a ELQDU\SORW, that is, one in which an
either/or question is posed near the start of the narrative and answered at
the climax or resolution. Who is the murderer? Will the two lovers get
together? Will Dorothy ever get back to Kansas?
o In later lectures, we’ll explore many ways to complicate the
answers to those questions, but for now, it’s important to
emphasize that there are ways to complicate this kind of
plot long before you get to the end. A binary plot structured
according to the Freytag pyramid doesn’t have to be a
simplistic or unsophisticated one.
o

z

You can scale up the story to encompass more time and
more characters by weaving together several binary plots or
Freytag pyramids into one larger narrative. In George Eliot’s
novel 0LGGOHPDUFK, for example, the central story is about
a love triangle, but there are also two other major romantic
relationships in the book, in addition to several other subplots,
each of which follows its own Freytag pyramid.

Using a IUDFWDOSORW is another way to complicate a traditional narrative
structure. A fractal is a kind of self-similar mathematical pattern,
meaning that it looks the same at a distance as it does up close.
o Trees are an excellent example: The limbs of a tree coming off
the trunk make the same basic pattern as the branches coming
off each limb; the twigs make the same pattern coming off each
branch; and so on.
o

You can create the same effect with large-scale narratives, such
DV QRYHOV WKDW UXQ LQ D VHULHV EXW FRPH WR D ¿QDO FRQFOXVLRQ
George R. R. Martin’s $ 6RQJ RI ,FH DQG )LUH poses a single
binary question: Who will sit on the Iron Throne and be the
king or queen of Westeros? In Martin’s work, however, this
larger binary plot is made up of a vast number of smaller but no
less compelling binary plots at nearly every level.
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z

Another way to vary the Freytag pyramid is to create OHDSIURJJLQJ or a
FRQWUDSXQWDOQDUUDWLYH.
o 7KH¿UVWYDULDWLRQRIWKLVDSSURDFKWHOOVDVLQJOHVWRU\IURPWKH
point of view of multiple characters. One famous example is
William Faulkner’s $V,/D\'\LQJ, which is narrated from the
point of view of 15 different characters, each speaking in the
¿UVWSHUVRQ
o

Another variation of leapfrogging is one that tells several
equally important stories that remain separate for much of the
book but come together at the end for a single climax. J. R.
R. Tolkien used this approach in 7KH)HOORZVKLSRIWKH5LQJ.
At the end of this book, the overarching story of the quest to
destroy the Ring of Power splits into three equally important
strands that are then followed to the climax of 7KH5HWXUQRI
WKH.LQJ.

o

Still another variation of contrapuntal narrative is commonly
used by modern historical novelists. Here, two main stories
that are linked, one from the past and one from the present,
are woven together. An excellent example is A. S. Byatt’s
novel 3RVVHVVLRQ, in which the outcome of the historical plot
determines the outcome of the modern one.

o

Finally, the basic murder mystery is usually a contrapuntal story.
It’s the most basic kind of binary plot there is—who killed the
victim?—but the answer is often found through a combination of
the present-day story and the story of the recent past.

Suggested Reading
Aristotle, 3RHWLFV.
Byatt, 3RVVHVVLRQ.
Eliot, 0LGGOHPDUFK.
Faulkner, $V,/D\'\LQJ.
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Martin, $6RQJRI,FHDQG)LUH.
Tolkien, 7KH/RUGRIWKH5LQJV.

Writing Exercise
1. Try to graph some of your favorite books, movies, or television shows

on Freytag’s pyramid. Notice how common this structure is but also
how often it is a complicated tangle of many pyramids rather than a
single pyramid. If you don’t want a traditionally structured plot to
EHFRPHDVWUDLJKWMDFNHW\RXQHHGWRZDOND¿QHOLQHEHWZHHQEHLQJWRR
predictable, on the one hand, and disappointing the reader, on the other.
<RXZDQWUHDGHUVWREHVDWLV¿HGDQGQRWIHHOEHWUD\HGE\\RXUFOLPD[
but you don’t want them to see it coming. This exercise will help you
begin to think about meeting that challenge.
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Adding Complexity to Plots
Lecture 11

I

n the last two lectures, we saw that many narratives have the same basic
structure, and we saw that varying this structure, such as rearranging
the chronology or braiding several plotlines together, can make plotting
both interesting and challenging. The fairly large-scale approaches that
we’ve looked at affect the structure of the narrative as a whole, but in this
lecture, we’ll look at several more focused techniques that can be used on
a smaller scale to make a plot more subtle and satisfying. These include
VXVSHQVHÀDVKIRUZDUGVÀDVKEDFNVDQGIRUHVKDGRZLQJ:H¶OODOVRH[SORUH
the important topic of withholding information in structuring plots.
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Withholding Information and Suspense
z Because plotting seems daunting to many writers, it’s important to
keep in mind that one of the fundamental principles of plotting is the
withholding of information. At the beginning of a plot, you want readers
to know very little—just enough to intrigue them—but at the end, you
want them to know everything. We might even say that plotting is the
mechanism by which the writer decides what information to withhold
early on, what information to reveal, and in what order to reveal it.
z

Because all books and stories are read over time and can’t be imbibed
all at once, the most fundamental thing a writer withholds from the
reader is how the story ends. In the simplest kind of stories, this is the
PDLQUHDVRQWRNHHSUHDGLQJWR¿QGRXWKRZLWDOOWXUQVRXW%XWWKHUH
are other kinds of withholding that result in more subtle plots.

z

Consider, for example, Shirley Jackson’s well-known story “The
Lottery.” It’s about a small New England village that holds a lottery
once a year among all the adult villagers; the person who “wins” the
lottery is then stoned to death by the others. The main reason this story
ZRUNV LV WKDW -DFNVRQ LQWURGXFHV WKH FRQFHSW RI WKH ORWWHU\ LQ WKH ¿UVW
paragraph but withholds its purpose from the reader until the end.
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z

The surprise ending is a fairly simple kind of withholding; yet another
kind is the creation of suspense. In a story that involves a surprise, the
writer withholds information from the reader and sometimes from the
characters, but when a writer creates suspense, he or she generally
withholds information from the characters while letting the reader in on
the secret.

z

Other kinds of withholding have to do with rearranging the elements
of the traditional plot; these techniques are perhaps not so much about
withholding information as they are about simply presenting it to the
reader in an unusual order.
o As John Gardner points out in 7KH$UW RI )LFWLRQ, exposition
can take place at any point in the narrative, but in most cases,
you want to save a good deal of your exposition for later. At the
beginning, you want to say enough about the situation and the
major characters to intrigue the reader, but you don’t want to
explain too much. Parceling out exposition only as needed is
an approach that often feels more natural than dropping all the
information on the reader’s doorstep at once; in many cases,
you are providing the information to the reader at the same
time that the characters are learning it.
o

,Q SRSXODU ¿FWLRQ WKH LQFLWLQJ DFWLRQ²WKH PRPHQW FRQÀLFW
is introduced into the story and gets the plot going—often
comes at the very beginning, before the exposition. A good
example is the opening of the movie -DZV, when a young
woman goes for a midnight swim and is eaten by the shark.
2QO\DIWHUWKDWGRZHPHHW&KLHI%URG\WKH¿UVWRIWKHWKUHH
main characters, and learn about the island community of
Amity. The traditional elements of the Freytag pyramid are
present but in a different order.

o

In fact, you can even structure a story so that you give away
WKH FOLPD[ LQ WKH ¿UVW IHZ PRPHQWV DV LQ -DPHV %DOGZLQ¶V
novel *LRYDQQL¶V5RRP. If we lay out the events of this story in
chronological order, the results look like the Freytag pyramid.
But Baldwin shrewdly gives us the most dramatic element
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right at the start, which has the effect of intriguing us, making
us want to know exactly how things turned out so badly for the
characters who have just been introduced.
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Flash-forwards are often used
LQ ¿UVWSHUVRQ QDUUDWLYHV ZLWK
the narrator giving the reader
a glimpse of an intriguing
outcome before returning to the
beginning and showing how the
story worked its way up to that
SRLQW 2QH IDPRXV ¿UVWSHUVRQ
ÀDVKIRUZDUG LV WKH EHJLQQLQJ RI
%LOO\ :LOGHU¶V JUHDW ¿OP DERXW
Hollywood, 6XQVHW %RXOHYDUG,
which opens with the narrator
essentially starting his story from
beyond the grave.

© Rasmus Rasmussen/iStock/Thinkstock.

Flash-Forwards and Flashbacks
z %RWKÀDVKIRUZDUGVDQGÀDVKEDFNVDUHVFHQHVWKDWWDNHSODFHRXWRIWKH
PDLQFKURQRORJLFDORUGHURIWKHVWRU\$ÀDVKIRUZDUGLVDJOLPSVHRI
something that will happen to the characters in the future, at the end
of or perhaps even after the main
QDUUDWLYH DQG D ÀDVKEDFN LV D
scene that takes place before the
main plotline started.

Many detective stories consist
ODUJHO\RIÀDVKEDFNVDVWKH
detective or investigator hears from
witnesses about the situation that
led up to the murder.

%XW XVLQJ D ÀDVKIRUZDUG DV
a teaser to hook the reader at
the beginning of a plot can
occasionally come across as
PHFKDQLFDO<RXFDQXVHÀDVKIRUZDUGHOVHZKHUHLQDQDUUDWLYHHYHQDW
the end, skipping a period of time to show how the characters turn out
years after the main chronology of the story. An effective example of
this approach is Alice Munro’s short story “The Beggar Maid.”

z

Flashbacks, of course, are much more common. Many detective stories
HPSOR\ ÀDVKEDFNV EXW WKH\ FDQ DOVR EH XVHG WR JUHDW HIIHFW LQ RWKHU
JHQUHVRULQPRUHPDLQVWUHDP¿FWLRQ,QGHHGÀDVKEDFNVFDQRIWHQEH
used as replacements for, or in combination with, exposition, especially
when you’re trying to present the reader with important or dramatic
information about the previous history of a character. Toni Morrison
uses this technique to show the dramatic birth of a character in her
novel %HORYHG.

Foreshadowing
z $ ÀDVKIRUZDUG LV XVXDOO\ D IXOO\ HYRNHG DQG GUDPDWL]HG VFHQH VHW LQ
the future, but foreshadowing is a hint or a series of hints that a writer
plants in the narrative early on to prepare the way for what comes later.
In many cases, the success of the narrative’s resolution depends on how
carefully the writer has prepared the way for it. You want the resolution
to be unpredictable but satisfying, and pulling that off requires a balance
between withholding information and revealing just enough so that the
reader doesn’t feel cheated at the end.
z

Some foreshadowing is fairly mechanical, such as making sure you
introduce all the characters, context, and props you need for a story to
pay off. The Russian playwright Anton Chekhov famously said that if
\RX VKRZ WKH DXGLHQFH D SLVWRO RQ WKH ZDOO LQ WKH ¿UVW DFW WKHQ WKDW
pistol must go off in the third act. This is a fundamental insight about
creating plot.
o Part of what Chekhov means is simply that you have to play
fair with the audience: You can’t have a character suddenly
waving a pistol around without giving some hint early on that
waving a pistol was at least a possibility.
o

But Chekhov is also saying that you need to pay attention to
what details you include and when you include them. If you
show a pistol on the wall, and nobody uses it, you’ve set up an
expectation in the reader, then thwarted it.
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o

z

One example of foreshadowing is found in Flannery O’Connor’s short
story “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” about a southern family that
encounters a criminal on a road trip to Florida. At the beginning of the
story, the family’s grandmother tries to talk her son out of going by
pointing out a story she’s read in the newspaper about a criminal on the
loose and headed toward Florida.
o 7KH ¿UVW WLPH \RX UHDG WKH VWRU\ WKLV HSLVRGH FRPHV DFURVV
as nothing more than gentle family comedy, evoking an old
woman’s groundless paranoia and her son’s taciturn refusal to
be manipulated.
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Chekhov’s rule about the pistol is also an implicit reminder
that a plot is not like real life. In our ordinary lives, we see
countless details every day, and we decide in the moment,
usually subconsciously, what’s important and what’s not. But
a narrative is not like real life: Every detail has a meaning and
LVLQFOXGHGIRUDVSHFL¿FSXUSRVH\RXPXVWWKLQNDERXWZKDW
details are important, what details you can ignore or leave out,
and in what order you introduce them.

Indeed, most of the story is a comic account of the family’s
road trip, complete with bickering children and a colorful
HSLVRGHDWDEDUEHFXHVKDFN,WLVQ¶WXQWLOWKH¿QDOIHZSDJHV
when the family encounters the criminal, that you realize how
HI¿FLHQWO\ GHWDLOHG DQG WLJKWO\ FRQVWUXFWHG LW LV :LWKRXW WKDW
ELW RI IRUHVKDGRZLQJ LQ WKH ¿UVW SDUDJUDSK WKH VWRU\ VLPSO\
wouldn’t have the same effect.

Another example is found in Joseph Conrad’s Nostromo, a novel about
D UHYROXWLRQ LQ D ¿FWLRQDO 6RXWK $PHULFDQ FRXQWU\ $Q (QJOLVKPDQ
named Charles Gould owns a silver mine in this country, and in the days
before the revolution, he decides to hide his stockpile of silver so that
the revolutionaries can’t get it. To do this, he puts the silver on a barge,
which he entrusts to an Italian sailor named Nostromo and a young
journalist named Martin Decoud. They take the silver to an island off
the coast to keep it safe from the rebels. In the end, the effect the silver
has on Nostromo becomes the central moral dilemma of the book.

o

The opening chapter of Nostromo is a masterpiece of
exposition, consisting mainly of a long, evocative description
RI WKLV ¿FWLRQDO FRXQWU\¶V JHRJUDSK\ ,Q WKH WKLUG SDUDJUDSK
Conrad relates a local legend about two foreigners who, years
ago, ventured onto a remote peninsula in search of some
legendary buried gold and were never heard from again.
According to the legend, the ghosts of the two foreigners are
still guarding the treasure they discovered: “Their souls cannot
tear themselves away from their bodies.”

Suggested Reading
Baldwin, *LRYDQQL¶V5RRP.
Conrad, Nostromo.
Gardner, 7KH$UWRI)LFWLRQ.
Jackson, “The Lottery.”
Morrison, %HORYHG.
Munro, “The Beggar Maid.”
O’Connor, “A Good Man Is Hard to Find.”

Writing Exercise
1. &KRRVH D SDUWLFXODU VLWXDWLRQ DQG WHOO LW ¿UVW DV D VXUSULVH WKHQ DV D
passage of suspense. If you want to use a ticking bomb, you can, but
the scene doesn’t have to be violent—in fact, it can be a ticking bomb
HTXLYDOHQW &RQVLGHU RXU VWRU\ IURP WKH ¿UVW OHFWXUH DERXW 6DUDK DQG
Brad. In the surprise version, you might tell it from Brad’s point of view,
in which case Sarah’s announcement that she wants a divorce is as much
as a surprise to the reader as it is to Brad. But you might also tell it from
Sarah’s point of view, in which case the reader would know from the
start that she wants a divorce, and the scene becomes one of suspense as
we wait anxiously for Brad to learn the truth.
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YHU\ZRUNRI¿FWLRQKDVDVWUXFWXUHEXWQRWHYHU\ZRUNRI¿FWLRQKDV
a plot, at least not a traditional plot. Even if it doesn’t have a plot,
KRZHYHUHYHU\ZRUNRI¿FWLRQKDVRURXJKWWRKDYHVRPHWKLQJWKH
ZULWHU-RKQ*DUGQHUFDOOHG³SURÀXHQFH´ZKLFKKHGH¿QHGDVWKHIHHOLQJWKDW
\RX¶UHJHWWLQJVRPHZKHUHZKHQ\RX¶UHUHDGLQJDZRUNRI¿FWLRQ:KHWKHURU
not a story has a plot, something should change over the course of reading
it, if not in the story itself, at least in the heart or mind of the reader. In this
OHFWXUHZH¶OOH[SORUHDIHZZD\VWRVWUXFWXUH¿FWLRQWKDWGRQ¶WLQYROYHXVLQJ
the Freytag pyramid or the traditional plot.
Chekhov’s “The Kiss”
z The birth of the modern short story took place in the late 19th century
with the Russian writer Anton Chekhov. In his story “The Kiss,” the
RI¿FHUVRIDQDUWLOOHU\UHJLPHQWWUDLQLQJLQWKH5XVVLDQFRXQWU\VLGHDUH
invited by a local landowner to spend the evening at his country house.
'XULQJWKHHYHQLQJWKHPDLQFKDUDFWHUDVK\RI¿FHUQDPHG5\DERYLWFK
wanders into a dark room and receives a kiss from a woman who has
mistaken him for someone else.
o 7KH ZRPDQ ÀHHV WKH URRP DQG 5\DERYLWFK LV XQDEOH WR
discover who kissed him. For days afterward, Ryabovitch
fantasizes about the encounter, inventing a whole future life
with this woman, even though he doesn’t know who she is.
o

z
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At the end of the story, when his regiment returns to the same
WRZQDQGWKHODQGRZQHULQYLWHVWKHRI¿FHUVEDFNWRKLVKRXVH
Ryabovitch loses his nerve and stays behind in the barracks.

“The Kiss” reads like a conventional story; the scenes are laid out in
FKURQRORJLFDORUGHUZLWKQRÀDVKEDFNVRUÀDVKIRUZDUGV<HWWKHVWRU\
doesn’t come to a climax or resolve in the same way as a traditional
story. Ryabovitch does not develop as a character. He has a brief

glimpse of a more exciting life, but his only response is in his lonely
imagination, and he does nothing about it.
z

The genius of the story is not so much that it’s plotless as that it suggests
DSRWHQWLDOFRQÀLFWWKHQUHIXVHVWRUHVROYHLW&KHNKRYVHWVXSDELQDU\
TXHVWLRQ²ZKR NLVVHG 5\DERYLWFK DQG ZLOO KH HYHU ¿QG KHU DJDLQ"²
DQGWHFKQLFDOO\KHDQVZHUVWKHTXHVWLRQ²QR5\DERYLWFKZRQ¶W¿QGWKH
girl. That disappointment is the point of the story: The real question is
not whether Ryabovitch gets the girl, but whether he can rise above his
own timid nature; that is a much more profound and unsettling question.

z

Even though nothing “happens” in “The Kiss” in the traditional sense,
something profound changes over the course of the story—not in the
character or the situation but in the reader.

Joyce’s “The Dead”
z ³7KH 'HDG´ LV WKH ¿QDO VWRU\ LQ -DPHV -R\FH¶V RQO\ YROXPH RI VKRUW
¿FWLRQ 'XEOLQHUV. Instead of a conventional climax or resolution,
the stories in this book rely on what Joyce called an HSLSKDQ\. In
religious terms, the word HSLSKDQ\ means a deep spiritual insight or
realization brought about by divine intervention; Joyce used it to refer
to an individual experiencing a moment of profound, sometimes lifechanging, self-understanding.
z

“The Dead” is the longest story in 'XEOLQHUV, and like “The Kiss,” it
reads conventionally; it’s a chronological account of a party in Dublin
in January 1904. Most of the story is told from the point of view of
a successful middle-aged man named Gabriel Conroy. Near the end of
the party, Gabriel witnesses his wife, Gretta, listening raptly to a singer
performing an old Irish folksong.
o In the cab on the way to the hotel room they’ve booked for
the night, Gabriel experiences a powerful lust for his wife,
but when they’re alone in the room, he realizes that Gretta is
upset. She tells him that hearing the folksong at the party has
reminded her of a boy named Michael Furey who loved her
when she was a young woman. Furey used to sing the same
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song to her, and he probably died because he stood in the rain,
waiting outside her window.
o
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z

You might think that Joyce could have evoked Gabriel’s epiphany in a
shorter story, one that focused only on the aftermath of the party, but
that simply wouldn’t have worked.
o 7KH ¿UVW  SDJHV RI WKH VWRU\ D FKURQRORJLFDO DFFRXQW RI
the party, are structurally essential to Joyce’s purpose. Not
only does he include details about Gabriel that pay off only at
the end, but he shows us how a long-married couple present
themselves to their friends and acquaintances in a public
setting. This makes their moment of unexpected intimacy at the
end even more poignant and piercing.
o

z
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Gabriel realizes that to make love to his wife at this moment
would be akin to an assault; thus, after she falls asleep, he
simply lies awake in the dark next to her. Gabriel’s epiphany
is his realization that Gretta has never loved him as much she
loved Furey, and he further realizes that he has never loved
her, or anyone else, the way Furey loved Gretta. But instead of
feeling rage or disappointment, Gabriel experiences a moment
of expansive generosity for his wife, for himself, for Furey, and
in Joyce’s famous phrase, for all the living and the dead.

We need to see, at length and in detail, the life that Gabriel
thought he was living in order to understand his shock when he
realizes that nothing he thought about his life was true.

