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Preface

The ancient Greeks knew the blacksmith as the
priest of metals and his smithy as a temple to the gods.1 Fire also
had a prominent place in the ancient religion:

The role of fire in ancient Greek religion
is all-pervasive: whether in the sacrificial flame burning on the
god’s altar, the funeral pyre in human burial, or the torch-light
which characterized nocturnal festivals and, in particular, mystery
cults. … It remained always a medium for intercourse between the
human and divine worlds…2

They also believed that exotic metals came into
this world from the world of the divine and were brought into it by
fire. Hephaestus was the fire god, but he was also the only working
god, a blacksmith, and a master craftsman. He was the consummate
artist and also a storyteller. According to Homer, when Hephaestus
forged Achilles’ shield, on the front he inlaid scenes that told
stories. One was a city scene:

The men had gathered in the market-place
where, a quarrel was in progress, two men quarrelling over the
blood-money for a man who had been killed: one claimed that he was
making full compensation, and was showing it to the people, but the
other refused to accept any payment: both were eager to take a
decision from the arbiter. The people were taking sides, and
shouting their support for either man, while the heralds tried to
keep them in check.3

Many other ancient Greek craftsmen were also
involved in storytelling. For example, scenes from all the ancient
myths were depicted on vases and frescos.4 The fact that craft was
so intimately ingrained in storytelling, and in particular the
smithy as a place for storytelling, gives us a metaphor for
characterizing the author’s workplace. All writers are craftsmen
and are frequently referred to as “wordsmiths.” Therefore, it is
natural to call a novelist a “novelsmith” and his craft
“novelsmithing.”

But many would-be novelsmiths of today want to
skip the apprenticeship necessary to learn a craft and jump
immediately into getting the words on the page. So it is that
frequently the lump of gold they stumble across while living their
lives presents itself as a story, and they believe it just might be
the next New York Times bestseller, once they’ve pounded it into
the shape of a novel. Shouldn’t be that difficult, they think, but
fifty pages or so into the writing of it, they lose their way.
Seems they’ve not found a pot of gold at all, but fools gold
instead. This comes as a shock, and for many, it constitutes the
end of their short experiment with novel writing. But some will be
interested enough to seek out a little knowledge about the craft
and may even come to view learning about it as interesting as
writing a novel. But where can the beginning novelsmith turn to
learn his craft?

Good primers on creative writing fill the
bookshelves, and heaven knows, a beginning writer would do well to
study them thoroughly. But none of these books actually get down to
the specifics of putting a novel together. This book,
Novelsmithing, fills that void.

Novelsmithing provides the beginning
novelist, or perhaps even the experienced novelist who has lost his
way, with a discussion of the underlying structure and methods of
novel writing. It is intended that the reader proceed by taking
each chapter in sequence, since the concepts developed in
succeeding chapters depend strongly on those coming before.

This approach to novel writing is original,
although it does make use of concepts developed by other authors.
In particular, I’ve appropriated the concept of the Premise as
developed by Lajos Egri in his The Art of Dramatic Writing,
although I do take exception to some of his understanding of what
constitutes the Premise. My development is a complete approach to
structuring a novel so that it forms a consistent and interrelated
whole. In addition, I relate the Premise to elements of the
analytical psychologist Carl Jung’s interpretation of what goes on
within the human psyche. As a matter of fact, the entire
development has been heavily influenced by Jung’s thinking, and in
particular, his revelations concerning ancient Greek myth.

The completion of the first nine chapters should
provide the author with a rough draft for his novel. Chapter 10
provides him with insight into his own creative processes. Chapter
11 gets into the sticky subject of ethics, and Chapters 12 and 13
provide some basic guidance concerning the editing and publishing
of the completed novel.

The ideas developed in this book concern basic
storytelling and can just as easily be apply to narrative
non-fiction, drama, and screenwriting. My travelogue, Oedipus on
a Pale Horse, is an example of how a writer might use this
technique to generate an extended personal-history narrative.












