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        Welcome to Book Three of Revising Your Novel:

        Fixing Your Setting and Description Problems

      

      

      There’s something both exhilarating and terrifying about finishing a first draft. The story is finally written down, and you’ve seen how your characters have grown and developed, but you also see all the plot holes, weak areas, and parts you know for sure don’t work.

      Most of the time, turning that first draft into the novel in your head takes work. A lot of work.

      My goal with this series is to help writers of all skill levels revise a first draft, and help you develop your rough manuscript into a finished draft. This series will provide guidance if you’re new to revisions, and work as a stand-in critique partner if you’re not yet ready to show the manuscript to another person. It will help you determine which revision techniques and processes work best for you, how to think about the revision process, and how to put those skills into practice.

      To help make the process a little more manageable, I’ve broken the original Revising Your Novel: First Draft to Finished Draft into three smaller books. Book One is Fixing Your Character and Point of View Problems, focusing on character-specific aspects such as, characters, point of view, dialogue, internalization, and theme. Book Two is Fixing Your Plot and Story Structure Problems, taking a closer look at plotting, scene and story structure, and pacing. Book Three is Fixing Your Setting and Description Problems, digging into setting, world building and description. At times, a problem in one area could be due to issues in another area, such as a character motivation issue that’s really a plot problem, and I’ll refer you to another book in those cases. There is also an omnibus version containing all three books for those who prefer one guide.

      Please note that some aspects of revision carry over regardless of what you're revision, so there will be some duplication within the three books in the series—such as preparing to revise and getting ready for revising your manuscript (as well as this welcome letter). The prep work sessions and Workshop One are roughly the same in each book, as are the final workshops that look at word count and the entire manuscript—which might reveal issues in other areas you didn't realize you had.

      Just as there is no right way to write, there’s no right way to revise. It’s a process every writer must work out for themselves, and can even vary from book to book. You never know what extra effort a manuscript will need until you see how that first draft shakes out.

      For first-time revisers, this can be overwhelming. There’s so much to consider, keep track of, and remember. They often don’t know how to start or what to work on first.

      For seasoned writers, it can be just as intimidating, especially if revision isn’t something they enjoy doing.

      For those of us who love revisions and do our best writing after we know how the story unfolds, it’s still a lot of work. Fun work, but there’s still a long way to go from “the end” to “It’s done!”

      But I'm here to help with that.

      Ready to go? Then roll up your sleeves and let's get to work.

      

      What You’ll Get From This Book

      Fixing Your Setting and Description Problems is a mix of book doctor and personal editor. The goal of the analysis sections is to help you develop your book doctor skills and teach you what you need to objectively review your manuscript. The revision steps and options will guide you to the best way to fix any issues you’ll find during your analysis.

      You’ll review the manuscript from the top down, looking at the larger macro issues of description and world building, all the way to the micro issues of how to show and not tell, and finding the right words to describe your scenes.

      There’s a lot of information in these pages. Take it session by session and work at a pace that’s comfortable for you. No one expects you to revise an entire novel over a weekend, so don’t worry if it takes you more time. Revising a novel is often hard work, but well worth it in the end.

      This information is here to guide you, encourage you, give you goals to strive for, and most of all—help you.

      By the end of the workshops, you’ll have a clean, well-developed world that draws readers in and brings the novel to life.

      Whatever your goal for your novel, this book will help you get there.

      

      What You’ll Encounter in This Book

      Fixing Your Setting and Description Problems is a series of self-guided workshops designed to lead writers through the revision process. Each workshop covers one step of that process, with smaller sessions that focus on individual topics within that step. At the end of this book, you’ll have a cleaner manuscript and a novel that fits your vision.

      Workshops: The workshops go step by step through revising a novel. Each workshop offers  topics with questions, directions, tips and tricks, plus common problem areas within each topic and suggestions on how to fix them.

      Analysis: Each workshop starts with an analysis that examines an aspect of the manuscript and helps you determine where any weak spots might be.

      Revision Tasks: These go step by step with tasks to do, or further questions to ask to fix the problems found in the analysis.

      Revision Options: Most workshops offer multiple options on how to revise that aspect of the manuscript, focusing on the most common problems in that area.

      Revision Red Flags: These prompts draw attention to common problems found in early drafts of a novel.

      Problems Found? These prompts suggest where to go to solve problems found during the workshop analysis.

      

      How to Get the Most From the Sessions

      I’ve structured Fixing Your Setting and Description Problems in a way I find the most helpful when revising, but feel free to adjust the order of the workshops to best suit your own writing process.

      If you know what description, setting, or world building issues you want to work on already, feel free to jump ahead to the workshops that fit your needs. Use this book to guide you, but don’t feel you must follow every last suggestion and do every single option. This is why I’ll frequently say, “probably” “likely,” and “often” throughout this book, and suggest things to “try,” “consider,” and “think about.” Just because advice or a technique typically works a certain way, every novel is different and what you’re trying to achieve with it must be taken into consideration when applying my advice and tips.