$W ¿UVW JODQFH WKH VWUXFWXUH RI ³7KH 'HDG´ LV VLPLODU WR WKDW RI ³7KH
Kiss.” Both are chronological, both are centered on a party, and
both are essentially a series of evocative scenes that do not make up
D FRQYHQWLRQDO SORW 7KH ¿QDO HIIHFW RI ³7KH 'HDG´ KRZHYHU LV
different from that of the “The Kiss” because Gabriel comes to a new
understanding of himself and Ryabovitch does not.

z

Think back to the distinction E. M. Forster made between a story and plot:
that a story tells us what happened, but a plot tells us why. Then think
back to how a conventional plot does this: by posing a question in the
IRUPRIDFRQÀLFWWKHQDQVZHULQJWKHTXHVWLRQE\UHVROYLQJWKHFRQÀLFW
o The structural brilliance of “The Dead” is that it does not set up
DFRQÀLFWDWWKHVWDUWRIWKHVWRU\LQVWHDGLWKROGV\RXULQWHUHVW
by giving you a plotless but entertaining account of its main
character and his social situation; it then blindsides you at the
HQGZLWKDFRQÀLFWWKDWQHLWKHU\RXQRUWKHPDLQFKDUDFWHUHYHQ
knew existed.
o

The conclusion of “The Dead” is powerful partly because
of what it says—that happiness is rare and precarious and
sometimes founded on a lie—but it’s also powerful because of
the way Joyce plays with our expectations. He gives us what
looks like an ordinary day for its main character, then surprises
both Gabriel and the reader with something extraordinary.

© Maria Teijeiro/Digital Vision/Thinkstock.

Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway
z The use of everyday
moments to build a picture
of a world at a particular
moment in order to reveal
something profound also
lies behind Virginia Woolf’s
novel 0UV 'DOORZD\. The
novel is set over a single
day in London in the early
1920s and focuses on a Virginia Woolf’s stream-of-consciousness
52-year-old woman named technique in Mrs. Dalloway requires
Clarissa Dalloway as she more concentration than following a
conventional plot, but it provides a more
prepares for a party at her vivid evocation of a particular moment in
home that evening. Other time in the lives of the characters.
major characters include
3HWHU:DOVKDIRUPHUVXLWRURI&ODULVVD¶VZKRKDVMXVWUHWXUQHGIURP¿YH
years’ service in India, and Septimus Warren Smith, a veteran of World
War I who is suffering from shell-shock.
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z

There are only a few conventionally dramatic moments in Mrs.
'DOORZD\, including the suicide of Septimus Smith and the meeting of
&ODULVVDDQG3HWHU:DOVKDIWHUPDQ\\HDUVDVZHOODVDIHZÀDVKEDFNV
Except for the death of Septimus, it’s a fairly unremarkable day.

z

*LYHQ WKDW WKHUH¶V QR FRQÀLFW QR FOLPD[ DQG QRWKLQJ WR UHVROYH DW
the end, what gives the book its structure? Instead of using a plot to
structure the novel, Woolf uses two techniques, one of which governs
the overall shape of the novel, and the other, its movement within and
between scenes.
o The overall shape comes from the fact that the novel is set over
the course of one day, which allows Woolf to limit the number
of incidents in the book and the scope of the characters.
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o

z

7KHWHFKQLTXH:RROIXVHVWRPDNHWKHQRYHOÀRZIURPPRPHQW
to moment is stream of consciousness. As you recall, when we
read the passage in which Clarissa looks in a shop window, her
thoughts shifted quickly and subtly from the world around her
to her memories of girlhood, the last days of her uncle, and
her relationship with her daughter. Each brief moment in that
passage tells us something about Clarissa that we didn’t know
EHIRUH,QRWKHUZRUGVLWLVSURÀXHQWHQRXJKZLWKRXW&ODULVVD
KDYLQJWRFRQIURQWRUUHVROYHDFRQÀLFW

Perhaps the most remarkable feature of 0UV 'DOORZD\ is the way
Woolf effortlessly, often suddenly, shifts the narrative’s point of view
among a number of characters. These shifts also provide the sort of
narrative momentum that other, more conventional books rely on
plot to provide. They enable Woolf to evoke a particular moment
in time and in the lives of her characters far more vividly than in a
conventionally plotted narrative.

Postmodernist Techniques
z ,Q WKLV OHFWXUH ZH¶YH VHHQ VHYHUDO ZD\V WR VWUXFWXUH D SLHFH RI ¿FWLRQ
WKDWGRQ¶WUHO\RQDSORWZLWKDFRQÀLFWDQGDUHVROXWLRQ2EYLRXVO\WKH
techniques we’ve explored are not for everyone; most writers fall back
on plot because it’s easy and it’s what most readers expect and enjoy. But
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trying to write a story or a book with an unconventional technique can
make you a more observant, subtle, and engaged writer, even if you then
go back and apply what you’ve learned to a more conventional narrative.
z

7KH W\SH RI ¿FWLRQ NQRZQ DV SRVWPRGHUQLVP is even more adventurous
than the modernist works we’ve explored in this lecture. In general,
a postmodern novel is one that calls attention to itself as a novel, plays
games with language and with narrative conventions of plot and character,
DQGFRQVWDQWO\FDOOVDWWHQWLRQWRWKHIDFWWKDWLWLVDZRUNRI¿FWLRQ

z

(YHQLI\RXKDYHQRLQWHUHVWLQZULWLQJWKLVNLQGRI¿FWLRQ\RXUVHOILW¶V
worth looking into some of the stories and books of postmodernism,
including David Foster Wallace’s ,Q¿QLWH-HVW, Roger Boylan’s .LOOR\OH,
Jennifer Egan’s $9LVLWIURPWKH*RRQ6TXDG, and Kate Atkinson’s /LIH
DIWHU/LIH.

Suggested Reading
Chekhov, “The Kiss.”
Joyce, “The Dead.”
Woolf, 0UV'DOORZD\.

Writing Exercise
1. Choose a single character and write about an hour in that person’s life,

OLPLWLQJ \RXUVHOI WR ¿YH SDJHV 'RQ¶W SLFN WKH KRXU ZKHQ VRPHWKLQJ
VLJQL¿FDQW KDSSHQHG WR WKH FKDUDFWHU²ZKHQ KH RU VKH FRPPLWWHG D
murder or fell in love, for example. Instead, pick one of the countless
hours in a person’s life where nothing particularly important is going on.
But try to put in as much detail about that person as you can, including
PHPRULHVRUÀDVKEDFNVWKDWPLJKWEHSURYRNHGE\VRPHWKLQJDVVLPSOH
as a smell or an overheard comment. By limiting the time period and
the number of pages, you provide yourself with a structure that doesn’t
UHO\RQSORWEXWLI\RXLQFOXGHVLJQL¿FDQWGHWDLO\RXPD\EHSOHDVDQWO\
surprised at how much you can get across about the character.
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etting a plot started is a daunting prospect for most writers, but the
reason it’s daunting varies from writer to writer. Some writers know
so much about the story even before they start that they don’t quite
know where to begin. Others have only a single episode or character in mind,
and they’re not sure how to spin that situation into a complete narrative.
In this lecture, we’ll explore three ways to work a writer works out plot,
outlined by John Gardner: “by borrowing some traditional plot or an action
from real life … by working his way back from the story’s climax; or by
groping his way forward from an initial situation.”
Working out Plots
z *DUGQHU¶V ¿UVW PHWKRG RI DSSURDFKLQJ SORW LV ERUURZLQJ EXW LW¶V
important to note that this is not the same as plagiarism, which generally
involves passing off someone else’s work as your own. Borrowing, in
FRQWUDVW XVXDOO\ LQYROYHV FKDQJLQJ DQ HDUOLHU SORW LQ VLJQL¿FDQW ZD\V
or using it for a purpose that the original author may not have intended
or even foreseen. Many writers, for example, have retold Homer’s
2G\VVH\, setting it in completely different contexts. Others have retold
well-known stories from a different point of view.
o Of course, historical novels take their stories from famous
people or events in history. As with novels that adapt earlier
works of literature, the best historical novels reimagine history
in interesting ways. For example, Robert Graves’s novel I,
&ODXGLXV and Marguerite Yourcenar’s 7KH0HPRLUVRI+DGULDQ
each tell the story of a Roman emperor from the emperor’s
point of view.
o
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6RPHWLPHV ZULWHUV ERUURZ W\SHV RI SORWV UDWKHU WKDQ VSHFL¿F
stories. Beginning writers of mysteries or romance novels, for
example, probably have templates for those sorts of stories in
their minds. Although such a template can be a straightjacket, it

can also be a convenient way to at least get a plot started, even
if you plan to change it later on.
o

z

Another approach to plotting is to start with the end of a story and
structure the rest of the work so that it leads to a particular climax.
Obviously, this method requires that you know how the story ends
before you start writing. It also probably works best if you’re writing a
binary narrative, that is, one with an either/or conclusion.
o :LWKWKLVW\SHRIQDUUDWLYH¿JXULQJRXWKRZWRVWDUWE\ZRUNLQJ
backward should be relatively easy: If there’s a crime to be
solved, you start with the crime or its immediate aftermath; if
WKHWZRORYHUV¿QDOO\JHWWRJHWKHU\RXQHHGWRVWDUWZLWKWKHLU
meeting or the situation that leads to their meeting.
o

z

And sometimes writers borrow a plot when they need to
provide a structure for the material that truly interests them.
7KH VFLHQFH ¿FWLRQ ZULWHU:LOOLDP *LEVRQ VWUXFWXUHG KLV ¿UVW
novel, 1HXURPDQFHU, as an old-fashioned noir thriller in the
style of Dashiell Hammett or Raymond Chandler. He was
interested in evoking a rich, complex, and colorful future and
in playing with the cultural, social, and political implications of
the computer revolution; thus, he used a thriller plot to provide
a framework for this material.

7KLV LV WKH PHWKRG ZKHUH \RX¶UH PRVW OLNHO\ WR ¿QG WKDW DQ
outline is useful. If you already know what happens at the end,
that means you know, or at least can infer, what the plot needs
to do to reach that point: what characters you’ll need, what the
setting will be, and roughly what steps the characters need to
take to get there.

Finally, many writers start with an image, a character, or a situation
and, as Gardner put it, “grope” their way forward. William Faulkner
famously said that he created his great novel 7KH6RXQGDQGWKH)XU\
by starting with a single image of a little girl with muddy underpants
sitting in a tree, peering through a window at a funeral. This method

85

is probably more time-consuming and frustrating than sticking to an
outline, but it may result in a more complex narrative structure.
z

The methods of structuring a plot are not limited to these three, of
course, and the methods can be combined in interesting ways. Even if
\RX¶UHERUURZLQJDSORW\RXPD\¿QG\RXUVHOIPRQNH\LQJZLWKLWDQG
even if you’re trying to stick to the facts of a famous life—such as the
life of Hadrian or Copernicus—it’s what you discover in the process
of writing, as you imagine yourself into their minds, that makes the
narrative come alive.
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Starting in Medias Res
z As mentioned in an earlier lecture, many stories begin LQPHGLDVUHV, “in
the middle of things.” In fact, it’s tempting to say that all stories begin
LQPHGLDVUHV because there’s really no such thing as a story that begins
H[QLKLOR, “from nothing.” Even if you start a novel with the birth of the
main character, that character already has parents and relations, a family
history, and a social and historical context.
z

What LQPHGLDVUHV usually means is starting the plot at a point where the
story is already underway. Homer’s ,OLDG is not really about the Trojan
War in its entirety; by the time the ,OLDG opens, the war has already been
going on for 10 years, and the present-time narrative depicts only a few
weeks near the end of the siege of Troy. Even though it makes reference
to how the war began and how it ends, the ,OLDG does not dramatize the
kidnapping of Helen, which started the war, or the fall of Troy, which
ended it.

z

Starting LQPHGLDVUHV shows us that choosing where to begin is not so
PXFKDPDWWHURI¿JXULQJRXWWKHFKURQRORJLFDOEHJLQQLQJRIDVWRU\DV
it is choosing the most dramatically productive moment. Shakespeare
could have started +DPOHW with the funeral of Hamlet’s father or the
subsequent marriage of Hamlet’s mother to his uncle Polonius, but he
chose to open it with the moment that was most likely to make Hamlet
reconsider recent events, namely, the appearance of his father’s ghost,
demanding vengeance.
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Limiting Choices
z Another way to approach the start of a plot is to limit your choices.
$V ZH¶YH PHQWLRQHG UHDO OLIH ÀRZV FHDVHOHVVO\ DQG LQ¿QLWHO\ LQ DOO
GLUHFWLRQV LW¶V NQRZLQJ ZKDW WR OHDYH RXW WKDW WXUQV OLIH LQWR ¿FWLRQ
Thus, you could limit your time frame, having the story or novel take
place in a single day, week, or month, or you could limit the point of
view, telling the story from the point of view of only one character.
o Neither of these limits necessarily means that you have to leave
out other settings or other times in the characters’ lives.
o

z

You can start the narrative at a particular moment and limit it to
particular time, the way Virginia Woolf limits 0UV'DOORZD\
to the events of one day, yet still range backward and forward
LQ WLPH DQG SODFH LQFRUSRUDWLQJ ÀDVKEDFN VFHQHV WKDW WDNH
place at other times and in different settings.

<RX DOVR KDYH D QXPEHU RI FKRLFHV ZLWK WKH ¿UVW OLQH RI D QDUUDWLYH
which will both dictate and be dictated by what comes later.
o If you’re telling a story from the point of view of a character
who dies at the end, for example, you will be limited to thirdperson narration—unless you want the character to narrate
the story from beyond the grave. If you’re writing a story that
IHDWXUHVDVXUSULVHODWHURQ\RXPLJKWZDQWWRVWDUWLQWKH¿UVW
person present tense or in the close third person, so that the
reader lives in the moment right alongside the main character
and is just as stunned as the character when the surprise
¿QDOO\FRPHV
o

Look at the openings of books and stories you admire, paying
attention to not just the immediate effect of the opening
moment but also how the opening prepares the reader for what
comes later.

Opening Examples
z One category of story opening is simply beginning at the beginning, the
way Tolkien does in 7KH+REELW: “In a hole in the ground there lived a
hobbit.” This opening sounds like the beginning of a fairy tale, with an
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unspoken “once upon a time” at the start of the sentence. As brief and to
the point as it is, that simple 10-word sentence tells us right away that
we’re in a fantasy world, inhabited by creatures called hobbits, and it
tells us something important about hobbits, that they live underground.
z

Another way to begin at the beginning is simply to state the premise
of the story as bluntly as possible, the way Franz Kafka does in the
¿UVW OLQH RI KLV VWRU\ ³7KH 0HWDPRUSKRVLV´ ³2QH PRUQLQJ XSRQ
awakening from agitated dreams, Gregor Samsa found himself, in his
bed, transformed into a monstrous vermin.” This sentence is only 19
words, but at the end of it, we know the name of the main character, that
KHLVDPDQULGGHQZLWKDQ[LHWLHVDQGWKDWKHKDVXQGHUJRQHDKRUUL¿F
transformation. The rest of the story works out all the implications of a
man being transformed overnight into a giant cockroach.

z

Both of those openings are in the third person, but many of the most
IDPRXV $PHULFDQ QRYHOV EHJLQ ZLWK D ¿UVWSHUVRQ QDUUDWRU VSHDNLQJ
directly to the reader. Herman Melville’s 0RE\'LFN begins with “Call
me Ishmael,” and Mark Twain’s 7KH $GYHQWXUHV RI +XFNOHEHUU\ )LQQ
begins with “You don’t know about me, without you have read a book
by the name of 7KH$GYHQWXUHVRI7RP6DZ\HU, but that ain’t no matter.”

z

As we’ve said, writing is about imposing order on chaos, about making
GHFLVLRQV²RIWHQDUELWUDU\RQHV²RXWRIZKDWVHHPVWREHDQLQ¿QLW\RI
choices. It’s also as much about what you leave out as what you leave in.
Your decision about when, where, and with whom to begin a narrative
opens one path for you even as it closes off many others.
o Just like making decisions in real life, you sometimes don’t
realize what the consequences of your choices are until much
ODWHU%XWXQOLNHOLIHLI\RX¿QG\RX¶YHPDGHDZURQJGHFLVLRQ
about the opening of your novel or short story, you can always
go back and change it or even start over.
o
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Writing, especially plotting, is not a science; it’s an organic and
ZLOGO\LQHI¿FLHQWSURFHVVRIWULDODQGHUURU%XWLW¶VWKHVWXII\RX
GRQ¶W SODQ IRU WKH VWXII WKDW VXUSULVHV \RX WKDW PDNHV ¿FWLRQ

worth reading and makes the writing of it simultaneously
frustrating and rewarding.

Suggested Reading
Faulkner, 7KH6RXQGDQGWKH)XU\.
Gardner, 7KH$UWRI)LFWLRQ.
Hynes, Next.
Kafka, “The Metamorphosis.”
Robinson, +RXVHNHHSLQJ.
Tolkien, 7KH+REELW.

Writing Exercise
1. Without thinking about it too much, imagine some sort of striking or

intriguing situation. For example, imagine a man and woman who
are eating at a candlelit table in a romantic restaurant, but they aren’t
speaking to each other; in fact, they don’t even look at each other. Or
imagine a woman standing in an alley in the rain at night, holding a
knife. Then, again without thinking about it too much, try imagining
WKHYHU\QH[WWKLQJWKDWKDSSHQVWKHQWKHQH[WDQGWKHQH[W,I\RX¿QG
yourself running out of steam or boxing yourself into a corner, go back
to the original situation and try something completely different.
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f starting a narrative is daunting, bringing one to an end can be tricky.
What readers think of the end of a plot often colors their opinions of the
entire narrative. A plot that has a successful or, at least, a vivid ending can
make a mediocre narrative seem better than it is, while a weak ending can
PDNHDQRWKHUZLVHVXSHUEQDUUDWLYHORVHLWVOXVWHU(QGLQJVDUHDOVRGLI¿FXOW
because what people consider a good ending depends on individual taste and
because what writers and readers consider a good ending has changed over
time. In this lecture, however, we’ll look at two fundamental qualities that
nearly everyone agrees an ending should have: believability and satisfaction.
Believability and Satisfaction
z In part, believability depends on what we as readers bring to a story,
VSHFL¿FDOO\ RXU RZQ LQGLYLGXDO XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI KRZ WKH UHDO ZRUOG
works and what real people are like.
o This doesn’t mean that the rules of the real world can’t be bent:
Your readers are willing to accept that the laws of nature can
be altered, broken, or ignored in fantasy, horror, and science
¿FWLRQ DV ORQJ DV \RX SURYLGH DQ DOWHUQDWLYH VHW RI UXOHV IRU
\RXU¿FWLRQDOZRUOGDQGVWLFNWRWKHP
o

z
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Readers of any genre, however, are less likely to buy into
D FKDUDFWHU ZKRVH ¿QDO DFWLRQV YLRODWH WKHLU EHOLHIV DERXW
human psychology. Different readers have different ideas and
expectations about how human beings think and behave or how
they ought to think or behave. An ending that strikes one reader
as completely plausible and even admirable may strike another
as preposterous and even offensive.

Consider the ending of -DQH(\UH. The brooding, sexually magnetic Mr.
Rochester persuades Jane to fall in love with him without bothering to
WHOOKHUWKDWKH¶VDOUHDG\PDUULHGDQGWKDWKHNHHSVKLV¿UVWZLIHORFNHG

in the attic. At the end of the novel, after a series of plot twists, Jane
happily marries Mr. Rochester.
o Most readers accept this ending, given the narrative
conventions of the time and because Jane is such an admirable
character that we want her to be happy. Still, it’s possible to
imagine a reader who just can’t believe that someone as smart
and independent as Jane would give someone as manipulative
and self-serving as Mr. Rochester a second chance.
o

z

,I\RXEHOLHYHWKDWFKDUDFWHULVPRUHIXQGDPHQWDOWR¿FWLRQWKDQ
plot, then the key to crafting a believable ending is staying true to
the nature of your characters. You can make an ending believable
if you can get the reader to play along with the premise and if
you play fair with the reader by obeying the rules of your own
world but especially by respecting your own characters.

Just because an ending is believable doesn’t mean it’s satisfying. In the
terminology of philosophy, believability is a necessary condition of a
VDWLVI\LQJHQGLQJEXWLWLVQRWDVXI¿FLHQWRQH
o As we’ve seen, believability isn’t an absolute quality, but
satisfaction is even more dependent on taste and personal
experience.
o

We can conceivably make a case for the believability of an
HQGLQJEXWZHFDQQRPRUHFRQYLQFHDVNHSWLFWREHVDWLV¿HG
by an ending than we can make people change their minds
about foods they don’t like.

