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INTRODUCTION

Good fiction calls for a method. This book won’t teach you how to write genre fiction, such as science fiction, fantasy, or romance, but it will teach the principles of all good fiction writing, many of which can be transferred to any genre.

This book is predicated on the idea that the first draft must be a work of the imagination. Let the imagination have its way. Give it free rein as much as possible.

The first draft is worth a lot if it is truly a work of the imagination, but this doesn’t mean it’s a work of art—not yet.

Unless you’re a natural, or you strike it lucky, the first draft of your story or novel will need a lot of work. Sometimes, if you have a burst of creative energy, the work will seem quite inspired, and when you quit for the day, you’ll feel satisfied. And yet, if you’re like me, when you take a second look, you will probably think otherwise. Suddenly the writing sounds amateurish, half-baked, and melodramatic. This discourages. You thought you had something fantastic, but look at this.

What to do? Dump it? Maybe do something else, like write nonfiction?

This is a misunderstanding of the process. You should expect your first draft to require a lot of attention. Why wouldn’t it? Fiction writing, after all, is a complex act—we are calling upon the powers of our creative resources, our imagination, and our intellect. We must create a whole world, one where characters seem real and compelling enough to make the reader want to keep reading, keep believing. This is difficult stuff, and you usually don’t achieve perfection the first time around. And you shouldn’t expect to either.

But you will get there if you take revision seriously—if you take a manuscript through a number of important stages. At any stage in the process, you’re working toward your goal. You’re not there yet, but you will be soon—if you just stay with it. You’re on your way to producing good work—polished work ready to submit to a magazine, agent, or book publisher.

In this book I will recommend a two-stage approach, based on three-month intervals:


	THE FIRST THREE MONTHS: Produce your short story draft(s) or novel draft.

	THE SECOND THREE MONTHS: Revise and fine-tune your story draft(s) or novel draft, developing a submission-ready manuscript.



Stage One is the production stage. For a short story, the writing could be completed in a single or several sittings, but basically, you just get the story down without worrying about “getting it all right.” Gun out as many first draft stories as you can in this three-month period. This will give you more options for revision later. For a novel, unless you need to do a lot of research, the first draft could be done in as little as thirty days, as with the National Novel Writing Month that’s held each November, or it could take the entire three months. If you pound out a novel in thirty days, go over what you’ve written and supply missing material to fill in holes. Again, give your imagination free rein. This may take you the remaining sixty days of Stage One. But if you finish earlier, start revising.

Stage Two, revision, consists of a lot of rethinking and overhauling as you critically attend to the various elements of the craft. This means developing strong characterization, strong plotting, and strong scene development, among other things, including the ability to refine the language so it makes the characters live and breathe, grabbing the reader at both the emotional and intellectual level. While your critical abilities are certainly needed here, you must avoid killing the story, robbing it of its life. Therefore, your imaginative faculty is needed in both stages.

While this book covers both the production stage and the revision stage, it devotes more attention to the latter. Briefly, the first three chapters make up Stage One. In Chapter One, I offer a primer on the various elements and fictional techniques. In Chapter Two, I consider the resources for fiction writing and how these might help get one started. Chapter Three is devoted to drafting.

Stage Two consists of thirteen chapters that focus on revision techniques, fine-tuning, and submitting your polished work for publication. At times there may seem to be repetition of material, but each instance drives home the overall point of that specific chapter.

Once you’ve finished the process detailed in this book, you will have completed several stories or a novel—but don’t try to do both. Writing a novel in six months is work enough—at least, writing a good novel is. And writing half a dozen good short stories is, too.

Think of writing and revising as a recursive process. As you change one thing in your story, you may find that you need to change something else. For instance, if you decide on a different antagonist, this may mean changing your plot in significant ways. If you change your prose style, you may begin to see your character differently. As you make one change, you will see several others to make. You will go back and forth from element to element, and because writing fiction is such a complex act, you will continue to make changes and adjustments and even add new material as you revise, and, of course, cut—always cut.

To help guide you in the process of drafting, revision, and fine-tuning, I’ve included Process Sheets at the end of each chapter. These sheets are meant to guide you in your revision with specific fictional elements in mind—the ones covered in the chapter. To practice the principles some more, I’ve also included exercises at the end of each chapter. These exercises pinpoint most of the writing techniques covered in the chapter.

For those who appreciate the craft, writing fiction is one of the great pleasures of life. It’s also hard work, but it’s work that pays off when you see a story coming together or a fine novel emerging, bit by bit, from all your labor of words.