      Different manuscripts have different issues, so focus on what your novel needs. If something suggested here doesn’t apply, it’s okay to ignore it; just be objective and honest about what the manuscript needs. If you feel you’re strong in an area and skip a section, but still can’t fix a particular problem, try looking at those sections anyway. You might find the answer you need is there after all. For example, writers with strong descriptive skills might be prone to overwriting and slowing the pace.

      Revising a novel is just as much about studying the story as it is tweaking the text, and the analysis sessions were designed to help you examine your manuscript objectively. Some questions will be easy to answer, focusing on general reminders and clarification aspects of the novel, while others will be tougher and require hard looks at the manuscript. There will likely be times when answering these questions feels too hard or not necessary, but this is where the real work lies—it’s difficult to revise a novel when you don’t know where it’s weak.

      The more effort you put into figuring out what your manuscript needs, the better prepared you’ll be to meet those needs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Getting Ready to Revise

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes, you think you’re ready to revise, but there’s often a period between finishing a first draft and starting the first revision when you’re “done” with the manuscript, even though you still have a few tasks left to do. You’re tired of drafting; you want to move on to revising and get the novel out the door.

      This can be a dangerous time, because if you jump in before the manuscript is truly finished, you’ll create more work for yourself. The rougher that first draft is, the more prep work you might need to do. However, if you tend to write clean first drafts, you might indeed be ready to move forward and start your revisions.

      Be objective and honest. The more truthful you are regarding the state of your draft, the better prepared you’ll be to revise it.

      Take a little time and finish a not-quite-done-yet-draft (if needed), run it through your beta readers, get organized, and mentally prepare for all the work you’re about to do.

      

      First, Fill the Holes

      Look at your manuscript objectively—is it really ready or do you still have a few holes to fill? (Be honest.) It’s not unusual to have a manuscript with a few holes that you promise you’ll “fix in revision.” Sometimes you can fix these holes while you revise, but other times they need filling before you move forward.

      In this session, the goal is to finish the first draft before you begin your revision.

      Step One: Finish (or Write) Any Scenes You’ve Been Putting Off

      There are always one or two scenes you know you need to write, but never do write until you absolutely have to. If you have any scenes you’ve been putting off, sit your butt in the chair and write them. Even if they’re clunky and messy, at least they’ll be down on paper where you can fix them. And if they fight you, maybe that’s a red flag you don’t need them after all (wouldn’t that be a relief?).

      Step Two: Fill in the Details That Still Require Research

      Look for places where knowing a detail wasn’t necessary during the first draft, but adding it now will make the scene richer and more plausible.

      Pick a day when you can focus, then start at the first missing detail and take them one at a time until they’re done. At the very least, write the information in another file so you can easily add it when you reach that scene during revision.

      Step Three: Finalize Any Shaky Character Backstories

      Odds are the main characters have decent backstories and histories (if not, you can deal with that in Book Two: Fixing Your Character and Point of View Problems), but secondary characters—or characters who turned out to be more important than you originally thought—might not be as fleshed out as needed.

      Look at your characters and flesh out any missing histories or defining moments necessary to the plot. Now that the first draft is done, it should be clear who matters and who needs more oomph to refine their personalities or personal stories. You’ll also know what areas or details will add depth to the existing story and character arcs.

      Step Four: Decide on the Final Details or Names

      Sometimes you need to live with a name or detail a while before you decide if they’re working in the novel or not. And sometimes, you change them mid-novel and forget, so both versions (or spellings) exist.

      If you have any names or details you’re not sure about, change them now so you can get used to the new ones, and change them again if you still don’t like them.

      Step Five: Do What You Know Needs Doing

      If there’s anything you think is going to take additional time or effort, go ahead and do some work on it first. Maybe you know you’re not happy about the setting, or you wanted to add more symbolism, or you think the novel needs a subplot—whatever is nagging at you, give in and fix it. Filling the holes now will make the rest of the revision process easier.

      Optional: Hand the Manuscript Off to Beta Readers or Critique Partners

      Not every writer seeks feedback at the same stage (if at all). If you prefer to receive feedback before you do your revision, send your draft to your critique partners when the draft is done. If you’d rather get the manuscript as finished as possible before looking for feedback, then do your revision first. When (and if) you seek feedback is totally up to you.

      

      Know When to Revise What

      Unless you're one of those rare authors who can write and polish a novel in one draft, you'll go through several revision passes between the first and finished drafts. How many passes depends on both the novel and the writer, and you might do as few as two or as many as twenty. No matter how many drafts a novel needs, you can make the process more efficient. For example, it doesn't make much sense to polish the text if you're still figuring out the story.

      In this session, the goal is to understand the most effective way to do your revision so you’re not revising text you’ve already edited.