Resolution
z In 7KH $UW RI )LFWLRQ, John Gardner says that there are two ways a
narrative can end: “in resolution, when no further event can take place
… or in logical exhaustion.” Of course, there are other types of endings,
EXW WKHVH WZR GH¿QLWLRQV SUREDEO\ FRYHU PRVW SRVVLELOLWLHV /HW¶V VWDUW
with resolution, which is what we’ve termed a binary ending—one that
resolves an either/or situation or answers a simple question posed at the
beginning of the narrative.
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z

Plots with binary endings are often dismissed as mechanical and contrived,
and many of them are. We could even argue that the ending of some
simple binary narratives
is the least important
thing about them; the real
reason we enjoy them is
that we enjoy the setting
or characters. This is often
the case with well-written
genre narratives: The
journey is interesting, even
if the destination turns out
%LQDU\HQGLQJVDUHWKHNLQGZH¿QGLQPRVW
to be unmemorable.
bestselling novels and popular movies
and television shows: Who committed the
crime? Will the star-crossed lovers get
together?

But it’s also true that
many binary endings
are
both
immensely
satisfying and unforgettable, perhaps even the high point of the story.
o John le Carré’s novel 7LQNHU7DLORU6ROGLHU6S\ is the story of a
veteran British spy named George Smiley who is asked by the
%ULWLVKLQWHOOLJHQFHVHUYLFHWR¿QGD6RYLHWPROHLQLWVPLGVW
o

z

Le Carré complicates the ending of the novel by making
the mole an upper-class Englishman and a former lover of
Smiley’s wife. It’s a binary ending with layers, because the
mole’s betrayal is at once political, social, and personal.

Many literary novels also have binary endings. Perhaps the most
satisfying binary ending of a literary story can be found in Henry
James’s 7KH $VSHUQ 3DSHUV. Here, James not only imagines a binary
situation that generates suspense, but he peoples the plot with three
YLYLGDQGVKDUSO\GH¿QHGFKDUDFWHUVDQGVWD\VWUXHWRWKHPWKURXJKRXW

Logical Exhaustion
z Gardner’s “logical exhaustion” is the point at which a narrative has
reached its deepest understanding of a character or a situation, beyond
which it would just be repeating itself. This sort of ending does not rely
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z

on raising a binary expectation in the reader, but it does require the early
pages to draw the reader into the narrative, setting up an expectation that
some sort of revelation will occur.
z

2QH YDULHW\ RI WKLV NLQG RI HQGLQJ LV WKH HSLSKDQ\ H[HPSOL¿HG LQ
.DWKHULQH 0DQV¿HOG¶V VKRUW VWRU\ ³0LVV %ULOO´ /LNH PDQ\ HSLSKDQ\
stories, this one doesn’t have a plot, but like the best of them, it is
carefully constructed to deliver a devastating emotional blow at the end.
o Every sharply observed detail and every slight shift of
emotion in this story builds toward a single piercing epiphany.
0DQV¿HOGVWDUWVE\LQWURGXFLQJDODWHPLGGOHDJHGZRPDQZKR
lives alone and whose most elegant possession is an old fox
stole, which reminds her of her youth.
o

,QWKHPLGGOHVHFWLRQ0DQV¿HOGVKRZVXVWKHSDUN0LVV%ULOO
visits every Sunday and allows us to participate in what she
sees there. We see how she prides herself on her gift of quiet
observation, and we share the slight superiority she feels
toward the people she observes so sharply.

o

We share Miss Brill’s moment of communion with the people in
the park: She’s one of the players in a kind of play they all put on
each Sunday. She even takes a brief respite from her loneliness
by indulging in the fantasy of them all singing together. But then,
her illusions are shattered by two thoughtless lovers who sit on
the end of her park bench, and in the end, she sees herself as the
world sees her—old, unfashionable, and alone.

o

There’s no binary plot here, no situation to resolve, but the
VWRU\PRYHVZLWKUXWKOHVVHI¿FLHQF\WRDQHQGLQJWKDW¶VHYHU\
bit as precision engineered—and every bit as powerful—as the
ending of 7KH$VSHUQ3DSHUV.

Hybrid Ending
z The hybrid ending exists halfway between the binary ending and the
epiphany. We see an example in Flannery O’Connor’s story “A Good
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Man Is Hard to Find,” about a southern family that takes a drive to
Florida and ends up murdered on a lonely country road by a serial killer.
z

7KHNLOOHUZKRLVFDOOHG7KH0LV¿WLVPHQWLRQHGLQWKH¿UVWSDUDJUDSK
of the story, when the grandmother of the family reads aloud from the
QHZVSDSHU DERXW KLV UHFHQW HVFDSH IURP SULVRQ 7KHQ 7KH 0LV¿W LV
PHQWLRQHGRQO\RQFHPRUHEULHÀ\LQWKHPLGGOHRIWKHQDUUDWLYHEHIRUH
he and his henchmen turn up later.

z

7KH UHDSSHDUDQFH RI 7KH 0LV¿W PLJKW KDYH EHHQ D 'LFNHQVLDQ
coincidence in the hands of a lesser writer, but his appearance in the
QHZVSDSHU LQ WKH ¿UVW SDUDJUDSK LV SOD\HG IRU ODXJKV VR WKDW ZKHQ KH
reappears at the end full of genuine menace, the reader’s experience
mirrors that of the family members as they slowly realize that they’re
about to die.

z

The ending of “A Good Man Is Hard to Find” falls halfway between a
ELQDU\ HQGLQJ DQG DQ HSLSKDQ\ 2Q WKH RQH KDQG LW HQGV GH¿QLWLYHO\
with the murder of several of its characters, but like an epiphany story,
it changes everything the reader thought about what came before. It
doesn’t answer a question that was openly posed at the beginning of the
story but instead answers a question that the reader didn’t even realize
ZDV EHLQJ SRVHG XQWLO WKH VWRU\ LV ¿QLVKHG ,V WKH ZRUOG D VDIH SODFH"
2¶&RQQRUDQVZHUVZLWKDGH¿QLWLYHQR

Thoughts on Endings
z The endings of “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” 7KH$VSHUQ3DSHUV, and
“Miss Brill” are all satisfying in part because they are all prepared for early
in the narrative. All three of these endings also essentially leave the reader
with nothing left to know. The major questions are answered, and we have
gained our deepest understanding of the situation or the characters.
z
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The fact that all three of these endings are more or less airtight and
SHUIHFWO\SUHSDUHGIRUGRHVQ¶WQHFHVVDULO\PHDQWKDW-DPHV0DQV¿HOG
and O’Connor knew the ending of each story before he or she started.
o It might seem that knowing the ending in advance is the easiest
way to write, because you can craft the story to head in that

GLUHFWLRQ%XW\RXPD\DOVR¿QG\RXUVHOIIRUFLQJWKHFKDUDFWHUV
in a particular direction whether they want to go there or not,
with the result that your plot can seem contrived and your
characters can seem more like puppets than real people.
o

z

Not knowing where you’re going may sometimes be easier
than planning ahead and may even lead to a more satisfying
HQGLQJ <RX PD\ ¿QG WKDW \RXU HQGLQJ DULVHV HIIRUWOHVVO\
and organically from the situation and the characters—an
inevitable result of your choices along the way. Of course, with
WKLVPHWKRG\RXPD\DOVR¿QGWKDW\RXKDYHSDLQWHG\RXUVHOI
into a corner or drafted a narrative that just peters out.

We’ve noted repeatedly that literature is the creation of meaning out of
an otherwise meaningless existence. The ending of a narrative is where
WKDWPHDQLQJLVPRVWVKDUSO\GH¿QHG,W¶VZKHUHWKHKLGGHQSDWWHUQVDUH
¿QDOO\UHYHDOHGDQGZHDWODVWKDYHDPRPHQWKRZHYHUÀHHWLQJZKHUH
we understand everything that came before. In other words, the secret
RIDVDWLVI\LQJHQGLQJLVQRWWKDWLW¶VGH¿QLWLYHRUUHYHODWRU\KDSS\RU
unhappy, but that there’s nothing left to say.

Suggested Reading
Forster, $VSHFWVRIWKH1RYHO.
James, 7KH$VSHUQ3DSHUV.
0DQV¿HOG³0LVV%ULOO´
O’Connor, “A Good Man Is Hard to Find.”
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Writing Exercise
1. Choose a story or a novel that you love, imagine a different ending for
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it, and then work backward to see what you’d have to change to make
the new ending believable and satisfying. Consider -DQH (\UH as an
example. Jot down a rough outline of everything in the book that leads
to Jane’s marriage to Mr. Rochester, then imagine a different ending:
She marries someone else in the novel, or she decides to live by herself
on her inheritance money. Go back through your outline to see what
you’d have to change in the story to make the new ending work.
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Seeing through Other Eyes—Point of View
Lecture 15

A

VZH¶YHVHHQWKURXJKRXWWKHVHOHFWXUHVZULWLQJ¿FWLRQLVDOODERXW
making choices, and deciding what point of view and voice to adopt
in a narrative is one of the most important choices you have to
make. This choice not only determines the perspective from which the story
and plot are viewed, but it can determine what actually happens, and it has
a powerful effect on what characters you include and how you depict them.
In this lecture, we’ll take a quick tour of the most important types of point
RIYLHZWKHQLQWKHQH[WWZROHFWXUHVZH¶OOORRNDWWKH¿UVWSHUVRQSRLQWRI
view and the third person point of view in more detail.
Point-of-View Tour
z If you imagine your story as a landscape, you can think of point
of view as the dome of the sky arching over the story. The different
possible points of view are points on that curve: from the highest point,
overlooking the entire landscape, to the lowest point, where a character
or a narrator can see only what’s directly in front of him or her.
Omniscient third person
Objective third person
Close third person
Objective
¿UVWSHUVRQ

Points of View

Subjective
¿UVWSHUVRQ
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z

The most all-inclusive point of view is the omniscient third person. This
is the point of view in which the author and the narrator seem to be more
or less the same person, though that’s not necessarily the case. This sort of
narration sees, knows, and usually reveals everything about the characters
in the story. This point of view is often called godlike because, like an
all-powerful, all-knowing deity, the narration can see into the hearts and
minds of its characters, revealing their most intimate secrets.

z

A little closer to the ground but still fairly high up on the curve is the
objective third-person point of view. One of the best examples of this
point of view is Dashiell Hammett’s 7KH0DOWHVH)DOFRQ. In this novel,
although we see and hear everything every character does, we never get
inside their minds.
o Unlike an omniscient point of view, which generally shows us
what characters are thinking and feeling, the objective third
person is more like a video camera, recording and reporting
everything it sees but allowing readers to make up their own
minds about the characters’ feelings, thought, and motivations.
o

z
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This may be the most lifelike point of view because it
reproduces what it feels like for each of us to move through
the real world, trying to infer what other people around us are
thinking from their speech or actions but never really knowing
for sure. Although it’s perhaps more lifelike, it’s also colder
than third-person omniscient, which engages more deeply and
intimately in the lives of its characters.

About halfway down the dome of our imaginary sky is the close or limited
third-person point of view. More recently, this has come to be known as
IUHH LQGLUHFW GLVFRXUVH. In this point of view, the narration uses thirdperson pronouns, and like the omniscient third person, it gets inside the
minds of its characters. But in many narratives of this sort, the whole story
or novel is generally told from the point of view of only one character.
o Because this close third-person point of view can often shift
among several characters in the same narrative, it can easily turn
into the omniscient third person. George Eliot’s 0LGGOHPDUFK is
written in this way, as is Faulkner’s /LJKWLQ$XJXVW.

o

The traditional omniscient third person is often more remote
from its characters and capable of making sweeping judgments
about society, whereas modern novels written in the more
intimate close third person generally shy away from that.

o

Still, the close third person allows the author occasionally to
pull back the camera and either comment directly on the action
as the author or show us something the point-of-view character
can’t or doesn’t know. Free indirect discourse is the default
PRGHRIPXFKFRQWHPSRUDU\¿FWLRQ

z

,Q WKH REMHFWLYH ¿UVW SHUVRQ WKH QDUUDWLRQ XVHV ¿UVWSHUVRQ SURQRXQV
but it maintains a certain distance from the action of the narrative. In
RWKHUZRUGVWKHVWRU\RUQRYHOLVQDUUDWHGE\D¿FWLRQDOFKDUDFWHUZKR
plays only a minor part in the story or isn’t present in the story at all.
Two good examples are Ishmael in 0RE\'LFN and Nick Carraway in
7KH*UHDW*DWVE\.

z

$W JURXQG OHYHO LQ RXU ODQGVFDSH LV WKH VXEMHFWLYH ¿UVW SHUVRQ LQ
ZKLFKWKH¿UVWSHUVRQQDUUDWRULVWKHPDLQFKDUDFWHURURQHRIWKHPDLQ
characters in the story. For example, Huck Finn is both the narrator and
the main character of Mark Twain’s 7KH $GYHQWXUHV RI +XFNOHEHUU\
Finn. We see and hear everything in the book through Huck’s eyes,
and we know only what Huck witnesses or hears about. In more recent
WLPHVWKHVXEMHFWLYH¿UVWSHUVRQKDVEHFRPHPRUHSUHYDOHQW

z

This curve of sky representing different points of view is a continuum,
RIFRXUVHDQGQDUUDWLYHVFDQDQGGR¿QGSRLQWVEHWZHHQWKHRQHVZH¶YH
just described. In addition, many books mix and match points of view.

The Narrator’s Audience
z One question related to point of view is this: Is the narration addressed
to an unknown reader in the real world, or is it addressed to some person
or group of people who exist in the world of the story?
z

&RQVLGHUIRUH[DPSOHWKUHHRIWKHPRVWIDPRXV¿UVWSHUVRQQDUUDWLYHV
in literature: Brontë’s -DQH(\UH, Twain’s 7KH$GYHQWXUHVRI+XFNOHEHUU\
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Finn, and Nabokov’s /ROLWD. In all three, there are at least hints of the
narrator’s awareness that he or she is addressing the reader of the book.
o Jane Eyre narrates her story as if she were writing her memoir
for posterity. In the most famous line from the book, she
makes it clear that she knows she’s writing a book when she
says about Mr. Rochester, “Reader, I married him.” This is a
PHPRUDEOH H[DPSOH RI D ¿FWLRQDO FKDUDFWHU VSHDNLQJ GLUHFWO\
to the real readers of her book.
o

+XFN )LQQ EULGJHV WKH JDS EHWZHHQ ¿FWLRQ DQG UHDOLW\ LQ KLV
¿UVW VHQWHQFH ³<RX GRQ¶W NQRZ DERXW PH ZLWKRXW \RX KDYH
read a book called 7KH$GYHQWXUHVRI7RP6DZ\HU by Mr. Mark
7ZDLQ´+HUHZHKDYHD¿FWLRQDOFKDUDFWHUVSHDNLQJGLUHFWO\
to the reader and referencing a real book by a real author, in
ZKLFKKH+XFN¿UVWDSSHDUVDVD¿FWLRQDOFKDUDFWHU

o

/ROLWD RSHQV ZLWK DQ LQWURGXFWLRQ E\ D ¿FWLRQDO SV\FKLDWULVW
and the rest of the book is pitched as a confession written by
Humbert Humbert in prison. Unlike Jane Eyre and Huck Finn,
ZKR FURVV WKH GLYLGH EHWZHHQ WKH ¿FWLRQDO ZRUOG DQG WKH UHDO
world, Humbert Humbert remains more constrained within the
pages of his book because he knows he’s writing something that
may only ever be read by the authorities who locked him away.

z

This question becomes even more complicated when we consider
¿UVWSHUVRQQDUUDWRUVZKRVSHDNLQWKHSUHVHQWWHQVH6XFKDQDUUDWLRQ
contributes to the pace and immediacy of an exciting story, but there’s
something fundamentally improbable about it: Are we to understand that
the character is silently narrating his or her own actions in the moment?

z

The uses of the third person can be just as diverse. The 19th-century
third-person omniscient voice of George Eliot and Leo Tolstoy is very
much a public, authoritative voice. The more feverish voice of Dickens,
however, sounds more like a particular person, even though he often
writes in the third person.
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o

There are also third-person narrations that presume the reader’s
intimacy with the social setting and the worldview of the
author, such as Jane Austen in 3ULGHDQG3UHMXGLFH.

o

In the 20th century, the stream-of-consciousness third person
of such books as 0UV 'DOORZD\ doesn’t seem as though it’s
speaking to anyone outside of the character, let alone outside
of the novel. Even though the novel is technically in the third
person, the effect of reading 0UV'DOORZD\’s narrative voice is
like eavesdropping on each character’s thoughts as they happen.

Temporal Distance
z The other element of point of view and voice that we need to consider
is the distance in time from which the story is told. Partly, this is simply
a matter of verb tense, but it’s also about a larger issue, namely, the
GLVWDQFHRIWKH¿UVWSHUVRQQDUUDWRURUWKHWKLUGSHUVRQQDUUDWLYHYRLFH
from the events being depicted.
z

:LWK D ¿UVWSHUVRQ QDUUDWRU \RX KDYH WR GHFLGH MXVW KRZ FORVH WKH
narrator is to the events he or she is describing. Huck Finn is told mainly
in the past tense, but the implication of Huck’s voice throughout the
book is that he is still a boy, telling us about a series of events that have
happened in the recent past. In other words, it’s a story about a child told
by the child.

z

We get a slightly different effect from Harper Lee’s 7R .LOO D
0RFNLQJELUGZKHUHWKHGLVWDQFHRI6FRXWWKH¿UVWSHUVRQQDUUDWRURIWKH
novel, is deliberately ambiguous. At times, her narration is immediate
and limited to what she knew as a young girl, but the novel also steps
back and narrates the events from the point of view of Scout as a grown
woman, looking back on her childhood. We get a child’s-eye view of
childhood leavened with an adult’s retrospective explanation of events
that Scout as a child wouldn’t have fully understood.

z

This element of temporal distance from the events in the narrative is just
as important with third-person narratives. Being the default tense of so
many narratives, the past tense doesn’t necessarily mean the distant past:
101

Tolstoy’s $QQD.DUHQLQD is told in the past tense, for example, but it was
both written and set during the 1870s. George Eliot’s 0LGGOHPDUFK, on
the other hand, was published in the early 1870s but set 40 years earlier,
in the 1830s. Tolstoy uses the past tense to tell a contemporary story,
while Eliot uses the past tense to tell a story of the recent past, giving the
reader some distance from the events.
o The 40-year timespan may not seem like much, but if we
transfer the difference to the present day, we can see that Eliot’s
XVHRIWKHSDVWWHQVHLVVLJQL¿FDQWO\GLIIHUHQWIURP7ROVWR\¶V
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o

Consider the difference between watching the two television
shows %UHDNLQJ %DG and 0DG 0HQ: %UHDNLQJ %DG was set
more or less in the present moment, allowing no temporal
distance between the story and the viewers. But with 0DG0HQ,
set in the early 1960s, we can at least cling to the illusion that
we are better behaved than the people who worked on Madison
Avenue were at that time.

Suggested Reading
Brontë, -DQH(\UH.
Eliot, 0LGGOHPDUFK.
Fitzgerald, 7KH*UHDW*DWVE\.
Lee, 7R.LOOD0RFNLQJELUG.
Melville, 0RE\'LFN.
Nabokov, /ROLWD.
Robinson, +RXVHNHHSLQJ.
Tolstoy, $QQD.DUHQLQD.
Twain, 7KH$GYHQWXUHVRI+XFNOHEHUU\)LQQ.
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Writing Exercise
1. Choose an opening from one of the books discussed in this lecture,

another book you’ve read, or something you’ve written and try
rewriting it from a different point of view, in a different verb tense, or
in a different voice. Would 7KH$GYHQWXUHVRI+XFNOHEHUU\)LQQ work
LILWZHUHQDUUDWHGLQWKHWKLUGSHUVRQRULQWKH¿UVWSHUVRQE\DQHOGHUO\
Huck looking back on his childhood? Would George Eliot be able to
create as broad a portrait of the community in 0LGGOHPDUFK if it were
narrated by only one character? What would ,&ODXGLXV feel like if it
was written in the present tense? Would it make the Roman emperor’s
court feel more immediate, or would it just feel bizarre?
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KHLQKHUHQWLPSUREDELOLW\RI¿UVWSHUVRQQDUUDWLRQZDVVXPPHGXSE\
Henry James in the preface to one of his novels, when he remarked
KRZ VWUDQJH LW ZDV WR PDNH D ¿UVWSHUVRQ QDUUDWRU ERWK ³KHUR DQG
KLVWRULDQ´ RI KLV RZQ VWRU\ ,Q RWKHU ZRUGV ¿UVWSHUVRQ QDUUDWLRQ FDQ EH
peculiar because it often (though not always) must accomplish two goals at
once: tell the story and evoke one of the story’s characters, often the most
LPSRUWDQWFKDUDFWHU%XWLW¶VDOVRWUXHWKDW¿UVWSHUVRQQDUUDWLRQFDQEHRQHRI
the most intimate, seductive, and natural-seeming ways to tell a story. In this
OHFWXUH ZH¶OO ORRN DW VHYHUDO YDULHWLHV RI WKH ¿UVWSHUVRQ QDUUDWRU DQG KRZ
you can use each of them.
Objective First Person
z 7KHREMHFWLYH¿UVWSHUVRQQDUUDWRULVSUHVHQWLQWKHVWRU\EXWLVQRWWKH
most important character. This kind of narration is halfway between the
FORVHWKLUGSHUVRQDQGDPRUHLQWLPDWH¿UVWSHUVRQ
z

2QH RI WKH PRVW REYLRXV H[DPSOHV RI REMHFWLYH ¿UVWSHUVRQ QDUUDWLRQ
is Ishmael in 0RE\'LFN. Ishmael, of course, introduces himself in the
¿UVWOLQHRIWKHQRYHODQGIRUPXFKRIWKHERRNZHKHDUDJUHDWGHDO
about his experiences. But the book is more about Captain Ahab than it
is about anyone else, and indeed, Ahab and many of the other characters
are more interesting than Ishmael. Further, Ismael doesn’t develop in the
way that characters in modern novels often do.

z

In 7KH *UHDW *DWVE\, Nick Carraway takes much more of a role in
the story than Ishmael does, but on the whole, he serves mainly as a
recording eye. He is also an outsider to the world he depicts; thus, he’s
able to record the story of the wealthy characters around him with more
objectivity and distance than Gatsby or Daisy could.
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z

7KH VOLJKWO\ UHPRWH ¿UVWSHUVRQ QDUUDWLRQ DOORZV UHDGHUV WR IHHO WKDW
WKH\ DUH ZLWQHVVLQJ WKH HYHQWV RI WKH QRYHO ¿UVWKDQG EXW ZLWK QR
pressure to endorse a particular opinion of any of the characters or
actions in the story.
o A version of 0RE\'LFN narrated by Ahab or a version of 7KH
*UHDW*DWVE\ narrated by Gatsby would require us to take sides
for or against the narrator, while an objective third-person
version of these two novels would not be nearly as engaging.
o

2EMHFWLYH ¿UVWSHUVRQ QDUUDWLRQ LV HVSHFLDOO\ HIIHFWLYH ZKHQ
the central character—as opposed to the narrator—is both
charismatic and slippery, as Ahab and Gatsby are. Ishmael and
Nick Carraway allow us to get close but not too close.