Author’s Note: Origins

I have always been a student of the creative
process. During my early years in college, I was introduced to the
work of Dostoevsky. I read of all his novels, short stories and a
couple of biographies. From this man and his bizarre work, I became
interested in writing and made my own first attempts at poetry and
fiction.

Also during these initial college years, I was
introduced to and fell in love with Greek tragedy. Sophocles had a
major impact on me. From the story of Oedipus, I found my way to
Freud and the “Oedipus Complex.” I read Freud’s Interpretation
of Dreams.

It wasn’t until I turned thirty that I actually
began work on a novel, and I was still as interested in the
creative process as I was in the actual writing. There might be a
certain amount of truth in the statement that I started writing to
learn about the creative process. I instinctively realized that it
spoke to something basic about the human condition. But I aborted
my first novel after a hundred pages or so because I didn’t know
where it was going. I ran out of story. I was puzzled about my
failure, and wondered why the story didn’t reveal itself to me as I
imagined it would.

Several years after this failed attempt, I
started and finished another novel, but I knew it was rather
rambling and not properly plotted. I attended some workshops on
plotting and came away even more confused. I started reading books
on screen writing and drama because they seemed to know more about
the structure of storytelling. I came across the concept of the
Premise, and the plotting process I would later use myself started
to take shape.

During this time, I read the comments of other
authors concerning the nature of the writing experience. The
interviews in The Paris Review were my primary source. A
little later in life, I went through five years of psychotherapy;
and following this trying but illuminating experience, one of the
most important events of my life occurred. My company laid me off.
Instead of trying to find work immediately, I decided to spend my
time reading about ancient Greece, and planned an extended trip
about the Greek mainland and islands. Prior to leaving, I read
everything I could get my hands on concerning the archaeology and
mythology of ancient Greece. At the same time, I planned to use my
newly developed plotting methods while writing an extended
narrative of my journey through Greece.

I spent ten weeks traveling Greece alone. When I
returned, I edited and expanded my travel narrative into the work
I’ve had on the Internet for the last eight years and I recently
published in paperback. It’s titled Oedipus on a Pale
horse.

Afterward, I continued my research into the
religion and myths of ancient Greece. My primary resources were the
writings of university professors, classicists published by
university presses. Early in this period, I came into contact with
the writings of Karl Kerényi and Carl Jung. I had always known of
Jung’s work because of his association with Freud, but I had never
explored his writings to any extent. I had viewed him, naive as I
was, as Freud’s junior partner. Surprisingly enough, I had never
heard of Kerényi. These two would become my newfound heroes. This
research was really exciting because I realized that I was
uncovering the psychology of writing.

Freud had always been highly interesting, but
Jung’s theory of the human psyche interested me even more. I’d had
many experiences during my life that had gone unexplained, even
through the five years of therapy. Jung came as a revelation. His
explanation of the connection between human events and mythology
was simply mind-blowing. Karl Kerényi was a professor of classics
and the history of religion. He wrote a series of books in
association with Carl Jung on the archetypes from Greek mythology
that served the ancients as patterns for human existence. Through
the writings of these two, I delved deeper into this crossover
field of psychology and mythology, and ran onto the archetypal
psychologists James Hillman and Murray Stein. It was as if I’d
found the Rosetta Stone for my own psychology, as well as a guide
into the internal creative process of writing.

Then in the fall of 1999, I was approached by
the head of the Continuing Education Department at New Mexico State
University at Carlsbad to teach a couple of courses. She’d heard
that I was a writer and interested in mythology. “Something on
novel writing and Greek mythology,” she said, “would be of interest
to our older students.”

I was already primed. Since most of the
students, who would be taking these courses, were college educated,
some even retired teachers, I could treat the material as if I were
teaching graduate school. My years of research could be put to good
use. The course on Greek mythology, I taught primarily from the
writings of Homer, Hesiod, Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. For
the novel writing course, I pulled from everything I’d read through
the years concerning storytelling: novelists, playwrights,
screenwriters, and narrative non-fiction writers. I injected good
doses of Jungian and archetypal psychology.