CHAPTER ONE


A PRIMER ON THE ELEMENTS AND TECHNIQUES OF FICTION

If you want to write fiction, read fiction. I cannot stress this enough. The fictional elements I cover in this chapter won’t mean much to you unless you see them in action and reflect on how they work. If you haven’t done a lot of fiction reading, start now. Read a little each day. Read critically and examine how writers practice their craft. How do they open and close stories? How do they develop characters and advance plot? How do they handle point of view? If you haven’t been reading for craft, now is the time to start doing so.

You may already have a pretty good understanding of the elements of fiction—character, point of view, conflict, plot and structure, setting, style, and theme—but a review of each element may be beneficial to you before you produce your first draft. This chapter will cover the definitions, and more important, the complex nature of each element. We will only scratch the surface in this chapter, but your ultimate goal should be to handle each element successfully in a work of fiction—whether short story or novel.

ELEMENTS OF FICTION

Character

Character is one of the key elements that separate fiction from nonfiction. Think of it this way: If you’re reading nonfiction, or at least expository, persuasive, or argumentative nonfiction, the author is speaking to you directly. He is informing you about certain matters of fact, explaining a theory, or trying to persuade you to accept certain ideas or beliefs. Even in the case of a nonfiction narrative, the author may frame this narrative with a point, which will be explained directly. Exceptions exist, of course, as in the case of more creative essays, which may be less direct, more elliptical, or more metaphorical; but a key difference between nonfiction and fiction—however direct or indirect a work of nonfiction might be—is that fiction centers on character.

Fiction shouldn’t use character merely to illustrate an idea. Even with didactic fiction, one should be careful that this isn’t all the character does—or is. The character needs to come alive. Seem real. Seem human.

If you’re writing autobiographical fiction, this may seem easier to do, but not necessarily. As the author, you have to capture, in words, the felt life of the character, whether this character has its genesis in you or not. If you are writing about totally made-up characters, then you need what Keats called Negative Capability to enter into another consciousness—not an easy task, but one that every writer must learn. Creating characters is the staple of fiction writing—the heart and soul of it.

Character Vividly Rendered

As readers, we expect to feel the presence of characters, to be able to visualize them and get inside their minds. Writers make characters come alive through various means, through description, exposition, or—more often—through dramatic means, such as action and speech. A character becomes real to us when she is distinctive, not stereotypical—when we know her by her appearance, gesture, or manner of expression. When characters are unique in some way, we’re hooked. We want to know more about them.

Character Motivation

Characters must act from believable motivations. I say “believable,” not rational. People do things for different reasons. They say things they don’t mean when they’re angry or in a bad mood. They spend money they know they shouldn’t spend because the background music in the bookstore is inspiring. They take chances on the highway because they feel exhilarated by the spring weather. They act based on emotion sometimes and reason at other times. We recognize their actions as typically human, but their actions are only believable within a given context. The character does this or that because these things have happened to her, and because the time is ripe. It makes sense. It adds up—or seems to, anyway. Of course, you won’t find total agreement from readers on details like this, but the point is that characters can’t just do anything you want them to do. They do what they’re wired to do or driven to do.

Sometimes as readers we may think that a particular character wouldn’t know this, wouldn’t think this way, or wouldn’t talk or act like this. This is a matter of plausibility and character consistency. Sometimes authors are tempted to jump in and engineer the character to think in a way compatible with the way the author thinks. This is one example of authorial intrusion, and it leads to characters that aren’t real or believable.

Main Characters

Even though you may have more than one character, for convenience sake I’ll deal with this matter in the singular. How do you make your main character, or protagonist, interesting and compelling? How do you keep your reader in your character’s orbit from the first page to the end?

This is the question every writer is faced with, and there isn’t one simple answer.

The answer you will most often hear is that the character needs to be one that readers can root for. In other words, you must create a “sympathetic character.” Readers must care about this character and want things to turn out all right. They’re interested in this character’s outcome to the point where they feel they are confronting conflicts of various kinds right along with him. They can sympathize with what happens to him. They are drawn in—they care.

A second option: If readers don’t exactly sympathize, they at least have empathy. They can imagine what it must be like to face such a crisis. They may not be completely sympathetic, but they can identify in some way. This character may not be like the reader in several particulars, nor is he facing the same struggles the reader is facing, but the reader can still relate because this character seems recognizably human and compelling in certain ways.

Third option? The character must at least be interesting, if not likeable. Consider this. Something stirs the reader’s emotion to stay with this character through the story or—more of a challenge—the whole novel. Probably, though, most characters that are interesting have at least some human aspects that make readers capable of empathizing with them. And so if a character meets the bottom-line requirement of interesting, probably this character is fairly empathetic as well.