The Heroic Narrator
z The heroic narrator is usually the main character or one of the main
characters and takes an active role in the events of the story. In this
case, the narration’s evocation of character is equally important to
telling the story.
z

%RWKREMHFWLYH¿UVWSHUVRQDQGKHURLFQDUUDWLRQLQYLWHUHDGHUVWRWDNHWKH
narrator at face value and assume that he or she is telling the truth. But
heroic narration also invites readers to actively endorse the narrator’s
judgments of the other characters and situations in the story.

z

We don’t root for Nick Carraway in 7KH*UHDW*DWVE\ because he’s not
the main character, and Nick’s slight remove from the action enables us
to make up our own minds about Gatsby. But in -DQH(\UH, we are not
only asked to assume that Jane is telling the truth throughout, but we
are also actively encouraged to endorse Jane’s judgments of the other
characters and to root for things to turn out well for her.

z

With a heroic narrator, there is not much difference between the
narrator’s opinion of the other characters and the author’s. Consider
Philip Marlowe, the hard-boiled private investigator who is the main
character and narrator of the detective stories of Raymond Chandler.
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z

A more complex version of
the heroic narrator is Huck The distance between the author’s view of
Finn, a classic example of the world and that of the heroic narrator,
such as Raymond Chandler’s Philip
the GRXEOHFRQVFLRXVQHVV of Marlowe, is not very great, allowing both
D¿UVWSHUVRQQDUUDWRU:LWK the author and the reader to live through
this technique, a skilled the narrator.
writer can simultaneously
evoke the beliefs and prejudices of his narrator while letting the reader
see through the narration to what’s really going on.
o This double consciousness manifests itself at the moral climax
of Huck’s book, when he must decide whether to allow Jim
to be sold back into slavery or to help Jim gain his freedom.
Everything about the moral code of Huck’s world tells him
that letting a slave run away is a kind of theft, and Huck truly
believes that sanctioning this theft will send him to hell. But
then, he recalls the way he and Jim looked after each other as
WKH\ÀRDWHGGRZQWKHULYHUDQGKHVD\V³$OOULJKWWKHQ,¶OOgo
to hell.”
o

In this episode, Twain allows us to revel in hearing Huck’s
reasoning in his unique voice—staying true to the character—
but Twain himself also peeks through the character, letting
readers know that Huck is doing the right thing, even if Huck
doesn’t know it for himself.

The Retrospective Narrator
z With retrospective narration, the narrator recalls events from a distance
of many years, looking back on a time when he or she was younger. In
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$W ¿UVW JODQFH LW PLJKW
seem as if Marlowe is just
a recording-eye narrator,
but if we listen to his voice
carefully, we realize that he
is passing judgment on a
world that doesn’t share his
strict sense of morality.

this type of narration, there is also an emotional and intellectual distance
between the character as a younger person and the character at the time
RIWKHQDUUDWLRQ0DQ\VWRULHVDQGERRNVIXO¿OOWKH¿UVWUHTXLUHPHQWKHUH
but not the second.
z

Jane Eyre, for example, looks back on her struggles as a young woman
IURPWKHSHUVSHFWLYHRIDQROGHUZRPDQIXO¿OOLQJWKH¿UVWUHTXLUHPHQW
But Jane doesn’t write very critically or objectively about herself as
a younger woman—we’re encouraged to root for her throughout the
ERRNWKXVKHUQDUUDWLRQGRHVQ¶WIXO¿OOWKHVHFRQGUHTXLUHPHQW

z

2QH RI WKH EHVW H[DPSOHV RI WKH VRUW RI QDUUDWRU ZKR IXO¿OOV ERWK
requirements is Ruth in Marilynne Robinson’s novel +RXVHNHHSLQJ.
Much of this book is about how Ruth and her sister, Lucille, two young
girls who have either been abandoned or orphaned by all the other
adults in their family, end up being looked after by their unconventional
aunt, Sylvia.
o Sylvia makes an attempt to create some stability for her nieces
in the family home in Idaho, but she can’t resist the pull of a
restless life, and in the end, the young Ruth chooses to run off
with her aunt while Lucille chooses to stay behind and live a
more conventional life. The story is told many years later by
the grown-up Ruth, who is now a vastly different person from
the young girl she had been.
o

Ruth looks back on her childhood without regret or nostalgia
but, instead, with a kind of bemused, mysterious calm that
passes no judgment and does not require the reader to make a
judgment either.

o

Written in limpid, poetic prose, Ruth’s narration takes readers
on a spiritual journey that requires us to reconsider everything
we may have thought was true about family life, motherhood,
and the relations between sisters. Ruth’s voice puts us in the
mind of an unusual character and shows us the world in a
whole new light.
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z

7KHUHDUHDOVRUHWURVSHFWLYH¿UVWSHUVRQQDUUDWRUVZKRORRNEDFNRQWKHLU
former selves with disappointment or even contempt, as we saw with
David in James Baldwin’s novel *LRYDQQL¶V 5RRP. Indeed, we might
say that David is an antiheroic narrator: We are expected to take David’s
story at face value and to endorse his judgment of himself—though in
this case, we are meant to share his contempt for himself, rather than
endorse his heroism.
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The Unreliable Narrator
z The unreliable narrator is one who cannot be trusted by the reader. The
simplest version of this narrator simply lies to the reader, revealing his
or her deceit at the end of the story. In John Banville’s novel 'RFWRU
&RSHUQLFXV WKHUH¶V D VHFWLRQ ZULWWHQ LQ WKH ¿UVW SHUVRQ E\ D VFKRODU
named Rheticus, who was Copernicus’s student but is angry with his
teacher. His chapter is full of gossip and criticisms of Copernicus, and
only at the end does he confess that a crucial element in his story was
invented, casting doubt on nearly everything he has said.
z

There are also unreliable narrators who lie to the other characters in
the story and often end up deluding themselves. As we saw earlier, the
XQQDPHG ¿UVWSHUVRQ QDUUDWRU RI +HQU\ -DPHV¶V QRYHOOD 7KH $VSHUQ
3DSHUV is a literary critic who is desperate to acquire some old love
letters by a long-dead American poet. Throughout the novella, the
narrator wrestles with his conscience over what he has done to get the
OHWWHUVEXWLQWKHHQGKHVWLÀHVKLVJXLOW

z

Another sort of unreliable narrator deludes both himself or herself and
the reader. The experience of reading Eudora Welty’s story “Why I Live
at the P.O.” is like being cornered by a talkative and slightly unhinged
woman who believes she has been wronged by her family. Because of
the narrator’s self-pity and her unconscious comic exaggeration, it’s
clear that her version of events is extremely biased, if not untrue. But
unlike Rheticus, who ultimately admits that he has lied to the reader,
Welty’s narrator sticks to her guns.
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z

Finally, another variation on the unreliable narrator is the narrator who
may or may not be unreliable, but whose truthfulness is never revealed
to the reader.
o One of the most interesting recent examples of such a narrator
is in Mohsin Hamid’s 7KH 5HOXFWDQW )XQGDPHQWDOLVW. The
QRYHOLVQDUUDWHGLQWKH¿UVWSHUVRQE\D3DNLVWDQLPDQZKRKDV
attended Princeton and worked on Wall Street, but who, after
the events of 9/11, has found himself in reluctant sympathy
with the goals of the terrorists.
o

The novel is framed as a long monologue, in which the unnamed
narrator tells his life story to an American listener. What makes
this narration so unusual is that there are increasing hints that
the narrator may be a terrorist and that his listener may be an
American intelligence agent sent to kill him. The potential
XQUHOLDELOLW\ RI WKH QDUUDWRU LV HVVHQWLDO WR WKH ¿QDO LPSDFW RI
this unsettling and thought-provoking book.

Suggested Reading
Baldwin, *LRYDQQL¶V5RRP.
Chandler, 7KH/RQJ*RRGE\H.
Fitzgerald, 7KH*UHDW*DWVE\.
Hamid, 7KH5HOXFWDQW)XQGDPHQWDOLVW.
Melville, 0RE\'LFN.
Robinson, +RXVHNHHSLQJ.
Twain, 7KH$GYHQWXUHVRI+XFNOHEHUU\)LQQ.
Welty, “Why I Live at the P.O.”
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Writing Exercise
1. Try your hand at either the double consciousness that Twain uses in 7KH
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$GYHQWXUHV RI +XFNOHEHUU\ )LQQ or the unreliable narrator technique
XVHG E\ (XUGRUD:HOW\ RU 0RKVLQ +DPLG ,Q WKH ¿UVW LQVWDQFH SLFN D
character whose worldview you disagree with and write in his or her
voice, trying to let your own worldview peek through. In the second
instance, write from the point of view of a character who is clearly lying
about something; try to stay true to the voice while letting the reader
know that everything the narrator says is not necessarily true.
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He, She, It—Third-Person Point of View
Lecture 17

A

V PHQWLRQHG LQ WKH ODVW OHFWXUH D ¿UVWSHUVRQ QDUUDWLRQ FDQ EH
LQWLPDWH DQG LPPHGLDWH EXW ¿UVWSHUVRQ QDUUDWRUV FDQ XVXDOO\
convey only those events that they have witnessed or heard about
from another source. The third person, in contrast, has much more range and
ÀH[LELOLW\$WKLUGSHUVRQQDUUDWLRQFDQHQFRPSDVVDOOVRUWVRIWKLQJVWKDWD
¿UVWSHUVRQQDUUDWRUZRXOGQ¶WNQRZRUEHDEOHWRH[SUHVV3DUDGR[LFDOO\WKH
third person can also go deeper into an individual character’s consciousness
WKDQ WKH ¿UVW SHUVRQ 3HUKDSV PRVW LPSRUWDQWO\ WKH WKLUG SHUVRQ LV RIWHQ D
more instinctive and natural way to tell a story. In this lecture, we’ll look at
several varieties of third-person narration and see how they are combined by
modern writers.
Close Third Person
z The close third person seems to be the default mode of most
FRQWHPSRUDU\¿FWLRQ+HUHWKHZULWHUDGRSWVWKHSRLQWRIYLHZRIRQO\
RQH FKDUDFWHU DW D WLPH 7KLV QDUUDWLRQ LV VLPLODU WR WKH ¿UVW SHUVRQ
because, on the whole, it stays close to what one character knows,
thinks, and feels.
z

Still, the close third person contains at least the possibility of going
GHHSHU LQWR WKH FKDUDFWHU¶V KHDG WKDQ D ¿UVWSHUVRQ QDUUDWLRQ GRHV
because the third person allows the writer to reveal things about the
character’s thoughts, feelings, intentions, and prejudices that the
character may not know or understand or may not want anybody else to
know. In this respect, the close third person can be more comprehensive
WKDQ WKH ¿UVW SHUVRQ EHFDXVH LW DOORZV WKH ZULWHU WR VKRZ HYHU\WKLQJ
about a character, not just what that character chooses to reveal.

z

As with other choices in creative writing, using this point of view means
WKDW\RXJDLQVRPHWKLQJVDQG\RXORVHRWKHUV:LWKWKH¿UVWSHUVRQIRU
example, you can create a unique voice for the character, as Twain does
for Huck Finn, and by choosing to tell a story in the close third person,
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you lose that distinctive voice. In contrast, in the close third person, you
can dive as deeply into your characters’ minds as Virginia Woolf does in
0UV'DOORZD\.
o The moment in +XFNOHEHUU\)LQQ where Huck decides to help
Jim win his freedom—“All right then, I’ll go to hell”—would
not be nearly as thrilling in the close third person because much
of the scene’s power comes from watching Huck work out the
problem for himself.
o
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z

With the close third person, you also can switch from one character to
another with relative ease, avoiding the need to reinvent the voice of
the narration each time. In other words, you can use the same authorial
voice to evoke different characters.
o The most bravura example of this, of course, is 0UV'DOORZD\,
which often switches point of view within a scene. In most
instances, however, writers shift point of view from chapter to
chapter. This technique broadens the scope of the story beyond
what only one character can know.
o

z

112

By the same token, the scene in 0UV'DOORZD\ where Clarissa
looks into a shop window and her mind skips around with
OLJKWQLQJ VSHHG ZRXOG EH FOXPV\ LQ WKH ¿UVW SHUVRQ 7KH
intimate but slightly remote view afforded by the close third
person allows us to understand Clarissa even better than she
understands herself.

Alternating points of view in the close third person is a
powerful way to tell a long story because it gives you the best
of both worlds: Each chapter allows you to inhabit the mind
of a single character, but by changing the point of view, you
can broaden the scope of the narrative and present different
perspectives on the same events. At the most mechanical level,
this technique ensures that the reader is present for all the
important scenes.

You can add another dimension to the close third person by including
WKH SRLQWRIYLHZ FKDUDFWHU¶V ¿UVWSHUVRQ WKRXJKWV ZLWKLQ WKH WKLUG

person narration. A character’s thoughts may be indicated by italics or
quotation marks, although those treatments may not be appropriate in
all cases.
Objective Third Person
z In the objective or remote third person, the narration simply describes
what the characters do and say without giving the reader access to their
WKRXJKWV $W ¿UVW JODQFH WKLV QDUUDWLRQ PLJKW VHHP WKH VDPH DV WKH
UHFRUGLQJH\H¿UVWSHUVRQLQZKLFKDFKDUDFWHUZKRLVWDQJHQWLDOWRWKH
main story relates the events. But there’s a crucial difference: With the
UHFRUGLQJH\H¿UVWSHUVRQWKHHYHQWVDUHVWLOO¿OWHUHGWKURXJKD¿FWLRQDO
consciousness, who often passes judgment or makes educated guesses
as to what the other characters are thinking.
o Nick Carraway is not central to 7KH*UHDW*DWVE\, but he views
the story of Gatsby and Daisy from a particular point of view—
as Daisy’s cousin and Gatsby’s friend—and his take on the
events of the novel colors the reader’s understanding.
o

z

We can compare this with the remote third-person narration
in Dashiell Hammett’s 7KH 0DOWHVH )DOFRQ, which watches
everything the characters do but doesn’t give us direct access
to their thoughts and feelings. This kind of third person keeps
us at arm’s length from its characters, which helps to build
suspense but at the cost of a certain iciness.

The opposite of this remote and noncommittal third person is what
we might call the engaged or judgmental third person, in which the
narration has a strong opinion about the events it relates, even though
that opinion doesn’t come from an actual character in the story. This
type of third-person narration is commonly found in the novels of the
18th and 19th centuries, when authors often passed judgment on the
follies of their characters.
o This kind of voice works especially well with comic or
picaresque novels, such as 7RP -RQHV, by the 18th-century
English writer Henry Fielding.
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o

A generation later, we hear a similar voice in Jane Austen,
who seems to stand halfway between the warm-blooded,
judgmental third person of the 18th century and the cooler but
still sympathetic close third person of the 20th century. Much
of 3ULGH DQG 3UHMXGLFH is told in the close third person from
Elizabeth Bennet’s point of view, but there are also memorable
passages in which the author herself passes direct and
unmediated judgment.

o

Perhaps the most enthusiastically judgmental narrator of all time
is Charles Dickens, whose third-person narration often has great
fun at the expense of his characters and doesn’t shy away from
stern moral outrage, especially at the injustices of society.

o

Modern writers are no less opinionated than their
predecessors, but rather than telling the reader what to think,
most contemporary novelists prefer to stand back and let the
events of the novel and the actions and ideas of the characters
speak for them.

Omniscient Third Person
z The omniscient third person is often described as godlike, but not just
because it allows the writer complete access to the created world and the
inner lives of the characters. It also allows the writer to give readers the
same range of perspectives—from the most all-encompassing views of a
community, to the most intimate exchange between two individuals, to a
character’s most private thoughts.
z

There’s an overlap here with plotting. As mentioned in an earlier lecture,
constructing a plot requires you to choose what to reveal to the reader
and when, and when you’re writing in this kind of third person, those
choices usually depend on which perspective you use.

z

The hallmark of the omniscient third person is that you can often
swoop in a single chapter—and sometimes in a single passage—from
the widest view of the story to the most intimate. A good example
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of this kind of narrative dexterity is found in chapter 11 of George
Eliot’s 0LGGOHPDUFK.
o ,QWKH¿UVWSDUWRIWKHFKDSWHU(OLRWWHOOVXVLQDVWUDLJKWIRUZDUG
fashion, about a doctor named Lydgate, who is new to the town
of Middlemarch, and his interest in marrying a pretty young
woman named Rosamond Vincy. Eliot bluntly states that
Lydgate is “young, poor, and ambitious” and that the chief
quality he wants in a wife is beauty and charm. Eliot also lets
us know that Rosamond is interested in Lydgate, too, because
she considers herself too good for the boring young men she
grew up with.

z

o

Along the way in this passage of pure exposition, Eliot
PDVWHUIXOO\ ¿WV /\GJDWH DQG 5RVDPRQG ZLWKLQ WKH VRFLDO
hierarchy of the town, while also discussing the fact that love
and marriage can disarrange that social hierarchy. It is, in other
words, as godlike a perspective as possible, mostly cool, evenKDQGHGDQGUHPRWHZLWKDIHZÀDVKHVRIDXWKRULDOMXGJPHQW

o

Then, Eliot narrows her focus to the breakfast table of the
Vincy household, where Rosamond, her brother Fred, and their
mother discuss a wide variety of topics. Here, Eliot vividly
evokes the individual characters and their relationships, while
taking care of an important moment in the plot and giving the
reader information that will be important later on. And it’s all
done in a third-person point of view that is halfway between a
recording eye and a judgmental authorial voice.

It’s important to note that an omniscient third-person narration can also
incorporate the close third person. In $QQD .DUHQLQD, Tolstoy writes
much of the novel in the same omniscient third person that Eliot uses,
keeping us at a slight remove from the characters. But he also delves
into a modern-seeming close third person, especially with Anna herself.
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Combining Points of View
z Although it may be true that the close third person remains the default
PRGH IRU PDQ\ ZULWHUV \RX¶OO DOVR ¿QG WKDW PRVW ZULWHUV IHHO IUHH WR
mix and match the varieties of the third person in surprising and
innovative ways.
z

Much of the narration of the American detective novelist George
Pelecanos, for instance, is of the recording-eye variety, with detailed
descriptions in spare language of what his characters look like, what they
wear, and what they say and do. But occasionally, his narration varies
from the remote third person to the close third person. Interestingly,
Pelecanos also occasionally allows himself to step in and pass judgment
on his characters.

z

Such judgments help make it clear that an author doesn’t necessarily
endorse everything his or her protagonist does. You can do this in the
¿UVWSHUVRQRQO\E\LPSOLFDWLRQEXWLQWKHWKLUGSHUVRQ\RXFDQFRPH
right out and say what you think.