While developing the material for the two
courses, I continued to be amazed at how connected the two subjects
are, that novel writing, all storytelling really, is an outgrowth
of the same psychological processes that had, through the
millennia, created myth. Jungian psychology goes a long ways toward
explaining the techniques used by novelists, playwrights, and
screenwriters. All my research into these different disciplines
came together as a sort of critical mass, which resulted in an
explosion of ideas concerning the craft of novel writing that I
describe here.

My methodology is not the traditional approach
used in creative writing. I will not tell you how to combine the
words to make effective sentences and paragraphs or to describe a
scene. That is taught in many wonderful textbooks and classes in
schools throughout the world. But what you will not find in these
classes is how to actually put a novel together. This deficiency I
hope to correct with Novelsmithing.












CHAPTER 1: The Big
Idea

Seems as though everyone has a big idea that
they believe will make a great novel. Some of them may be right,
but generally ideas that come to a novice constitute only a tiny
part of the entire concept that constitutes an idea for a novel.
When I lived in Boulder, Colorado, I had a physicist friend who had
a Ph.D. come to me with an idea. He imagined, he said, that a man
found a suitcase with a million dollars inside an airport bathroom
stall. The man would be obsessed with the money and what to do with
it. But the physicist couldn’t write the story beyond the first
fifty pages. “There are too many possibilities,” he said. “How do I
know what this guy will do with the money?” Actually, my friend had
described an interesting situation, but he didn’t have a full-blown
idea for a novel.

It takes a multitude of ingredients to formulate
a full novel concept. The ingredients involve not only situations,
but also characters, conflicts, settings, and above all theme. In
my friend’s situation, his character could have taken the suitcase
along with the money to the police, walked away, and it would have
had no impact on his life at all. But his character could also have
taken it home and come into conflict with the owner, possibly a
drug dealer. He could also have immediately purchased an airline
ticket, flown to a foreign country and disappeared into the
countryside. The possibilities are endless, and the final choice of
what to do with the money will say something crucial about
character and theme. So how do you formulate a story that has all
the elements orchestrated so that it constitutes a fine piece of
literature?

Janet Burroway, in her book Writing
Fiction (probably the best book ever written on the subject)
says that:

The organic unity of a work of literature
cannot be taught--or, if it can, I have not discovered a way to
teach it. I can suggest from time to time that concrete image is
not separate from character, which is revealed in dialogue and
point of view, which may be illuminated by simile, which may reveal
theme, which is contained in plot as water is contained in an
apple. But I cannot tell you how to achieve this...5

The process I have developed does precisely
this.

The many books on novel writing are little more
than a hodgepodge of ideas about the subject, but what we will do
here gets down to revealing the secrets of where it comes from and
how to put it all together. What you will need first is a
description of the underlying structure that makes all novels work,
the DNA of a novel, so to speak.

So, where do you begin? How do you determine the
structure of your story beforehand? How are the infinity of
elements related? All of these questions, I will answer shortly,
but first, we must get some preliminaries out of the way. 

THE NOVEL: What is it?

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the
novel as:

A fictitious prose narrative or tale of
considerable length (now usually one long enough to fill one or
more volumes), in which characters and actions representative of
the real life of past or present times are portrayed in a plot of
more or less complexity.

I would also include the real life of future
times in this definition, so as to cover science fiction. I would
argue that the word “fictitious” may not always apply, because many
historical novels are more historically accurate than are some
history texts. Milan Kundera, the great Czech novelist, has had it
said about his novels that they are “a meditation on existence,”6
which really leaves the subject wide open.

A novel does not present real life, but it does
bear a relationship to it. Some say it is an “illusion of life.” Or
it can be approached even more casually, as in Henry James’
statement that “A novel is of its very nature an ‘ado,’ an ado
about something, and the larger the form it takes the greater of
course the ado.”7 I would define the novel as: an extended dramatic
narration concerning a particular subject or event. I put forth
these definitions to illustrate how ambiguous and flexible the
novel art form is. And although I’ll give you specific instructions
here on how to discover and structure your story, please realize
that what you create may be something no one has ever seen before,
and have an original structure.