      Early Draft Revisions

      These revisions take the most rewriting, so tackle them first. They change how the plot and story unfold, who the characters are, maybe even the theme, but don't typically affect how the text itself reads (unless you decide to change narrative styles, such as past tense to present tense or first person to third). In early draft revisions you will:

      Get the story the way you want it: This is the story you wanted to tell, even if it still needs some work. It illustrates your idea and conveys the concepts you wanted to explore. If the story isn’t working, the most beautifully written prose in the world won't save it.

      Get the plot the way you want it: Everyone in the story has the right goals and is generally doing what they need to do. Revising your plot is all about moving the pieces around so they're in the best possible places to achieve the strongest impact. For example, you might know you need a scene where the protagonist discovers her best friend betrayed her, but not know exactly where that scene best fits in the novel.

      Get the characters the way you want them: Characters change over the course of a novel, and not just in the story. You might start a character with one personality and end up changing it as the novel develops. Or you might decide two minor characters should be combined into one, or kill off a character altogether. Make sure you have the right story people in the right places.

      Middle Draft Revisions

      Once you’ve dealt with the macro issues, move on to the text itself. Middle draft revisions include issues that require rewriting on a smaller, scene-by-scene level. These edits don't change the plot or story, but clarify or enhance how the information is conveyed to your readers. In middle draft revisions you will:

      Flesh out or cut descriptions: Descriptions almost always need revising. You’ll trim heavy areas and bulk up sparse ones, fix talking heads in empty rooms, and generally ground readers in every scene. You’ll cut descriptive elements that aren't working to dramatize and/or set the scene.

      Adjust the pacing and scene or chapter transitions: A novel’s flow determines how readers experience the story. Awkward transitions and episodic chapters can kill the pacing instead of building tension and drawing readers in. You’ll tighten the overall novel and cut out any dead weight dragging it down.

      Replace weak words and phrases with strong ones: Some word edits require more rewriting than others, and this is a good revision pass to take right before the final polish pass. You’ll tweak the text and make sure everything reads well.

      Finished Draft Revisions

      The final revision pass is all about the last-minute review, fixing the elements that have been nagging at you, or clearing up any messy areas. Most scenes require little more than a cut here and there or moving a sentence for better narrative flow. In finished draft revisions you will:

      Tweak little aspects: Minor tweaks, such as moving a comma or changing a word, gets smoothed over.

      Drive yourself crazy deciding if it’s done or not: We all do it. The manuscript seems finished, but self-doubt nags you and you start second-guessing every decision you made. If it’s only general fears, you’re ready to go. If they’re specific, your writer’s instinct is likely trying to tell you there’s still a problem to address. Go examine it further and either fix it, or put those doubts to rest.

      Read the manuscript one last time: A final read is useful for catching leftover edits or details that no longer apply. It’s also good to check the final flow of the story and how it all unfolds. This pass is particularly useful after letting the manuscript sit for a few weeks so you can read it with fresh eyes and see what’s actually on the page. You’ll make one last pass before you stop messing with the story and turn to the copyedits.

      Final Draft Polish

      Once the manuscript is working and everything reads smoothly, it's time for the final polish to put the shine on the prose. These edits that don't change the story, plot, or understanding of either, just how the text itself reads. The goal in this final pass is to focus on the copy editing and proofing.

      Check for oft-used or repeated words: We all have favorite words or phrases and we tend to use them a lot. You’ll read through and trim out anything that sounds repetitious.

      Catch any revision smudge: In any revision, you’ll find leftover bits that refer or relate to something you edited out. Details change, time of day moves from morning to night, characters refer to something (or someone) that was later deleted. A final read through in one sitting can help make those smudges jump out, especially if you haven't looked at the manuscript in a few weeks.

      Check the spelling, punctuation, and grammar: Break out those dictionaries and style rules to catch any technical errors, dropped punctuation, incorrect word usage, and typos—especially those sneaky little homonyms such as their, there, and they're. If you’re unsure of a rule or word, look it up.

      Check any spellings or details unique to your novel: If you've created names or items, it's not a bad idea to check to ensure every instance is spelled the same way and used consistently. This is a must if you changed the name of anything midway through writing the draft. Odds are you missed one somewhere.

      Working from the macro to the micro issues can make the revision process go more smoothly, regardless of how many drafts you do. It also gives you a structure that makes revising a little less intimidating. You know what to worry about when, and you can ignore elements that don’t need your attention in that revision pass.

      

      Mentally Prepare Yourself for the Revision

      Not every writer dreads a revision, but if the thought of revising is daunting or even frightening, it helps to mentally prepare for the work involved, especially if you know you have a lot of rewriting to do. By the time a novel is written, the characters feel like family, and anything you do to alter that family can be rough. Even if you enjoy revising, it’s helpful to prepare for it.

      In this session
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