Suggested Reading
Austen, 3ULGHDQG3UHMXGLFH.
Dickens, %OHDN+RXVH.
Eliot, 0LGGOHPDUFK.
Hammett, 7KH0DOWHVH)DOFRQ.
Hynes, 7KH:LOG&RORQLDO%R\.
Martin, $6RQJRI,FHDQG)LUH.
Pelecanos, 7KH&XW.
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Writing Exercise
1. Pick a stressful or contentious situation between two characters—an

argument between a husband and wife, for example, or an interrogation
scene in which a detective is trying to get a confession out of a suspect.
Then, tell the scene three ways: once in the close third person from
the point of view of one character, such as the detective; once in the
close third person from the point of view of the other character; and
once in the omniscient third person, showing the same situation from
a godlike perspective.
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Evoking Setting and Place in Fiction
Lecture 18

E
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very story has a setting, but setting is not equally important to all
stories. For some narratives, setting is a sort of painted theatrical
backdrop against which the story plays out, and that backdrop can
be changed for another one without fundamentally changing the story itself.
,Q PRVW FRQWHPSRUDU\ ¿FWLRQ KRZHYHU VHWWLQJ LV LPSRUWDQW DQG PXFK RI
what makes a novel or story memorable is the author’s careful evocation
of a particular place and time. In this lecture, we’ll talk about some of the
purposes to which setting can be put in a narrative and some of the ways in
which setting can be evoked.
Setting as a Metaphor
z In many narratives, setting can be a metaphor for the narrative as a
whole. One of the most famous examples here is the opening paragraph
of %OHDN +RXVH, Charles Dickens’s novel about a complicated and
never-ending lawsuit in mid-19th-century England.
o Before we meet a single character in %OHDN +RXVH and before
the plot even starts, Dickens indelibly evokes a vision of dark,
GLUW\/RQGRQIXOORI¿OWK\DQLPDOVLOOWHPSHUHGSHGHVWULDQVDQG
people wheezing and shivering in the all-encompassing fog.
o

z
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This exceptionally vivid evocation of setting serves two
purposes: It vividly evokes the sensory details of London in
the mind of the reader—the darkness, the cold, the dirt—and it
makes the setting serve as a metaphor for the misty, insinuating,
impenetrably foggy coils of the lawsuit itself.

In J. G. Farrell’s historical novel 7URXEOHV, which is about the Irish
rebellion against British rule in the years after World War I, the main
setting is a giant resort hotel on the Irish coast called the Majestic, and
it serves throughout the novel as a metaphor for the grand, ornate, and
FUXPEOLQJHGL¿FHRIWKH%ULWLVK(PSLUH

z

o

At the end of the novel, the Irish Republican Army burns
the hotel to the ground, not only destroying the hotel but
metaphorically destroying the dominance of the Protestants
and British in Ireland. On the last page, a gentle and befuddled
retired British army major surveys the ruins, including the
skeletons of the hundreds of cats that lived in the hotel.

o

Even readers who don’t know anything about the history of
the Irish Revolution understand that the major is surveying the
ruins of an empire, not just a burned-down hotel.

Note that the descriptions of foggy, dirty London in %OHDN +RXVH and
the Majestic Hotel in 7URXEOHV are also full of vivid sensory details that
draw readers into the scene, putting them in the moment even if they
don’t consciously pick up on the metaphor. Even when a setting is used
for a metaphorical purpose, it should be visceral and vivid, allowing us
to experience that imaginary world as if we were characters in the story.

Setting to Evoke Mood
z Setting can also be used to evoke mood, especially when the point is to
evoke a strong vicarious emotion, such as the feeling of fear readers get
from a horror story or the feeling of suspense they get from a thriller.
z

Consider part of the description of a haunted house from the early pages
of Judith Hawkes’s marvelously creepy novel -XOLDQ¶V+RXVH:
Inside the gate a silence falls. Leaves stir and are still. At the
foot of the porch steps the silence deepens, wrapped around
with the fragrance of the shallow pink roses that twine the
uprights and shadow the wide boards with their leaves. And
yet it is more than a silence, as the leaves stir and again are
VWLOOLWLVDVLOHQFHRIEUHDWKKHOGRIDVREVWLÀHGLQDSLOORZ
WKHVLOHQFHWKDWIROORZVWKHEORZRID¿VWXSRQDWDEOH,QWKH
moving leaves this silence seems to murmur in its sleep—of
too many closed doors, keys turning smoothly in well-oiled
locks, glances exchanged without words. (p. 12)
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z

Even if we hadn’t already been told that this is a haunted house, it would
be impossible for anybody to read this description and not understand
immediately that there is something wrong with this house—that there
is something bad waiting inside.

z

Notice that Hawkes uses the word VLOHQFH six times in this description.
Although normally the repetition of a word that many times in so short a
passage would be anathema to writers, here, it has the effect of making
the silence ominous. Note, too, that VLOHQFH is paired with active verbs—
IDOOV, GHHSHQV, PXUPXU[s]—changing it from an absence of sound to an
active presence in the house.

Setting to Evoke Character
z In addition, setting can be used to tell readers about the characters in a
story. For example, a description of a room or a house is often used to
tell us something about the person who lives there.
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z

One of the major plotlines in George Eliot’s 0LGGOHPDUFK is the illadvised marriage between Dorothea Brooke, an intense young woman in
her early 20s, and Edward Casaubon, a dry and humorless scholar who
is 30 years her senior. Early in the book, after their surprise engagement,
Dorothea goes to visit Mr. Casaubon’s home:
The building, of greenish stone, was in the old English style, not
ugly, but small-windowed and melancholy-looking …. In this
latter end of autumn … the house too had an air of autumnal
decline, and Mr. Casaubon, when he presented himself, had
no bloom that could be thrown into relief by that background.
(pp. 73–74)

z
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Nearly everything that Eliot says about the house—that it is “not ugly,
but small-windowed and melancholy” and that it has an air of “autumnal
decline”—could also be said about Casaubon himself. The last clause of
the passage is one of the great backhanded insults in English literature:
the fact that there is nothing about Casaubon himself that could be
“thrown into relief” by his joyless home.

© Lesley Jacques/iStock/Thinkstock.

Setting to Evoke Time and Movement
z Setting can also be used to evoke the passage of time and the movement
of characters through a landscape. Tolkien is especially skillful at
evoking the geography
of Middle Earth—in part,
simply because he delights
in evoking the natural
world but also because
these passages literally slow
the narrative down, which
has the effect of evoking
the slow passage of the
characters, moving on foot
through a vast and often
spectacular landscape.
o A
passage
in
7KH 7ZR 7RZHUV
in which Frodo
and Sam pass
through the land
of Ithilien evokes
a chase scene, Rosemary Sutcliff
both the vastness In
skillfully evokes both motion and the
of the landscape landscape of the Scottish highlands with
through which they VXFKSKUDVHVDV³VNLUWLQJDUHHGIULQJHG
are moving and XSODQGSRRO´DQG³VZHUYLQJIURPDSDWFK
of bog.”
their own sense
of wonder at it.
The fact that the reader is required to slow down during this
SDVVDJHDQGWROLWHUDOO\VWRSDQGVPHOOWKHÀRZHUVDOVRHYRNHV
the slowness of their journey.
o

Among other techniques, the passage effectively shifts
IRFXVIURPWKHORQJGLVWDQFHWRWKHFORVHXS:H¿UVWVHHWKH
mountains as “a long curve that was lost in the distance,” but
LQ WKH QH[W VHQWHQFH ZH JHW SDUWLFXODU W\SHV RI WUHHV²³¿U
and cedar and cypress.” Finally, we see individual harbingers
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RI VSULQJ IURQGV SLHUFLQJ PRVV JUHHQ¿QJHUHG ODUFKHV DQG
ÀRZHUVRSHQLQJLQWKHWXUI
z

Of course, setting doesn’t have to slow down the narrative; it can also
evoke speed and danger. In a chase scene from Rosemary Sutcliff’s 7KH
(DJOHRIWKH1LQWK, we delight in the vivid evocation of the landscape
in its own right—luminous green bogs, bronze tides of dying heather—
EXWZHDOVRQRWHWKDW6XWFOLIIVNLOOIXOO\LQWHUZHDYHVÀDVKHVRIODQGVFDSH
description with breathless action.
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A Continuum of Setting
z The many ways in which setting can be evoked fall between two ends
of a continuum: At one end, setting is evoked by stopping the narrative
in its tracks and describing a place or a time period. At the other end,
setting is evoked only minimally.

z
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o

,Q JHQHUDO²WKRXJK QRW DOZD\V²WKH ¿UVW PHWKRG LV XVHG
in narratives similar to %OHDN +RXVH or 7URXEOHV, where the
setting is important to the story, while at the other extreme,
when the setting isn’t that important, writers don’t bother with
it as much.

o

In between, there are many variations, including evoking setting
as you go, inserting a few telling details along the way without
stopping the action. As always, most novels and short stories fall
somewhere in between, combining the various methods.

In narratives that include standalone descriptions of setting, how the
writer uses them depends on the point of view of the novel, whether it’s
WKHRPQLVFLHQWWKLUGSHUVRQOLPLWHGWKLUGSHUVRQRU¿UVWSHUVRQ
o The omniscient third person is almost cinematic. The opening
of %OHDN+RXVH, for example, is like a crane shot in a movie,
starting high up—“smoke lowering down from chimney-pots,
making a soft black drizzle”—and slowly descending to street
level—“dogs, undistinguishable in mire.” This passage gives
the mind’s eye something to look at, and it introduces a central
metaphor for the plot.

o

When a standalone description of setting is told from the
OLPLWHGWKLUGSHUVRQRU¿UVWSHUVRQSRLQWRIYLHZLWDOVRHYRNHV
character. How the character sees the setting—what details he
or she picks out as important—tells us something about the
person through whose eyes we, the readers, are seeing them.

o

:KHQVHWWLQJLVGHVFULEHGIURPWKH¿UVWSHUVRQSRLQWRIYLHZ
it can become even more multilayered. For example, setting
is important to the novels of Raymond Chandler, but it’s also
important that the setting is seen through the eyes and mind of
Chandler’s protagonist, the private detective Philip Marlowe.
Marlowe’s descriptions tell us a great deal about himself.

z

Writers who only scarcely evoke setting often use a kind of shorthand,
relying on the fact that certain places, street names, or even brand names
are familiar to the reader and will be evocative of time and place. The
FULPHWKULOOHUVRI*HRUJH3HOHFDQRVIRUH[DPSOHDUHVSHFL¿FDOO\VHWLQ
Washington, DC, and Pelecanos skillfully mixes real street and place
names in Washington with brief bits of description.

z

Whether you choose to lavish your reader with a richly detailed
description or simply say that your detective walked into a Starbucks,
remember that in most cases, how you use setting depends on the overall
purpose of your narrative. Scene by scene, you want to lavish detailed
descriptions on settings that recur or are especially important, but you
need only a line or two to evoke settings that don’t matter quite as much
or that appear only once.

Suggested Reading
Austen, 3ULGHDQG3UHMXGLFH.
Chandler, 7KH%LJ6OHHS.
Dickens, %OHDN+RXVH.
Eliot, 0LGGOHPDUFK.
Farrell, 7URXEOHV.
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Hawkes, -XOLDQ¶V+RXVH.
Pelecanos, 7KH&XW.
Sutcliff, 7KH(DJOHRIWKH1LQWK.
Tolkien, 7KH7ZR7RZHUV.

Writing Exercises
1. Try describing the same setting from the point of view of two different

characters who want different things. For example, consider Sarah
DQG%UDGWKHXQKDSSLO\PDUULHGFRXSOHLQRXUQDUUDWLYHIURPWKH¿UVW
lecture. As you may recall, they’re at a baseball game; try to describe
the ballpark from Sarah’s point of view, bearing in mind that she’s about
to ask for a divorce, and then from Brad’s, bearing in mind that he has
no idea what she’s about to ask him.

2. You might also explore the importance of a particular setting to a
Lecture 18: Evoking Setting and Place in Fiction

narrative by setting a scene from a famous novel or story in a radically
different place or time from the original version. Can you rewrite
a scene from, say, 7KH $GYHQWXUHV RI +XFNOHEHUU\ )LQQ that is set
someplace other than the Mississippi? Could one of the scenes from 7KH
*UHDW*DWVE\ take place at any other place or time than Long Island in
the Jazz Age?

124

Pacing in Scenes and Narratives
Lecture 19

E

very narrative has a tempo. Some stories are fast-paced and
breathless, some are slow and meditative, and as always, there’s a
vast middle ground of narratives where the tempo varies throughout
the work, depending on what the writer is trying to evoke at a particular
PRPHQW ,Q ¿FWLRQ WKLV WHPSR LV FDOOHG SDFLQJ—a rather slippery concept
because it’s so subjective. Some readers crave constant action and clever
plot twists, while others want a story that lingers over the intimate details
of a character’s sensibility and relationships. Given that no book can be all
WKLQJVWRDOOUHDGHUVWKHWULFNIRUWKHZULWHUEHFRPHV¿QGLQJWKHULJKWWHPSR
or variety of tempos, for his or her particular story.
Introduction to Pacing
z 3DFLQJ LQ ¿FWLRQ HQFRPSDVVHV WZR OHYHOV WKH SDFH RI WKH QDUUDWLYH DV
a whole and the pace of individual chapters and scenes. Both of these
ways of looking at pacing are based on a sort of proportion or balance.
Indeed, the essence of pacing is a kind of juggling act, by which writers
gauge how much information they want to get across, how many words
or pages they have to do it in, and how much patience they hope the
reader has.
z

One feature of pacing a writer must address is the length of time a story
or scene takes in the world of the narrative versus the time it takes for
someone to read it. On the whole, a long book that depicts a short period
of time will probably be slower paced than a short book or a short story
that depicts a long period of time.

z

But length itself is not a reliable measure of the pace of a narrative. You
also have to consider the balance between the length of the story and
the number of incidents and characters within it. We might call this the
GHQVLW\ of the narrative.
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z

A third kind of balance to consider is that between action and exposition
or between scene and summary.
o In most narratives, the writer shifts back and forth between
modes of storytelling. On the one hand, writers usually
dramatize the most important and interesting events as separate
scenes, with the full complement of action, dialogue, and
setting. On the other hand, writers often need to get across a
good deal of important background or expository information
that isn’t necessarily very dramatic.

Lecture 19: Pacing in Scenes and Narratives

o

Expository passages often stand outside the time sequence of
the narrative—such as when you pause the action to describe a
setting or to tell a character’s backstory—or you might simply
summarize a long period of time in a few paragraphs in order
to get the characters quickly from one place to another or from
one dramatic moment in the story to the next.

Pacing a Whole Narrative
z Leo Tolstoy’s 7KH 'HDWK RI ,YDQ ,O\LFK opens with a short chapter in
which a group of Ivan Ilyich’s fellow lawyers talk about his recent
death. After that, Tolstoy spends the next 11 pages or so of this 50-page
QDUUDWLYH VXPPDUL]LQJ WKH HYHQWV RI WKH ¿UVW  \HDUV RI ,YDQ¶V OLIH
The son of a civil servant, he becomes a civil servant himself, and his
professional life is devoted to rising through the bureaucracy, while his
personal life is devoted to social climbing, marriage, and fatherhood.
o The overall effect of the story depends on Tolstoy convincing
XVRI,YDQ¶VRUGLQDULQHVVEXWEHFDXVHWKH¿UVW\HDUVRIKLV
life are the least dramatic part of the story, Tolstoy summarizes
them at a rapid clip. He tells us what we need to know—and no
PRUH²DVTXLFNO\DQGHI¿FLHQWO\DVSRVVLEOH
o
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About halfway through the novella, Ivan falls off a ladder, and
his injury leads to a mysterious illness that ends up killing him
only three months later. Suddenly, this Everyman’s life has
EHFRPHGUDPDWLFDQGKDYLQJUDFHGWKURXJKWKH¿UVW\HDUV
of his life in 11 pages, Tolstoy spreads his last three months out
over 35 pages. The pace slows, and there’s a greater amount of

detail and a sharper focus on his day-to-day moments as Ivan
weakens. As the story reaches Ivan’s last day, it slows down
HYHQPRUHGHYRWLQJWKHODVWSDJHDQGDKDOIWRWKH¿QDOKRXU
of his life.
o

Let’s compare this story with Alice Munro’s “The Beggar Maid.” This
VWRU\JRHVIRUSDJHVWKH¿UVWRIZKLFKGHSLFWWKH¿UVW\HDURIWKH
relationship between its two main
characters, Patrick and Rose.
o

Instead of segregating
the exposition and
putting it all at once at
the beginning, the way
Tolstoy does, Munro
shifts effortlessly back
and forth between
vividly
dramatized
moments and sharp
passages of exposition.

o

At the center of
the story is a fully
dramatized scene in
which Rose breaks up
with Patrick, which
is then followed by a
more expository scene
in which she changes
her mind. Then, in
the last three pages
of the story, Munro

© vadimguzhva/iStock/Thinkstock.

z

Except for the opening chapter, 7KH'HDWKRI,YDQ,O\LFK starts
out as fast-paced exposition and becomes slower and more
dramatic as it goes on, until the end, where it lingers over the
very last moment in Ivan Ilyich’s life.

7KHQDWXUHRI$OLFH0XQUR¶V³7KH
Beggar Maid” dictates the story’s
pacing, starting slow and speeding
up to lead us to the devastating scene
at the airport in the end.
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summarizes Rose and Patrick’s unhappy 10-year marriage in
¿YHSDUDJUDSKVEHIRUHJLYLQJXVD¿QDOVFHQH\HDUVDIWHUWKHLU
divorce: They see each other in the airport in Toronto, and Rose
is shocked when Patrick makes a hateful face at her, a “timed
explosion of disgust and loathing.”
z

The pacing and the balance between action and exposition of each of
WKHVHVWRULHVUHÀHFWWKHGLIIHUHQWLQWHQWVRIWKHLUDXWKRUV
o Tolstoy wants to show us that most of Ivan Ilyich’s life has
EHHQ VKDOORZ DQG VHO¿VK WKXV KH UDFHV WKURXJK WKH ¿UVW 
years in order to linger on the last three months, when Ivan’s
suffering allows him to feel compassion for his wife and son in
his last moments. In order to do this, the novella needs to start
DWDUDSLGSDFHDQGVORZGRZQDVLWJRHVUHÀHFWLQJ,YDQ¶VRZQ
moral and spiritual journey.

Lecture 19: Pacing in Scenes and Narratives

o

z
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In “The Beggar Maid,” however, Munro is more like a lawyer
building a case. To prepare for that focused moment of loathing
on the last page, she needs to show in slow, patient, dramatic
detail why Patrick and Rose should never have married in the
¿UVWSODFHDQGZK\WKH\GLGDQ\ZD\+DYLQJGRQHWKDWVKHFDQ
then fast-forward through the marriage itself and through the 9
\HDUVDIWHULWEHIRUHGUDPDWL]LQJWKH¿QDOHQFRXQWHU

Eleanor Catton’s 7KH/XPLQDULHV is set during a gold rush on the west
coast of New Zealand during the 1860s, and it has a complicated plot
involving secrets, conspiracies, and betrayals. Interestingly, Catton
chooses not to dramatize many of the most striking scenes—including a
shipwreck and a possible murder—and, instead, structures the novel as a
series of long conversations between various combinations of her large
and diverse cast of characters.
o During these conversations, the buried plot of the novel is
slowly revealed. There are a few passages of scene setting
and action, and in nearly every chapter, Catton pauses
the conversation to tell us something about the history or

psychology of one or more of the characters in it. But on the
whole, the novel moves at a steady and unvarying pace, as the
reader eavesdrops on these conversations in real time.
o

z

In the end, the novel is more about the nature of storytelling
itself—about how people construct reality out of the stories
they tell each other—than it is about the working out of the
actual mystery.

Written by a veteran of World War I under the shadow of World War II,
7KH/RUGRIWKH5LQJV is a narrative about the end of one world and the
dawn of a new one and the effect of the cataclysm on both individuals
and whole races of people.
o Because he wishes to immerse us in this epic tale, Tolkien
varies the pace throughout the book, letting us know what’s
important and what’s mere background or scene setting by
slowing down and dramatizing the most important moments
and summarizing the less important ones.
o

Unlike Catton, whose intent is more postmodern and cerebral,
Tolkien’s intent is to allow the reader to visit Middle Earth
and participate in its history. Thus, he skillfully varies the
pace, alternating thrilling or dramatic scenes with passages of
exposition or backstory, partly to give the reader a breather and
partly to prepare us for what comes next.

Pacing Individual Scenes
z How a scene is paced depends partly on its function in the narrative as
a whole and partly on the author’s intent: Is it important or not? Is it
inherently dramatic or not?
z

Scenes that introduce new characters to a narrative tend to be played
out at a slow pace, in real time. This is also true of scenes of domestic
life that are intended to show the characters at home, in a setting that is
familiar to them.
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z

In contrast, intensely dramatic or violent scenes can be played out either
fast or slow, depending on your intent. At the end of Melville’s 0RE\
'LFN, for example, Captain Ahab and the crew of the whaling ship
3HTXRG chase the great white whale for three days, and the suspense is
VWUHWFKHG RXW IRU  SDJHV %XW WKHQ$KDE¶V GHDWK KDSSHQV LQ D ÀDVK
The effect is shocking and ruthless—a dazzling example of how a
sudden shift in pacing can open the abyss at the reader’s feet.

z

Slowing the pace of a scene can allow you to wring the last bit of
suspense or mystery out of it. In John le Carré’s 7LQNHU7DLORU6ROGLHU
6S\, the aging spy George Smiley has been assigned to discover the
identity of a Soviet double-agent, who has been working at the highest
level of British intelligence for 30 years.
o The book’s pace varies throughout, but in its climactic scene,
Smiley is hiding with a gun in the kitchen of a safe house, where
he has lured the double-agent. He knows that the next voice he
hears will tell him which of his trusted friends and colleagues
is a traitor. At this point, le Carré slows the narrative down,
telling us every detail, making us sweat alongside Smiley.
o

The events in this passage—an unseen man coming to the door
and Smiley’s racing thoughts—would take only a few seconds
in real life, but le Carré almost cruelly slows them down,
making us wait for the big reveal.