NOVEL TYPE

Novels come in many forms, and the technique
described here can be used to create any of them. They may be
science fiction, mystery, romance, western, true crime, thriller,
historical. Your novel can be mainstream or literary fiction, a
children’s story or young adult. Literary fiction is more character
based than mainstream, which is plot based. Know where your novel
will fit among the multitude. Who is your audience? You must be
writing for someone. Who is it? An author, first and foremost,
should read. All these things, the author should know and do before
he starts writing. Part of learning the craft is to know how others
practice it and what they produce as a final product.

Some writers have broken down the techniques
available to the novelist as equal parts “method and madness,” and
this concept will be useful to us. The way an author constructs his
novel, the craft, is the “method.” Where all the raw material comes
from, the original idea, characters and events, narrative style,
etc., is the “madness.” We will study craft first. We’ll say a
little about where the idea for a novel, the initial impulse, comes
from. But this will be fairly basic stuff, and I’ll leave the rest
until later, when we’ll do what we can about studying the
“madness.” 

THE CENTRAL IDEA

The idea for the novel can come from anywhere.
Sometimes the idea will come from some traditional story, an action
drawn from life, or a personal fantasy. It can come from personal
experience, or be completely imaginary, as was my friend’s fantasy
about the man finding a suitcase. It can be built around a single
character, as in Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, or an
event, as in Tom Clancy’s The Hunt for Red October. It
should be something you know about or are willing to learn about
through extensive research. One of the best places to find an idea
is in your own personal fantasies, especially those involving
conflict. Dreams, particularly recurring dreams, are an excellence
source. Some experts will advise you to write the type of novel you
enjoy reading, but my opinion is that reading and writing are
radically different activities. Write what you want to write.

Some writers borrow from other authors.
Shakespeare rarely had an original storyline. Many times, he
borrowed from Plutarch’s Lives. (Plutarch was a Greek who
wrote in the 2nd century AD.) A Midsummer Night’s Dream came
from Theseus, and Coriolaneus came from Plutarch’s biography
of the ancient Greek hero. Jane Smiley took the storyline for A
Thousand Acres from Shakespeare’s King Lear and won a
Pulitzer. Cinderella has been disguised and retold countless
times. Gothic novels are of that nature. Jane Eyre,
Rebecca, the movie Working Girl are all Cinderella
stories.

Other sources might include a personal event,
family history, or something that happened to a friend. The TV
series “Law and Order” frequently uses a story “ripped from a
newspaper headline.” But the most original material will come from
personal experience. If you are on the outlook for an idea, it can
come from anywhere. Consider the origin of Henry James’ novel,
The Spoils of Poynton, which I’ve included as Attachment I.
The idea came to him suddenly during an evening meal and was
provoked by an innocent comment by a woman sitting next to him.

HIGH CONCEPT

If a blacksmith took an expensive piece of metal
into his furnace, worked the bellows till he was blue in the face
and the metal glowing white hot, and then beat on it with his
hammer and tongs until it had a unique shape, you’d expect that
shape to be something useful or a least something an observer could
identify. But if everyone who saw it said, “What is it?” the
blacksmith would be pressed into the embarrassing task of
explaining what he had created. The same is true for the
novelsmith. He would be well advised to create a novel with subject
matter that a potential reader can identify with a minimum of
scrutiny. It should immediately “resonate” with the reader.

People in publishing today (and particularly in
Hollywood) are looking for works that are “high concept.” By this
they mean that the main subject or essence of the work can be
clearly exposed in a few words. Think of ways to express your idea
so that it is immediately understandable. The statement will most
likely expose the central conflict and say something about the
storyline. Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment might be
identified as, “A young man’s attempt to come to terms with himself
after committing murder.” If you can’t summarize your story in one
sentence, you probably don’t know what your own novel is about.
We’ll cover how to do this in detail in the next chapter.