Suggested Reading
Burroway, :ULWLQJ)LFWLRQ.
Catton, 7KH/XPLQDULHV.
Eliot, 0LGGOHPDUFK.
Le Carré, 7LQNHU7DLORU6ROGLHU6S\.
Melville, 0RE\'LFN.
Munro, “The Beggar Maid.”
Pelecanos, 7KH&XW.
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Tolkien, 7KH/RUGRIWKH5LQJV.
Tolstoy, 7KH'HDWKRI,YDQ,O\LFK.

Writing Exercise
1. Select one incident from something you’ve written and try writing it

several different ways—as a summary, as a close third-person narrative,
or as a long dialogue scene; take note of how the difference in pace and
approach changes the effect. Then compare the results and see which
one best serves the intent of the narrative you’ve written.
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Building Scenes
Lecture 20

W

riters approach the day-to-day process of composition in many
ways, and of course, what you do as a writer each day depends
on the overall shape of your narrative and on the purpose of
the particular passage you’re working on. Writers also differ on what they
FRQVLGHUWKHIXQGDPHQWDOVRIZULWLQJ¿FWLRQWKHSORWFKDUDFWHUGHYHORSPHQW
ideas to be conveyed, the crafting of elegant sentences, and so on. In the end,
no matter how you approach the day-to-day process, every writer is faced
with the prospect of making the whole thing hang together. We’ll talk about
that in our next two lectures, but in this lecture, we’ll discuss what a writer
does each day, that is, creating individual scenes.

Lecture 20: Building Scenes

'H¿QLQJScenes
z In his book 7KH$UWRI)LFWLRQ-RKQ*DUGQHUGH¿QHVDVFHQHDVHYHU\WKLQJ
³WKDWLVLQFOXGHGLQDQXQEURNHQÀRZRIDFWLRQIURPRQHLQFLGHQWLQWLPH
WR DQRWKHU´ )RU *DUGQHU WKLV XQEURNHQ ÀRZ FDQ LQFOXGH PRYHPHQW
through space from one place to another, as long as there isn’t a big
jump in time. In other words, a scene shows more or less everything
that happens to a character, or between two or more characters, during a
SDUWLFXODUGLVFUHWHVSDQRIWLPHZLWKRXWDQ\LQWHUUXSWLRQVLQWKHÀRZRI
WKDWWLPHH[FHSWIRUÀDVKEDFNVRUEULHISDVVDJHVRIH[SRVLWLRQ
z

There are, of course, many types of scenes, ranging from brief scenes
IHDWXULQJ RQO\ D IHZ FKDUDFWHUV LQ D QDUURZO\ GH¿QHG VHWWLQJ WR HSLF
scenes that show many characters in a vast setting. There are scenes
that are merely transitional, scenes that are pivotal moments in the plot,
scenes where we learn the thoughts of only a single character, scenes in
which the only action is conversation among the characters, and scenes
full of violent, thrilling action.

z

Deciding what you make into a scene as opposed to what you choose
to reveal through exposition—in other words, what you choose
to dramatize rather than summarize—is generally fairly easy. You
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usually want to dramatize the most important or interesting parts of
the story, while relying on exposition to get across essential but less
interesting information.
Requirements of Scenes
z An individual scene must meet at least two requirements at the same
WLPH ,W PXVW DGYDQFH WKH ODUJHU QDUUDWLYH RU DW OHDVW ¿W LQWR LW DQG LW
must be interesting in its own right. In other words, a writer needs to
balance the scene’s position in the whole story with its own inherent
drama. The way to achieve this balance is to remember that a scene
should be no longer than it needs to be for its purpose within the story
as a whole.
z

These two balanced requirements—the intent of the narrative and the
inherent interest of the scene—can vary enormously from one narrative
to another.
o George Pelecanos’s hard-boiled detective novel 7KH &XW is a
IDVWSDFHG QDUUDWLYH ZULWWHQ ZLWK HI¿FLHQF\ DQG HFRQRP\
Its young detective, Spero Lucas, occasionally takes time out
from the case he’s working on to have an erotic interlude with
a young woman. Such scenes move at the same brisk pace as
the rest of the book, and they serve to tell us something we
wouldn’t otherwise know about Spero, but because they aren’t
central to the story, they tend to be much shorter and more
expository than the scenes that advance Spero’s investigations.
o

In a more expansive narrative, such as 8O\VVHV or 0RE\'LFN,
a scene can go on for pages simply because the author thinks
it is inherently interesting. Melville, for example, devotes long
passages or even whole chapters to describing the work of a
whaling vessel, the natural history of whales, and other topics.
These scenes advance the overall purpose of the book, which
is to evoke a way of life in as much detail as possible, but they
aren’t necessarily concerned with advancing the plot.

o

And with some books, the point of the novel isn’t the plot at all
but the individual scenes that make up the plot. Even though
133

z

Again, how long a scene goes on
and whether it should be included
at all depends on the intent of the
narrative as a whole.
o A crime novel, such as
7KH &XW, needs to move
quickly; if it slows down,
it dies. Trying to squeeze
in a long chapter about
the history of detective
work would throw off the
whole story.
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o

© Comstock Images/Stockbyte/Thinkstock.

7KH/HFWXUHU¶V7DOH has a plot, the true purpose of the book is
to make fun of the excesses of modern literary theory. For this
reason, the book is basically a series of satirical set pieces. These
set pieces aren’t entirely self-contained—each pushes the plot
a little further along—
but each chapter or scene
is mainly intended to be
amusing for its own sake.

The Lecturer’s Tale satirizes
academics who put literary
criticism above actual works of
DUWLWVVFHQHVDUHPRUHIRFXVHG
on amusing the reader than
advancing the plot.

7KH /HFWXUHU¶V 7DOH,
however, has a different
metabolism. The reader
is not meant to race through it but to enjoy each scene as it
comes. The scenes in each book have a different pace and
structure because the intent of each book is different.

Scene Transitions
z Transitioning into and out of scenes can vex even experienced writers.
Such transitions can vary enormously, depending on the intent of the
scene, its length, its importance in the narrative, and so on.
z
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Scenes that take place early in the narrative need more setup, on the
whole, than scenes that appear later. When you’re introducing characters,
VLWXDWLRQV RU VHWWLQJV IRU WKH ¿UVW WLPH \RX QHHG WR VSHQG PRUH WLPH

describing them than you do later on, when the reader already knows
who the character is or what the setting looks like. You can often take
your time in these early scenes, describing the setting and characters in
some detail and letting the characters talk a bit more digressively than
they might in later scenes.
z

Short scenes tend to need less introduction than longer, more dramatic
scenes. You can signal the start of a new scene with something as simple
as a space break in the text or, if time has passed since the last section,
with a simple phrase, such as “The next day …” or “A few hours later
….” Scenes that are longer, more important, or more dramatic require
more buildup at the start.
o For example, in “The Beggar Maid,” Alice Munro begins
the scene in which Rose breaks up with Patrick with a brief
description of Rose’s walk from her room to Patrick’s
apartment. This description slows down the narrative and
lets us know that something important is about to happen,
providing a bumper between the fast-paced mix of exposition
and miniature scenes that came immediately before it and the
slower and more dramatic scene that’s about to start.
o

z

0XQURWKHQHQGVWKHVFHQHDEUXSWO\DQGGUDPDWLFDOO\EH¿WWLQJ
the emotionally turbulent nature of the encounter, as Rose
storms out of Patrick’s apartment: “‘I don’t want to see you,
ever!’ she said viciously. But at the door she turned and said in
a normal and regretful voice, ‘Good-bye.’” (p. 96)

Another way to transition into a scene is to begin it LQPHGLDVUHV. The
chief advantage of this approach is that it adds energy and urgency to
the narrative. It also engages readers on a deeper level, forcing them to
pay attention to what’s going on.
o For example, the opening sequence of Eleanor Catton’s epic
historical mystery 7KH /XPLQDULHV introduces a character
named Walter Moody, who has just arrived at a remote gold
rush community on the west coast of New Zealand in 1866.
,QWKHRSHQLQJSDJHVKH¿QGVKLPVHOILQDKRWHOORXQJHZLWK
12 other men, who tell him a long, complicated story about a
135

suspicious death, a suicide attempt, and a fortune in gold, all of
which happened two weeks before Moody even arrived.
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o

Catton runs the risk here that the reader might feel
overwhelmed, rather like Moody himself does, walking into a
group of people he’s never met before who are talking about
something complicated that happened before he arrived.
But she constructs this opening scene so expertly, with such
attention to the detail, that she hooks the reader into a mystery
that isn’t fully explained until 800 pages later.

z

7UDQVLWLRQLQJ RXW RI D VFHQH LV SHUKDSV D OLWWOH OHVV GLI¿FXOW WKDQ
transitioning into one. Once the main purpose of the scene has played
RXW²WKH QHZ FKDUDFWHU KDV EHHQ VXI¿FLHQWO\ LQWURGXFHG RU WKH SORW
point has been made—you generally want to wrap it up as quickly as
possible. For some kinds of narrative, you might want to end with a sort
of punchline—a witticism from a character or a sudden revelation—but
even with narratives that aren’t driven by plot, you don’t want to linger
RYHUWKHVFHQHDIWHULWVSXUSRVHKDVEHHQIXO¿OOHG

z

There can also be transitions within a scene, such as when a writer
SDXVHVWRSURYLGHVRPHH[SRVLWLRQRUVHJXHLQWRDÀDVKEDFN
o Again, 7KH/XPLQDULHV is made up mostly of long, dramatized
scenes, but because the plot is so complicated, Catton often
SDXVHVWKHDFWLRQWRLQWURGXFHDQH[WHQGHGÀDVKEDFNRUVRPH
exposition about a character’s history or psychology.
o

z
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Because the novel is written in the style of a 19th-century novel,
sometimes Catton directly addresses the reader in a manner
that calls attention to the transition itself. At other times, she
slips effortlessly from drama to exposition with hardly any
transition at all.

7UDQVLWLRQLQJLQWRDQGRXWRIÀDVKEDFNVLVJHQHUDOO\IDLUO\VWUDLJKWIRUZDUG
,ILW¶VDVKRUWÀDVKEDFN\RXPLJKWVLJQDOWKHVKLIWE\SXWWLQJWKHZKROH
HSLVRGHLQLWDOLFV,IWKHÀDVKEDFNLVIURPWKHSRLQWRIYLHZRIDSDUWLFXODU
character, you can simply write something like, “Leo thought back to the

conversation he’d had with Anna the day before.” A more subtle way to
VLJQDODÀDVKEDFNLVZLWKDFKDQJHLQYHUEWHQVH²IURPWKHSUHVHQWWHQVH
to the past or the simple past to the past perfect.
Stories within Stories
z Although some scenes are just small bursts of drama that can be
truncated or incomplete, most of the weight in a narrative is carried by
fully dramatized scenes with a beginning, middle, and end. These major
scenes are basically small stories within the larger story.
z

Even if a major scene couldn’t stand alone outside the context of the
whole narrative, it should have the structure of a simple story. Earlier,
we discussed fractals, the mathematical concept of a pattern that repeats
LWVHOIDWHYHU\OHYHORIPDJQL¿FDWLRQ,W¶VQRWWUXHWKDWHDFKLQGLYLGXDO
scene should reproduce the structure or plot of the larger narrative, but
it helps to remember that any story made of scenes is basically made of
smaller stories.

Suggested Reading
Catton, 7KH/XPLQDULHV.
Gardner, 7KH$UWRI)LFWLRQ.
Hynes, 7KH/HFWXUHU¶V7DOH.
———, Next.
———, 7KH:LOG&RORQLDO%R\.
Munro, “The Beggar Maid.”
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Writing Exercise
1. Choose an undramatized moment from a story of your own or from a
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VWRU\RUQRYHO\RXDGPLUHDQGWXUQLWLQWRDIXOOÀHGJHGGUDPDWLFVFHQH
In other words, take a moment from a story that is only alluded to or is
GHSLFWHGRQO\EULHÀ\LQDQH[SRVLWRU\SDVVDJHDQGGUDPDWL]HLWIXOO\)RU
example, you might dramatize the moment that Hamlet is told that his
father has died, a scene that doesn’t appear in Shakespeare’s play. Use as
many words or pages as you need and turn that scene into a little story,
with a beginning, middle, and end, making sure that the scene you write
contributes to the larger narrative. This exercise will give you practice
in making a scene self-contained, as well as making it an integral part of
the larger story.
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Should I Write in Drafts?
Lecture 21

F

rom day to day, most writers focus on the individual elements that go
LQWR WKH ZULWLQJ RI ¿FWLRQ FKDUDFWHUV GLDORJXH SORW VHWWLQJ DQG VR
on. But sooner or later, you will have a completed draft, and you’ll
have to start worrying about whether or not the whole thing works. In this
lecture and the next one, we’ll talk about working with the narrative as a
whole. The next lecture covers the process of revision, but as we’ll discover,
that process is closely linked with the process of composition. In this lecture,
then, we’ll talk about composing drafts. We’ll begin with the pros and cons
of writing the whole narrative out from beginning to end before you start
changing it.
First Drafts
z (YHU\ FRPSOHWHG ZULWLQJ SURMHFW KDV DW OHDVW D ¿UVW GUDIW )RU VRPH
ZULWHUVWKDW¿UVWGUDIWLVDOVRWKH¿QDOGUDIWEXWPRVWRIWKHWLPHZULWHUV
GRQ¶WLQWHQGWKH¿UVWGUDIWWREHWKH¿QLVKHGZRUNRIDUW,QIDFWLW¶VQRW
even supposed to be very good.
z

7KH IDFW WKDW ¿UVW GUDIWV DUH QRWRULRXVO\ EDG LV QRW MXVW DQ XQIRUWXQDWH
byproduct of the creative process; it’s a necessity. Think of writing a
¿UVWGUDIWDVPLQLQJIRUJROGWKHZD\LWZDVGRQHLQVXFK¿OPVDV7KH
7UHDVXUH RI WKH 6LHUUD 0DGUH. Imagine yourself squatting awkwardly
LQ D VWUHDP VLIWLQJ WKURXJK GLUW E\ KDQG WR JHW D IHZ ÀDNHV RI JROG
([SHFWLQJ\RXU¿UVWGUDIWWREHSHUIHFWLVDERXWDVOLNHO\DVWKHSRVVLELOLW\
WKDW\RXZLOOSLFNQXJJHWVVWUDLJKWRXWRIWKHGLUWZLWK\RXU¿QJHUV

z

,W¶VDOVRWUXHKRZHYHUWKDWWKHH[SHULHQFHRIZULWLQJD¿UVWGUDIWFDQEH
thrilling, and it’s often more fun than the more grueling and painstaking
ZRUN RI UHYLVLRQ ,Q PDQ\ FDVHV ZULWLQJ D ¿UVW GUDIW LV \RXU RQO\
opportunity to experience the story in the way the reader will; that is, it’s
WKHRQO\FKDQFH\RX¶OOKDYHWR¿QG\RXUZD\WKURXJKWKHVWRU\VFHQHE\
scene, without necessarily knowing what comes next or how it turns out.
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It’s the only time in the creative process when you can fully experience
the thrill of discovery.
o Obviously, if you’ve created a detailed outline of your narrative
or you know how it will end, you won’t be experiencing it in
complete ignorance of what comes next, the way a reader would.

Lecture 21: Should I Write in Drafts?

z

140

o

But even if you think you know where the story is going, you’re
likely to encounter any number of fruitful surprises while
ZULWLQJWKH¿UVWGUDIW²VXUSULVHVWKDWZLOOGHHSHQRUFRPSOLFDWH
the outline you worked out in advance. These surprises may
lead you to change the outline or even throw it away. They may
also lead you to change the ending.

o

Even if you’re working from an outline or think you know what
\RXU¿QDOGHVWLQDWLRQLVGXULQJWKHHDUO\GD\VRIFRPSRVLWLRQ
you are an explorer moving through territory that no one else
has ever crossed before.

:ULWLQJD¿UVWGUDIWFDQDOVREHIXQEHFDXVHD¿UVWGUDIWLVQRWVXSSRVHG
to be economical.
o <RX ZLOO SUREDEO\ ¿QG LW IUXLWIXO WR PDNH \RXU ¿UVW GUDIW WKH
longest draft, putting in everything you can think of, then
putting in some more. Especially at the beginning of a project,
you’re likely to be bursting with ideas and possibilities, and
it’s in your best interest to put as many of them down on paper
as you can, without worrying too much about plausibility,
consistency, or logic.
o

<RXGRQ¶WKDYHWRZRUU\DERXWZKHWKHU\RXU¿UVWGUDIWZLOOEH
interesting, because chances are that no one will ever see it
except yourself and a few trusted readers.

o

7KH UHDVRQ IRU ZULWLQJ D ORQJ ¿UVW GUDIW LV WZRIROG   7KH
more material you put into it, the more material you have to
ZRUNZLWKODWHURQDQG  DVZH¶YHVDLGZULWLQJD¿UVWGUDIWLV
a process of exploration. You won’t know for certain what the
story is or who the characters are until you have the whole thing

in front of you. The experience of writing everything down can
change what you thought you were doing in profound ways.
z

$QRWKHUJRRGSUDFWLFHLVWRZULWH\RXU¿UVWGUDIWDVTXLFNO\DVSRVVLEOH
The time for the careful calibration of phrases, sentences, and paragraphs
comes later. To begin with, you don’t want to worry too much about
pacing, about what works and what doesn’t, or even about consistency.
Keep in mind the motto of the songwriter and performer Nick Lowe:
“Bash it out now and tart it up later.”
o Not only will speed help you get as many ideas on the page
as you can, some of that energy may well survive into the
¿QLVKHGZRUN
o

z

In an interview in 7KH New York Times, the mystery writer
0LFKDHO&RQQHOO\WDONHGDERXWKLVWHFKQLTXHIRUZULWLQJ¿FWLRQ
“I have always felt that the books I have written fastest have
been my best—because I caught an unstoppable momentum in
the writing.”

7KHVXJJHVWLRQWKDW\RXZULWHDORQJ¿UVWGUDIWTXLFNO\FDQDSSO\WRDQ\
writer, at every level of experience, but it may be especially true for
ZULWHUVZKRDUHMXVWVWDUWLQJRXWHVSHFLDOO\IRU¿UVWQRYHOLVWV&UHDWLYH
writing courses can be helpful, but in the end, you learn how to write
a book by writing one. You learn by trial and error, and you give
yourself the most scope for that process to be fruitful if you write an
expansive, baggy, inconsistent, very likely unpublishable, and maybe
HYHQXQUHDGDEOH¿UVWGUDIW

Evolution of the Writing Process
z During the heyday of the novel in the 19th century, it was probably
uncommon for a writer to compose several complete drafts of a novel
before publishing it because many novels at the time were published
as serials. These sections of novels appeared in weekly or monthly
installments in newspapers or magazines over the course of a year or two.
o Charles Dickens is especially famous for having written his
novels in installments, sometimes working only two weeks
ahead of publication. He started writing 'DYLG &RSSHU¿HOG,
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IRU H[DPSOH LQ )HEUXDU\  DQG WKH ¿UVW LQVWDOOPHQW ZDV
published only three months later. He didn’t complete the book
until November of 1850, so that the public had already started
UHDGLQJWKHQRYHOORQJEHIRUHKH¿QLVKHGZULWLQJLW
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This means that Dickens never did more than one complete draft
of 'DYLG &RSSHU¿HOG, and it means that he must have thought
the novel through in great detail before he started writing.

o

Dickens may have done drafts of individual chapters or
sections; he certainly rewrote things as he went along; and
it’s entirely possible that he may have changed his mind about
the later chapters that he had outlined but hadn’t written yet.
But Dickens didn’t have the option of making changes to the
chapters that had already been published.

o

That may have handicapped him as far as plotting went, but
even so, much of Dickens’s work has an irresistible narrative
PRPHQWXPWKDWLVSDUWO\DUHÀHFWLRQRIKLVRZQERXQGOHVVHQHUJ\
and partly a product of how he wrote the books—on deadline, a
chapter at a time, just two weeks ahead of the printer.

The commercial realities
of publishing serial
¿FWLRQLQWKHth century
affected the daily creative
process
of
writers,
dictating that books
EH ZULWWHQ RQ WKH À\
without repeated drafts.
In our own time, changes
in technology have also
caused changes in the
way writers compose a
whole narrative.
o Many writers
who once wrote

© shironosov/iStock/Thinkstock.
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z

o

Writing by hand is more time consuming than
typing on a computer, but it can be a fruitful
way to make yourself slow down and think
about what you’re trying to accomplish.

multiple drafts out in longhand now write only one complete
draft of their work on the computer, making as many changes
as they need to during the writing process.
o

In other words, although each individual chapter may go
through multiple drafts, many writers no longer compose one
complete draft of a whole book; they don’t advance to the next
FKDSWHUXQWLOWKHFXUUHQWRQHLVPRUHRUOHVV¿QLVKHG

One Draft versus Multiple Drafts
z If you’ve thought about a book for a long time, when you sit down to
DFWXDOO\ZULWHLW\RXPD\¿QGWKDW\RXVSHQGWKHPRVWDPRXQWRIWLPHRQ
WKH¿UVWWKUHHRUIRXUFKDSWHUV2QFH\RXKDYHD¿UPIRXQGDWLRQIRUWKH
characters, the plot, and the setting, the later chapters may come easier.
z

The creative process may also become easier for you as you gain
H[SHULHQFH DV D ZULWHU :KHQ \RX¶UH ZULWLQJ \RXU ¿UVW VWRU\ RU QRYHO
you’re learning as you go, but as you become more experienced, you
no longer have to teach yourself how to write dialogue, build suspense,
and so on.

z

Of course, there is always more than one way of doing things. No doubt,
there are many experienced writers who continue to write in multiple
complete drafts throughout their careers, and no doubt there are some
UDUHQRYLFHVZKRGDVKRXWDPDVWHUSLHFHLQD¿UVWGUDIW$VDOZD\V\RX
should do what works best for you.

z

In the end, whether you write multiple drafts or only one depends on the
nature of the project. A plot-driven story that takes place in chronological
order may be easier to write in one draft than a story that encompasses
ÀDVKEDFNVRURWKHUQRQFKURQRORJLFDOHYHQWV

z

Note, too, that as you gain experience, you may no longer follow the
DGYLFHWRZULWHORQJ¿UVWGUDIWV<RXPLJKW¿QGWKDW\RXUHDUO\GUDIWVRI
LQGLYLGXDOVFHQHV²QRWWRPHQWLRQWKH¿QLVKHGPDQXVFULSW²DUHVKRUWHU
than later drafts. In other words, you may become an “accretive” writer:
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With each subsequent draft, you gather a little more material and go
EDFNWRHDUOLHUVFHQHVWR¿OOLQPRUHGHWDLOV

Suggested Reading
Ackroyd, 'LFNHQV.
Lamott, %LUGE\%LUG.

Writing Exercise
1. Try some of the different writing techniques mentioned in this lecture
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with one of your own scenes or chapters. For those who are more
accustomed to using a computer, try drafting a scene in longhand to
make yourself slow down and think as you write. You might also think
about how you usually compose a scene or chapter, then try the opposite
technique. In other words, if you’re the sort of writer who dashes
through a scene without looking back, try slowing down and revising as
\RXJRZULWLQJ\RXU¿UVWSDUDJUDSKPXOWLSOHWLPHVXQWLO\RXWKLQNLW¶V
perfect before proceeding to the next one. If you’re already the sort of
writer who revises as you go, try typing out a scene as fast and furiously
as possible, without stopping and looking back. With either approach,
you may hate the result—in which case, you can go back to your old
ZD\ RI GRLQJ WKLQJV²RU \RX PLJKW ¿QG WKDW VRPHWLPHV IRU FHUWDLQ
purposes, changing your process can lead to interesting results.
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Revision without Tears
Lecture 22

I

QWKHHDUO\VWDJHVRIFRPSRVLQJDZRUNRI¿FWLRQ\RX¶UHRIWHQFDXJKW
up in the thrill of discovery, creating unique situations and characters.
Whatever frustrations you may experience in the act of creation are offset
by the sheer pleasure of making something new. But then, having created a
beautiful, imaginative draft, you have to sit down and look for everything
\RXGLGZURQJ5HYLVLRQLVDERXWFRQIURQWLQJ\RXURZQPLVWDNHVDQG¿[LQJ
them in such a way that the reader never knows there were any mistakes to
begin with. It can be hard and unpleasant work, but in this lecture, we’ll look
at strategies for revision that can make it less intimidating.
The Daunting Task of Revision
z 0XFK RI ZKDW PDNHV UHYLVLRQ GLI¿FXOW LV WKDW \RX KDYH WR FRQVLGHU
your draft on every level, more or less all at once. It’s the one time
in the whole process where you cannot avoid having to think about
everything. You have to ask yourself not only if the entire narrative
works as a whole, but if all its individual parts do what they’re supposed
to do and whether they all pull in the same direction. Is each character
complete and believable? Are the point of view, verb tense, and setting
appropriate? Does each chapter and scene round off and lead to the
next? Are your sentences interesting, elegant, and memorable?
z

One way to make this daunting task less intimidating is to prepare for
revision from the very start. The motto “Bash it out now and tart it up
later” is a reminder to forge ahead energetically, but it also serves to
underscore the idea that getting the story down on paper is only the
beginning of the process; you will have to “tart it up”—change things—
later on.

z

Composing and revising are inextricably linked, and how you revise
GHSHQGVLQODUJHSDUWRQKRZ\RXFRPSRVHGWKHGUDIWLQWKH¿UVWSODFH
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Narrative

Chapter

Scene

Prose
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When revising, you need to think about every level of your work, from the
narrative as a whole to individual chapters, scenes, and sentences.

o

If you write a whole draft without looking back and don’t start
revising until it’s done, then you’ve got all the revision to do
all at once. This may make facing the revision more daunting
because you’re looking at rewriting days or months of previous
work. Still, forging ahead without having to worry every day
DERXWZKDW\RXZURWHWKHGD\EHIRUHFDQPDNHZULWLQJWKDW¿UVW
draft easier.

o

If you rewrite each individual section before you proceed to
the next one, you’ll be revising as you go. This approach may
make the revision a little less daunting, but it’s no guarantee
that when you’ve reached the end, you still won’t have to go
EDFNDQG¿[PLVWDNHVRUHYHQPDNHPDMRUFKDQJHV(YHQZLWK
this method, you still reach a point where you have to think
about everything at once—whether the narrative works as a
whole and whether all the individual parts work.

Case Study: Revision
z 7KH/HFWXUHU¶V7DOH is the story of Nelson Humboldt, a failing academic
ZKR LQ WKH ¿UVW FKDSWHU RI WKH ERRN ORVHV KLV ULJKW LQGH[ ¿QJHU LQ D
146

freak accident on the quadrangle of the campus where he teaches. After
1HOVRQ¶V¿QJHULVUHDWWDFKHGKHGLVFRYHUVWKDWKHFDQPDNHDQ\ERG\GR
DQ\WKLQJKHZDQWVE\WRXFKLQJWKHPZLWKWKDW¿QJHU+HXVHVWKLVSRZHU
to save his own teaching job, and as he becomes more corrupt, to work
his way to the top of his university’s English department.
z

The original opening of this novel reads, in part, as follows:
Crossing the Quad at noon on a grey Halloween, Nelson
+XPEROGW¶V ¿QJHU ZDV VHYHUHG LQ D IUHDN DFFLGHQW 2GGO\
enough, he hadn’t been hurrying as he usually did at this time of
day, and anyway, Nelson was a tall fellow, standing a full head
taller than many of the young people around him. If anyone
could see where he was going, it was Nelson Humboldt. …
But today Nelson was unusually distracted, and this, he decided
later, was the reason for the accident. He had just come from
WKH FUDPSHG RI¿FH RI WKH XQGHUJUDGXDWH FKDLU RI WKH (QJOLVK
department, where Nelson was a lecturer, and just ten minutes
before she had told him compassionately but briskly that the
department was being forced by budget necessities to terminate
his appointment at the end of the semester. … Nelson had no
savings to speak of and no prospects, the job market being what
it was, and now he was about to have to no job, and he moved
much more slowly than usual through the press on the Quad,
still in shock, his mind elsewhere, letting himself be buffeted
by the currents and eddies of passing students. The loss of his
¿QJHUZDVMXVWWKHODVWVWUDZ

z

This opening doesn’t work on either the micro level of sentences and
phrases or the macro level of the narrative as a whole. Many of the
VHQWHQFHVDUHMXVWSODLQFOXPV\DQGWKH¿UVWSDUDJUDSKGRHVQ¶WLQWULJXH
the reader or suggest something about the narrative to come. The
opening is nothing but exposition—an undramatic summary—and there
is no evocative detail.
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z

In the second-draft version, the bare, unevocative summary of the
¿UVW YHUVLRQ LV HOLPLQDWHG DQG ZH EHJLQ WR JHW WKH UXGLPHQWV RI DQ
actual scene between Nelson and the chair of the English department,
Victoria Victorinix:
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> 1HOVRQ@KDGMXVWFRPHIURPWKHVSDUWDQVHYHQWKÀRRURI¿FH
of Victoria Victorinix, the undergraduate chair of the English
department, where Nelson was a visiting adjunct lecturer.
-XVW ¿YH PLQXWHV EHIRUH WKH DFFLGHQW 3URIHVVRU 9LFWRULQL[
had told Nelson politely but coolly that the department
was being forced by budget necessities to terminate his
appointment at the end of the semester. Professor Victorinix
was a small, slender, steely woman, with cropped, silvery hair,
a penetrating gaze, and the trace of a bemused smile always
about her mouth. Nelson appreciated her forthrightness, and
the fact that she looked at him as she sacked him; indeed,
it was Nelson’s glance that roamed all over the white walls
DQGVSDUHHOHJDQWVKHOYHVRIKHURI¿FHDVKHVZDOORZHGKDUG
and tried not to cry. The emotion would have been an honest
response on Nelson’s part, but tears wouldn’t have changed
DQ\WKLQJ3URIHVVRU9LFWRULQL[KDGVXIIHUHGWZHQW\¿YH\HDUV
of a being ignored, condescended to, and worse as a gay
woman in academia, and she was unusually immune to the
self-pity of wounded young men.
“You have our gratitude, of course,” she said, “for all your
efforts on behalf of the department. Though I realize that under
the circumstances, that may not mean much to you.”

z
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The second version is better because it is dramatic and because it starts
to show rather than tell. This opening puts the reader in the middle of a
situation, providing just enough information to make it intriguing and to
suggest what’s coming without giving everything away. Not only does the
new version work better on the macro level of the whole narrative, but it
also works better on the micro level of sentences and evocative details.

z

During the course of writing 7KH /HFWXUHU¶V 7DOH, the character of
Professor Victorinix changed from a minor character to a major one.
She also changed from merely chair of the English department to,
possibly, a vampire. These changes forced additional revisions to the
RSHQLQJVFHQHWKH¿QDOYHUVLRQRIZKLFKLVPRUHHYRFDWLYHGUDPDWLF
and full of physical details:
Professor Victorinix was a small, slender, thin-lipped woman
with cropped, silvery hair, and a bloodless manner barely
masked by a disinterested politesse. Even during the day
VKH NHSW WKH EOLQGV RI KHU RI¿FH GUDZQ DQG WRGD\ VKH VDW LQ
the shadows just beyond the direct glare of the lamp. The
UHÀHFWHG JORZ RII KHU GHVNWRS HPSKDVL]HG WKH VKDUSQHVV RI
her cheekbones, the deep groove between her eyebrows, the
smooth skullcap curve of her forehead. She regarded Nelson
with a gaze that seemed to him aristocratic, ancient, bored.
“Under the circumstances,” she said, “I realize that our
gratitude may not mean much to you.”

z

The additional details here reinforce the fact that Victorinix is powerful
and a bit menacing and that she will be important later on. And the use
of Nelson’s point of view in the opening reinforces the fact that he’s the
main character of the book.

z

Notice that these revisions serve every level of the book. The larger
narrative is served by introducing Nelson’s point of view and by
providing a more vivid and memorable introduction to Professor
Victorinix. The chapter is served by starting with a brief description
of the accident, then backtracking to show a bit of what happened just
before it. The scene is served by providing more action and dialogue to
evoke the situation rather than just describing it. And the prose is served
by making the sentences clearer and more dynamic.
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Lessons Learned
z As these revisions show, some writers work from the general to the
VSHFL¿F (DUO\ GUDIWV PD\ EH D NLQG RI VXPPDU\ ZLWKRXW PXFK GHWDLO
DQG ZLWK PRUH H[SRVLWLRQ WKDQ GUDPD ,I \RX ¿QG WKDW¶V WKH FDVH ZLWK
your work, when you’re revising, ask yourself: What would readers
want from this passage that I’m not giving them? What does the
character look like or sound like? Where does the scene take place, and
what exactly happens in it?
z

The key here is to be your own toughest critic. Consider all the techniques
we’ve looked at in this course—evoking rather than describing, using
setting to create mood, creating character through detail, advancing the
plot through dialogue, and so on—and apply them to your draft.

z

If you’re interested in lean prose, another technique you might try is
to see how much you can cut out of a paragraph or a sentence without
altering its meaning or intent. For example, see if you can get an eightline paragraph down to two lines. This “Twitter technique” of revision is
a useful exercise to prevent passages from inducing boredom.

z

Other methods you can try include printing the previous day’s work and
editing it by hand or reading sections or chapters out loud. Reading your
work aloud slows you down, so you’re more likely to catch grammatical
errors and repeated words. It’s also a great way to gauge the rhythm
DQGÀRZRI\RXUVHQWHQFHVDQGGHFLGHZKHUHSDUDJUDSKEUHDNVVKRXOG
be. By hearing the words spoken, you catch many missteps that might
otherwise slip by you.

Suggested Reading
Ellroy, /$&RQ¿GHQWLDO.
Gardner, 7KH$UWRI)LFWLRQ.
Hynes, 7KH/HFWXUHU¶V7DOH.
———, 3XEOLVKDQG3HULVK.
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Writing Exercise
1. Reverse the process of writing and revising that you used in the last

lecture. If you dashed out something without looking back, sit down
ZLWKLWDJDLQDQGWU\WR¿[ZKDWHYHU\RXWKLQNLVZURQJZLWKLWE\XVLQJ
some of the techniques in this lecture. If did your revisions as you wrote,
try adding something new to the scene—insert a new character, say, or
change the setting, or even change the point of view or verb tense.
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KHDPRXQWRIUHVHDUFKUHTXLUHGIRUDZRUNRI¿FWLRQGHSHQGVRQWKH
sort of story you’re telling. If your story is about a police detective
who falls in love, then you might be able to get away with parroting
a bit of cop slang to establish your character’s identity. But if your story is
about the detective investigating a murder, then you need to learn enough
about police work to make the character seem realistic. To put it simply, the
more research matters to your narrative, the more research you have to do.
As we’ll see in this lecture, it’s also important to strike a balance between
factual accuracy and the exercise of your imagination.
Varying Approaches to Research
z One pitfall of writing a story that requires research is that the research
sometimes overwhelms the story; in those cases, writers lean too hard on
the research and not enough on their imaginations. In fact, the necessity
of being completely faithful to the facts is not universally accepted
among all writers. Two contemporary writers who personify differing
opinions on this issue are Hilary Mantel and Jim Crace.
z

Mantel is best known for her historical novels about Thomas Cromwell,
ZKRZDVD/RUG&KDQFHOORURIWKH7XGRUNLQJ+HQU\9,,,7KH¿UVWWZR
books, :ROI+DOO and %ULQJXSWKH%RGLHV, each won the Man Booker
Prize, and Mantel has often talked about how much research went into
them. In more than one interview, she has stated that historical novelists
have a moral responsibility to get their facts straight.

z

Jim Crace is another celebrated British author whose novels are often
set in the distant past, yet Crace declines to call such books as 7KH*LIW
RI6WRQHV (set in prehistoric Britain) and 4XDUDQWLQH (about Christ’s 40
days in the wilderness) historical novels. He prefers to think of each of
them as being set in a sort of alternative, imaginative world.
o Crace does some research for his books, but he makes up many
of the details. In part, this is because he’s not interested in the
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actual history so much as he is in using a particular historical
period as a metaphor for contemporary concerns. The impulse
behind 7KH *LIW RI 6WRQHV, for example, was the industrial
decline of the British city of Birmingham.

z

o

If you read 7KH *LIW RI 6WRQHV without knowing that it was
originally intended to be a metaphor for the decline of British
manufacturing, it reads as a powerful account of an ancient,
alien way of life. Whether it’s historically accurate is more
or less irrelevant to the literary merit of the book or to the
truths the book speaks about human nature and the effects of
technological change on everyday life.

o

Rather than relying on exhaustive research to underpin
his narratives, Crace pays close attention to his language,
XVLQJ FDUHIXO ZRUG FKRLFHV WR FRQVWUXFW ¿FWLRQDO GHWDLOV WKDW
seem utterly convincing even if they aren’t as scrupulously
researched as the details in Mantel’s books. In fact, Crace
insisted in an interview that if you pick the right words, you
don’t need to get the facts right. For him, a simple bit of
YRFDEXODU\FDQPDNHD¿FWLRQDOZRUOGFRPHDOLYH

There’s an obvious difference in intent between Crace and Mantel. Crace
doesn’t claim that his novels are accurate; in fact, he tries to subvert the
LGHDRIDFFXUDF\LQ¿FWLRQDQGLQVLVWRQWKHSULPDF\RIVWRU\WHOOLQJ)RU
0DQWHO¿GHOLW\WRZKDWDFWXDOO\KDSSHQHGPDWWHUVDJUHDWGHDO
o It’s also true, however, that Mantel is not slavishly dedicated to
absolute historical accuracy in all instances. Shrewdly, she has
her characters speak in a modern-sounding idiom that makes
them seem real to 21st-century readers without also making
them sound anachronistic.
o

The research Mantel did for :ROI +DOO is evident on nearly
every page, but what makes the novel soar is the way her
imagination inhabits the mind of Thomas Cromwell and the
way her muscular and modern prose evokes his world.
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o

In contrast, Crace’s novel +DUYHVW is set in the same period of
English history as Mantel’s novels, but Crace never mentions
the year, nor does he include any reference to real historical
¿JXUHV RU VLWXDWLRQV ,QVWHDG KH SURYLGHV D GHWDLOHG DQG
intimate account of village life. His work has a contemporary
immediacy, but Crace evokes the feeling of a distant time and
place mainly by using bits of archaic vocabulary.
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This improvisatory, ad hoc
attitude to using research seems
a sensible approach because it
SXWVWKHVWRU\¿UVW$V*DUGQHU
said, the primary purpose of
D ZRUN RI ¿FWLRQ LV WR FUHDWH D
vivid and continuous dream in
the mind of the reader, and the
two main requirements of any
¿FWLRQDOQDUUDWLYHDUHWREHERWK
believable and interesting.
o For this reason, it’s Even the most mainstream novel may
important to get the often require a few hours of research
facts right because so that the writer doesn’t distract the
doing so will make reader with unnecessary errors of fact.
the narrative more
interesting and believable. At the very least, you don’t want to
distract the reader with obvious, easily preventable mistakes.
If your reader must stop to think about something that doesn’t
seem right, you’ve broken the surface tension of the dream.

© IPGGutenbergUKLtd/iStock/Thinkstock.

A Middle Ground
z *HURQWLXV is a work by another British novelist, James HamiltonPaterson, loosely based on the life of the composer Sir Edward Elgar. In
the author’s note at the beginning of the book, Hamilton-Paterson talks
EULHÀ\DERXWKLVUHVHDUFKIRUWKHERRNH[SODLQLQJWKDWKHGHOLEHUDWHO\
changed some of the details of Elgar’s life, and at the end of the note, he
says, “For the rest, I tried to be as factually correct as was interesting.”

o

At the same time, you don’t want to be boring. Even Mantel has
warned aspiring historical novelists not to inundate the reader
with everything you’ve learned. “Don’t show off,” she says.
“Your reader only needs to know about one tenth of what you
NQRZ 'HSWK RI NQRZOHGJH JLYHV WKH ZULWHU FRQ¿GHQFH DQG
suppleness, but doesn’t need to be demonstrated on every page.”

z

Knowing when to back off from the research is also important to the
process of writing itself. A work may be backed by extensive research, but
LWVWLOOQHHGVYLYLGO\LPDJLQHGVFHQHVDQGFKDUDFWHU,ILWLV¿OOHGRQO\ZLWK
useless detail at the expense of the story, it will be monumentally dull.

z

If you’re writing a research-intensive narrative, the research and the
writing should be inseparable. In practice, this means that you need to
do the writing and the research at the same time, and this, in turn, means
that to begin with, you will be writing scenes without having much of an
idea of what you’re talking about.