Writing a novel is always accomplished in the
dark and is very much a process of discovery. Never mind that you
have your computer screen brightness on maximum, the place your
material comes from is dark and foreboding. Plus, you really don’t
know the story until you’ve written it. Yet, you can’t structure it
properly until you know the story. Because of this Catch 22, you
must write it and rewrite it several times. To begin with, you must
have the germ of an idea. Trying to apply a story structure to it
will help it develop. If the idea is the art, the structure is the
craft. 

ART THROUGH CRAFT

The idea for a novel is like a wild horse. You
have to harness it to get it under control and discipline it. Your
novel will develop as you write, but you will always feel as though
you are riding your horse in the dark with a little lantern to show
the way. That’s why you need to work within a structure that can
throw that much-needed light on the subject matter and reveal where
it’s leading you. In the following pages, I will present a method
for developing your idea. It will result in a first draft, so that
a full novel can be written from it. Don’t be deluded into
believing that this is the only way to write a novel. This method,
however, will help you understand the energy inherent in any novel,
and how it may be harnessed. You can then go out on your own to
find unusual ways to structure your novel.

The idea, particularly if it comes from
true-life experience, must undergo a transformation before it
becomes a novel. Because storytelling is such a part of our lives,
we think of it as a representation of life itself, but a novel has
certain characteristics that take it out of the real world. In
fact, the existence of any story is outside real life. As shown in
Figure 1, a transformation process takes place during the creation
of the novel.
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Figure 1

This transformation is the craft of novel
writing. Much of it will be identical to the ordinary storytelling
we do everyday when someone asks, “How did it go at the office?”
But further realize that the process is not simply a description of
real-life events. A transformation takes place when we take
“real-life” into the world of the novel, and that transformation
occurs through craft. As an example, conversation is transformed
into “dialogue” to sound “normal” within a novel. Dialogue is an
abbreviated or edited version of normal conversation. Everything is
magnified and has a storyline connection; therefore, the author has
to develop a new set of proportions to judge the impact of his
words on the reader.

“But,” you may say, “I don’t want to be a
craftsman. I want to be an artist.” Craft is the method, the
discipline, of dealing with all artistic endeavors. The artist, the
author, must learn his craft to get his ideas into the fictional
world. Art, for some reason, doesn’t want to be criticized or
reviewed, perhaps because it is so ego-related. On the other hand,
craftsmanship by its very nature implies an apprenticeship, a
period of trial and failure, and a certain level of skill before
becoming a master craftsman. Viewing novel writing, novelsmithing,
as a craft takes the pressure off your initial efforts, and opens
them up to critique. Plus, it means that, to learn to write, you
must write, write, write until you get it right.

I use the metaphor of a blacksmith for the
novelist because a blacksmith is the consummate craftsman. He gets
as down and dirty as any and more than most. Plus his tools, anvil
and hammer, tongs, bellows, are coarse, heavy tools, and his
actions, the swing of the hammer, the whoosh of the bellows, ring
throughout the countryside. This is in opposition to the actions of
the novelsmith, who sits quietly at his computer, only the faint
click of the keys audible above his own breathing. By viewing novel
writing as smithing, we can exaggerate the novelsmith’s actions to
better see their complexity and gauge their importance, and to help
us keep our focus on the craft.

The blacksmith is not the only metaphor that
we’ll use to uncover the craft of novel writing. We’ll use other
analogies as appropriate. Some may criticize the metaphor mixing,
but we’ll play it loose and shoot from the hip when necessary.

*

That concludes the introductory remarks. To
follow the discussion from here on, you should have an idea for the
novel you wish to write. You will be developing that idea into a
rough draft. But the central most important fact you should retain
from this introduction is that the real world and the fictional
world are radically different, and that you can only get your story
into the fictional world through narrative craft.

EXERCISES

(a) Before proceeding to the next chapter, write
down your own concept, your idea, for your novel. (b) List two or
three of the major characters. This will help define the core of
your idea, so that it can be further fleshed out in the next
chapter.
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