Case Study: Using Research Productively
z Let’s consider a scene from an incomplete and unpublished
historical novel about an 18th-century Dutch explorer named Jacob
Roggeveen, who was the European discoverer of Easter Island.
In this scene, Jacob travels from his home in the small Dutch city
of Middelburg to the much larger and more cosmopolitan city
RI $PVWHUGDP ZKHUH KH KRSHG WR ZLQ ¿QDQFLDO VXSSRUW IRU KLV
H[SHGLWLRQWRWKH6RXWK3DFL¿FIURPWKH'XWFK:HVW,QGLD&RPSDQ\
z

Early research revealed that Jacob was a notary, which was a kind
of lawyer; that he had never married or had children; and that he
ZDVDPHPEHURIDKHUHWLFDO&DOYLQLVWVHFW2WKHUWKDQWKDWWKH¿UVW
draft of the scene was written without much research into what
Amsterdam was like at the time of Jacob’s visit. After the rough
version of the scene was written, the additional facts that needed
to be researched became clear: What would Jacob have seen and
heard in the streets of Amsterdam in the year 1719, and how would
his fringe religious beliefs have affected his reaction to the vibrant
street life of a large city?
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z

The answers to these and other questions made the scene come
DOLYHLQWKH¿QDOYHUVLRQ
o For example, one important discovery was that the headquarters
building of the Dutch West India Company was just off a street
near the docks called Haarlemmerstraat. The street was mostly
lined with taverns and brothels that catered to sailors.
o

z

Here’s an excerpt from the scene that attempts to capture what
Jacob might have seen and heard on a night in Amsterdam in 1719
and how he might have reacted to it:

Lecture 23: Approaches to Researching Fiction
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$QRWKHU LPSRUWDQW ¿QGLQJ ZDV WKDW WKH PHPEHUV RI -DFRE¶V
religious sect did not believe in the idea of sin in the traditional
sense. Instead, they saw what others called sinful behavior as
ignorance of humanity’s oneness with God, who controlled
everything people did.

After a meal of bread and cheese and beer in the smoky
kitchen of the inn, Jacob ascended to his hot, airless room up
under the eaves. The little window in his room was high—
he had to stand to see out of it—and he pushed it open and
ORRNHG GRZQ WKH VWHHS VORSH RI WKH URRI 7ZLOLJKW ¿OOHG WKH
square below, punctuated by fans of lamplight falling out of
tavern doorways. He took off his shoes and his waistcoat and
tried to sleep on the swaybacked bed, but he only tossed and
turned in the breathless heat, kept awake by the nightly riot
below. Woven through the roar of the crowd were the whine
RI ¿GGOHV DQG WKH ZKHH]H RI KXUG\ JXUG\V SOD\LQJ VRQJV
Jacob remembered from childhood, rollicking dance tunes
accompanied by the clatter of boots against cobbles as sailors
and whores danced in the square. Sudden, violent squalls rose
above the general racket: the harsh voices of drunken men
braying the words of “The Cuckoo’s Nest.” The shattering
screams of women dissolving into cackling laughter. Bottles
EUHDNLQJ7KHZRUGOHVVVKRXWLQJRIPHQLQD¿JKWWKHORVHU¶V
howl as a blade pierced him. More cackling laughter. And as
WKHUDFNHW¿QDOO\UHFHGHGQHDUGDZQLQWRDORQHVDLORUVLQJLQJ

tunelessly to himself as he staggered along, Jacob heard carnal
groans coming from an entryway just below his window. It
was all what his mother used to call wickedness, but Jacob, in
his sweaty clothes and tangled sheets, struggled to convince
himself that there was no such thing as sin, only ignorance
and error, that the poor souls cutting each other in the street
RUUXWWLQJLQWKHGRRUZD\ZHUHVLPSO\VWXFNLQWKHLURZQÀHVK
like ships run aground in the mud.
z

This scene worked because research and imagination played off
each other powerfully. Research revealed what a night in the
Haarlemmerstraat would have been like, and imagination enabled
WKDW H[SHULHQFH WR EH ¿OWHUHG WKURXJK WKH FRQVFLRXVQHVV RI D
single character.

z

In the end, the lesson to learn from this case study is that you need
WRSXWWKHVWRU\DQGWKHFKDUDFWHUV¿UVW8VLQJ\RXULPDJLQDWLRQLV
every bit as important as getting your facts straight. Indeed, we
might say that research is just another tool in the service of the
LPDJLQDWLRQ ,W VHUYHV WKH VDPH IXQFWLRQ LQ ¿FWLRQ WKDW SORWWLQJ
character, and dialogue do: It helps to suggest, to evoke, to put
readers in a time and place they might otherwise never experience.

Suggested Reading
Crace, “The Art of Fiction No. 179.”
———, 7KH*LIWRI6WRQHV.
———, +DUYHVW.
———, 4XDUDQWLQH.
Hamilton-Paterson, *HURQWLXV.
MacFarquhar, “The Dead Are Real.”
Mantel, %ULQJXSWKH%RGLHV.
———, “Hilary Mantel on Teaching a Historical Fiction Masterclass.”
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———, :ROI+DOO.
Wilson, “%ULQJXSWKH%RGLHV by Hilary Mantel.”

Writing Exercise
1. Pick a historical character who interests you, such as Abraham Lincoln
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or Margaret Thatcher, and write just a single scene about that person
doing something ordinary and private, such as playing with his or
KHU FKLOGUHQ RU ¿[LQJ VRPHWKLQJ WR HDW EXW DW DQ LPSRUWDQW KLVWRULFDO
moment. Abraham Lincoln might be thinking about the Emancipation
Proclamation, for example, as he plays checkers with his son, or
Margaret Thatcher might be making herself a pot of tea late one night
at the start of the Falklands War. Try to make the scene personal and
intimate without letting the historical events dominate. Remember that
UHVHDUFKVHUYHVWKHVDPHIXQFWLRQLQ¿FWLRQWKDWSORWWLQJFKDUDFWHUDQG
dialogue do: to suggest, to evoke, to put readers in a time and place they
might otherwise never experience.
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Making a Life as a Fiction Writer
Lecture 24

I

I\RXZDQWWREHD¿FWLRQZULWHUHVSHFLDOO\DSXEOLVKHG¿FWLRQZULWHU\RX
need to learn to be two different people. One is the artist, the blinkered and
GULYHQREVHVVLYHZKRFUHDWHVWKHZRUNLQWKH¿UVWSODFH%\QHFHVVLW\\RX
must be solitary and self-critical, but you may also be moody, self-involved,
and distracted. The other is the businessperson, whose responsibility it is to
market and sell the work after it has been created. In this role, you need to be
FRQ¿GHQWJRRGKXPRUHGDQGJUHJDULRXV,QRWKHUZRUGV\RXQHHGWREHERWK
WKH ORQHO\ JHQLXV LQ D JDUUHW DQG WKH JODGKDQGLQJ VDOHVSHUVRQ ,Q WKLV ¿QDO
lecture, we’ll explore these two halves of a writer’s life.
The Business of Writing
z Aspiring writers usually want to know two things from published
writers: (1) How do I get published, and (2) how do I make a living as
D ¿FWLRQ ZULWHU" 7KH DQVZHU WR WKH VHFRQG TXHVWLRQ LV <RX SUREDEO\
won’t. Most writers have to earn a living doing something else and
make time to write when they can. To put it bluntly, unless you’re a very
OXFN\¿FWLRQZULWHU\RXVKRXOGQ¶WTXLW\RXUGD\MRE
z

7KHDQVZHUWRWKH¿UVWTXHVWLRQ²KRZGR,JHWSXEOLVKHG"²KDVDOZD\V
EHHQGLI¿FXOWEXWLWXVHGWREHDIDLUO\VWUDLJKWIRUZDUGSURFHVV$ZULWHU
either got the attention of an agent or a publisher or paid a vanity press
to publish his or her work.
o Many writers sold a story to a literary or genre magazine,
which might lead to interest from an agent or a book publisher.
o

6RPHZULWHUVPLJKW¿QGWKHLURZQDJHQWVZKRZRXOGPDUNHW
their work to commercial publishers in New York. The
publisher would buy a writer’s book and pay an advance
against royalties, out of which the agent would take 10 or 15
percent. Then, the writer would go through the process of
editing, copyediting, and printing, and between eight months
and a year later, the book would come out.
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o

Depending on how much money the publisher paid for the
book, the writer might be sent on a tour of bookstores, and a
publicist might arrange interviews. Lucky writers might have
their work reviewed in newspapers and magazines. Most
published writers, however, were lucky if they sold enough
copies to earn back their advances, which meant that publishers
would at least take a look at their next books.

o

There were a handful of writers who got rich off their books
DQG D VOLJKWO\ ODUJHU KDQGIXO PRVWO\ ZULWHUV RI JHQUH ¿FWLRQ
who were able to live off their royalties, but the vast majority
of writers considered themselves lucky to be in print, to make
DOLWWOHPRQH\RQWKHVLGHDQGWREHDEOHWRZULWH¿FWLRQZKLOH
holding down a day job.

This process is still the main way that many writers get published, and
it’s still the way most writers would probably prefer to be published.
But in the past 30 years, the publishing industry has gone through
enormous changes.
o )LUVW WKHUH DUH HVVHQWLDOO\ RQO\ ¿YH ODUJH FRPPHUFLDO
SXEOLVKHUV RI (QJOLVKODQJXDJH ¿FWLRQ HDFK RI ZKLFK LV RQO\
one division of a much larger corporation. These publishers are
looking for market blockbusters that will appeal to a large and
diverse readership or books that can be marketed to a particular
niche. The PLGOLVWZULWHUV today earn smaller advances and get
less attention from editors or do not get published at all.
o

Second, there are now a large number of small, independent
presses that publish the authors the Big Five are no longer
willing to publish or promote. These don’t pay much, and their
books don’t usually get much attention from the mainstream
press, but their editors devote much more attention to the books
they publish, they treat their authors with respect, and they are
more likely to keep the books in print for a longer time.

o

7KHWKLUGFKDQJH²DQGWKHRQHWKDWKDVGULYHQWKH¿UVWWZR²LV
the rise of the Internet, the digital revolution, and the success of

online retailers. These factors have irrevocably changed the way
books are published, marketed, reviewed, purchased, and read.
The New Order versus the Old
z As a result of these changes—the corporatization of commercial
publishing, the rise of online bookselling and the e-book, and the
consequent decline of brick-and-mortar bookstores—the traditional
agents and publishers don’t have nearly as much power as they used to.
o Today, there are essentially no barriers to getting published;
anyone with a broadband connection can publish a manuscript
online through any number of self-publishing platforms, and
for a little more money, a writer can even provide readers with
physical books through print-on-demand services.
o

Self-publishing is much more widely accepted, even by
authors who have previously published in the traditional way.
,QFHUWDLQJHQUHVVXFKDVURPDQFH¿FWLRQIRUH[DPSOHPDQ\
writers sell their work via the Internet directly to readers, who
can download e-books in the space of a minute or two.

z

There are also downsides to this new, more democratic order. The
PDLQGUDZEDFNLVWKDWJHWWLQJWKHDWWHQWLRQRIUHDGHUVFDQEHGLI¿FXOW
Breaking into the traditional system is hard, but once you’re in, you can
at least count on your publisher to send out review copies and possibly
even to arrange interviews and appearances. Further, most readers
understand that a traditionally published book has at least been edited
for spelling and grammar. Self-published writers have to do all their
own editing, proofreading, design, marketing, and publicity, or they
have to pay people to perform these services.

z

On the whole, it seems that the odds of success in the new system
aren’t all that different from the odds of success in the traditional
system. The midlist writer who publishes in the traditional way is not
likely to get much more attention than someone who self-publishes
an e-book. In both the old and new orders, there are a handful of very
successful authors; a large number who sell books only to their friends
and loved ones; and a group of midlisters, who write the best books
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Marketing Your Work
z As much as possible, you
should write what you want
to write—without trying to
tailor your work to appeal to
the market—and try to keep
business out of the creative
process. At the same time, the
glad-handing salesperson in
you should at least be thinking
about how to market your book
to the public even as you’re
working on it.
z

If you plan to publish by the
traditional route, do research
RQOLQH WR ¿QG DJHQWV ZKR Professionalism and networking are
the keys to attracting the attention of
have worked with writers you agents and editors or readers in an
admire and publishers that online community.
have published the sort of work
you’re trying to write. If you plan to self-publish, become part of an
online community of writers and readers who enjoy reading the sort of
thing you’re writing.

z

The key to attracting the attention of agents and editors or an online
community of readers is to be professional. If you approach an agent,
for example, write a brief cover letter pitching your novel and say a
few words about yourself that make you sound knowledgeable and easy
to work with. Mention any previous publications or awards you have
received. In an online environment, be respectful, friendly, and brief.
Praise the work of others that you genuinely admire and be honest but
polite about work you don’t like.
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they can, do something else to make a living, and promote their work
through social media.

Why Write Fiction?
z In 1946, George Orwell published an essay, “Why I Write,” in which he
listed his four reasons: (1) sheer egoism, (2) aesthetic enthusiasm, (3)
historical impulse, and (4) political purpose.
z

7KH¿UVWWZRRIWKHVHUHDVRQVSUREDEO\KROGWUXHIRUPRVWZULWHUV1R
writer can function without ambition, but most would likely admit that
egoism can be dangerous. Aesthetic enthusiasm is a much more benign
and honorable motivation and probably also drives most writers.

z

Akin to Orwell’s “historical impulse” as a reason for writing is
intellectual curiosity about a particular topic or even curiosity about
one’s own life. A novel is a way of thinking out loud to help writers
understand certain issues or to explain their own lives to themselves.
o $V ZH¶YH VHHQ WKURXJKRXW WKLV FRXUVH ¿FWLRQ ZULWLQJ FDQ
show you the unmediated consciousness of another person,
revealing, as E. M. Forster put it, “the hidden life at its source.”
o

z

7KLV LV DQ HVVHQWLDO PRWLYDWLRQIRU DOO ¿FWLRQ ZULWHUV EXW OLNH
any other motivation, it comes with consequences. One is the
risk of narcissism, the temptation to believe that everything in
your life is as interesting to a reader as it might be to you. The
other is the hurt it might cause your family and friends.

2QH¿QDOUHDVRQWRZULWHLVWRHUDVHRQHVHOILQWKHFUHDWLYHDFW:ULWHUV
are achingly self-conscious creatures, and our live-wire awareness of
everything around us and the constant hum of our own imaginations
cause us to crave some sort of peace. Writing itself is an intensely
VHOIFRQVFLRXV DFW DV \RX ¿QG \RXUVHOI LQKDELWLQJ WKH PLQGV RI \RXU
characters and forcing yourself to think about things that most people
QHYHU WKLQN DERXW DW DOO 7KH SDUDGR[ LV WKDW PRVW ZULWHUV ¿QG UHVSLWH
from this acute self-consciousness in the act of writing itself.
o This motivation is tied to the desire to re-create the pleasure
you gain by reading books you admire, a pleasure that takes
you completely out of your own experience or even out of your
own self-awareness. This is not the same thing as reading for
escape, where your mind switches off and lets the narrative play
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as if on a screen. Rather, it’s the experience of fully inhabiting
another life or world, where your mind is fully engaged—but
not as yourself.
o

z

Another way to express this reason is to say that the most
sublime experience in writing comes when you feel as if you
are remembering the book, not creating it. It is as if the book is
out there in the ether someplace, and you are simply recording
ZKDW\RXKDYHKHDUG:KHQ\RX¶UH¿QLVKHG\RXIHHOUHOLHIWKDW
what’s on the page at last matches the melody in your head, the
one only you can hear.

For Orwell, the motive he valued above all others was politics; for many
writers, it’s more personal. What it might be for you is something only
\RXFDQ¿QGRXWIRU\RXUVHOI%XWZKDWHYHU\RXUPRWLYDWLRQWXUQVRXW
to be and whatever struggles and triumphs you have with writing and
publishing, the act of creation itself will provide a great deal of meaning
and satisfaction in your life.
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Suggested Reading
Lamott, %LUGE\%LUG.
Orwell, “Why I Write.”
Woolf, $5RRPRI2QH¶V2ZQ.
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Appendix: Punctuating Dialogue
Most of what you need to know about the mechanics of writing dialogue
FDQ EH VXPPHG XS LQ D IHZ UXOHV 7KH YDVW PDMRULW\ RI ¿FWLRQ SXEOLVKHG
since the 18th century has followed these rules, although some great writers,
including William Faulkner and Cormac McCarthy, have violated them.
In the following paragraphs, Mr. Faulkner and Mr. McCarthy will help us
review dialogue rules.
7KH ¿UVW UXOH LV WKDW DOO GLUHFW TXRWDWLRQV QDPHO\ WKH H[DFW ZRUGV RI D
character, should be set apart from the rest of the text by quotation marks.
The second rule is that every time a new character speaks or the speaker
FKDQJHVKLVRUKHU¿UVWOLQHRIGLDORJXHVKRXOGEHVHWDSDUWZLWKDSDUDJUDSK
EUHDN$OVRWKH¿UVWZRUGRIDGLUHFWTXRWDWLRQDOZD\VVWDUWVZLWKDFDSLWDO
letter. Here’s an example that illustrates these rules:
“Do you think quotation marks are necessary?” asked Mr. Faulkner.
“Some people say yes; some people say no.”
“I don’t use quotation marks myself,” said Mr. McCarthy. “I think
they just clutter up a page.”
Remember that these rules of punctuation serve two purposes: to set
dialogue apart from the rest of the narrative and to identify who is speaking
at any given time. The quotation marks and the paragraph breaks serve the
¿UVWSXUSRVHDQGWKHVHFRQGSXUSRVHLVVHUYHGE\LGHQWLI\LQJHDFKVSHDNHU
with a GLDORJXHWDJ, which in its most basic form is simply the name of the
character or a pronoun standing in for the name plus some variation on the
verb VDLG. In the exchange above, DVNHG0U)DXONQHU and VDLG0U0F&DUWK\
are dialogue tags; other common tags include KHVDLG, VKHVDLG, KHUHSOLHG,
VKHVKRXWHG, and so on.
7KH UXOHV IRU SXQFWXDWLQJ GLDORJXH WDJV JHW D OLWWOH WULFN\ 7KH ¿UVW UXOH LV
that the dialogue tag is not part of the actual quotation; thus, it should never
be included within the quotation marks. The following example is incorrect:
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“Do you think this fellow Hynes, said Mr. McCarthy, has any idea
what he’s talking about?”
The reason it’s incorrect is that there are only two sets of quotation marks,
one at the beginning of the quotation and one at the end, when there should
be four sets of quotation marks: one at the beginning, a second one just
before the dialogue tag, a third one right after the dialogue tag, and a fourth
at the end, as shown below:
“Do you think this fellow Hynes,” said Mr. McCarthy, “has any
idea what he’s talking about?”
Sometimes a dialogue tag comes in the middle of the quoted sentence;
LQ WKRVH FDVHV WKH ¿UVW KDOI RI WKH TXRWDWLRQ LV VHW RII E\ D FRPPD DQG D
quotation mark, the dialogue tag is followed by a comma, and the second
half of the sentence begins with a quotation mark and a lowercase letter, as
shown below:
“I have a feeling,” said Mr. Faulkner, “that this fellow Hynes is not
paying any attention to us.”

Appendix: Punctuating Dialogue

However, if a dialogue tag appears between two FRPSOHWH sentences, then it
is followed by a period, and the second sentence starts with a capital letter:
“There’s no reason for him to listen to us,” said Mr. McCarthy.
“YRX¶YHEHHQGHDGIRU¿IW\\HDUVDQG,¶PIDPRXVO\UHFOXVLYH´
There are a couple of additional rules for dialogue: Punctuation always
appears inside the quotation marks, and when the dialogue tag appears after
WKHTXRWDWLRQRUDIWHUWKH¿UVWKDOIRIWKHTXRWDWLRQWKHTXRWHFDQEHVHSDUDWHG
from the tag with a comma, a question mark, or an exclamation point but never
with a period. Thus, the following quotations are punctuated correctly:
“That’s no excuse,” said Mr. Faulkner.
“What can you do with a young fellow like that?” said
Mr. McCarthy.
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“Kids today!” said Mr. Faulkner.
But the one below is not:
“As far as I’m concerned, there are no rules in creative writing.”
said Mr. McCarthy.
Let’s look at the whole dialogue, this time, punctuated correctly:
“Do you think quotation marks are necessary?” asked Mr. Faulkner.
“Some people say yes; some people say no.”
“I don’t use quotation marks myself,” said Mr. McCarthy. “I think
they just clutter up a page.”
“Do you think this fellow Hynes,” said Mr. McCarthy, “has any
idea what he’s talking about?”
“I have a feeling,” said Mr. Faulkner, “that this fellow Hynes is not
paying any attention to us.”
“There’s no reason for him to listen to us,” said Mr. McCarthy.
³<RX¶YHEHHQGHDGIRU¿IW\\HDUVDQG,¶PIDPRXVO\UHFOXVLYH´
“That’s no excuse,” said Mr. Faulkner.
“What can you do with a young fellow like that?” said Mr.
McCarthy.
“Kids today!” said Mr. Faulkner.
“As far as I’m concerned, there are no rules in creative writing,”
said Mr. McCarthy.
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Remember, any good grammar guide will explain these rules in more detail,
but an even better way to learn them is simply to model what you do after
what your favorite writer does—assuming your favorite writer isn’t Cormac
McCarthy.
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