Main characters will be neither sympathetic nor empathetic if they are stereotypical. They must be multidimensional, or what E.M. Forster in his Aspects of the Novel refers to as round versus flat. They must be complex. If they’re cardboard characters, readers probably won’t be interested in them enough to care. Secondly, they must be dynamic, not static—terms commonly used for a character’s ability to change. “The test of a round character,” says Forster, “is whether it is capable of surprising us in a convincing way.” Secondary characters are not as likely to change, but main characters must be capable of learning something new or gaining a better understanding of themselves and others.

Unless a story is a slice-of-life kind of story—one that shows us what the world looks like, what the daily fare is, for our protagonist—then readers will expect something to happen to change the character, in some way, by story’s end. In Writing in General and the Short Story in Particular, Rust Hills says of the short story, “A character is capable of being moved, and is moved, no matter in how slight a way.” The novel shares this same “quality of character-moved-by-plot.” It may not be a major, life-changing discovery, as Hills suggests, but at least some new insight—something important enough to warrant the reader taking time to read this story. Because where’s the story if the character doesn’t change in some meaningful way—if the weight of all that conflict and experience doesn’t have an iota of effect on this character?

Yes, it’s possible for a main character to remain unchanged, but it’s certainly the exception. Does Melville’s Billy Budd change? No. In a story like this—one that emphasizes theme and idea—the character might not change, but the reader is expected to change. Most fiction is not like this. Writing a story or novel with an unchanging character is very hard to pull off—it goes against the presumption of most readers, who generally expect characters to come to some new understanding by story or novel’s end.

Secondary Characters

Secondary characters are a different matter. For the most part, if you develop a secondary character too much, the material will seem extraneous. These characters, by definition, are less important in terms of the roles they play in the story or novel, but they do have roles, nonetheless. Each plays a part in terms of relevance to the main characters or overall plot or theme.

A secondary character might serve as a foil for the main character, helping the reader understand the main character. A secondary character can also act as an antagonist. Consider Pap Finn. Twain certainly didn’t make Pap a protagonist. Despite the fact that he’s a total comic riot, he’s utterly despicable, and we would probably have difficulty reading an entire novel from his point of view. We see him through Huck’s eyes—Huck’s point of view.

Point of View

Point of view is the vantage point from which the story is told—the consciousness through which the character’s experiences are filtered. We’ll consider two principal aspects of point of view: The first has to do with the appropriate vantage point for the story; the second has to do with the narrative mode—that is, whether you choose to employ first-, second-, or third-person point of view.

Vantage Point

Deciding whose consciousness you will use to tell your story is an important consideration. Some vantage points are undoubtedly more interesting than others. Consider Huck Finn’s perspective versus the Widow Douglas’s or Miss Watson’s. Huck is a young man trying to find his way in a puzzling, dangerous world—he’s escaping from convention and from his alcoholic, abusive father. The Widow Douglas and Miss Watson are properly secondary characters in this novel because of their conventional ideas. In Miss Watson’s case, these ideas are more pernicious and deserving of ridicule, and Twain delivers his comic upbraiding of her through Huck.

Consider the narrative technique in The Great Gatsby. While Jay Gatsby is a major character, the novel is nonetheless told from Nick Carraway’s point of view, not Gatsby’s. It’s Nick’s take on Gatsby that counts—we view Gatsby from the outside, filtered through Nick’s consciousness.

What would the novel have been like from Gatsby’s point of view? Could Gatsby have seen into himself the way Nick does? An important point needs to be made about Nick. Using the language of Janet Burroway, author of Writing Fiction: A Guide to Narrative Craft, Nick Carraway isn’t just a “peripheral narrator” who’s uninvolved in the story. Burroway emphasizes, seconding Rust Hills, that “by the end of the book it is Nick’s life that has been changed by what he has observed.”

Use peripheral narrators with caution. Make sure they have a stake in the story.

In the case of two protagonists, the question arises: Whose story is it? For instance, in Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, written in the omniscient point of view, we enter fully into the consciousness of both Carrie Meeber and George Hurstwood. In this novel both characters’ stories are equally important—their outcomes represent two sides of a coin. Carrie rises, becoming a successful actress; George falls, ending up on skid row. Together, the two reflect Dreiser’s naturalism, which demonstrates how people’s fates are determined by forces largely outside of their control. The point is that if you have two or more main characters, you need to decide which part they each play in the overall work—how important each is to the plot as well as to the theme.

First Person, Second, and Third

The first person is “in” today, quite fashionable. Not that this narrative mode wasn’t used in the past—in fact, it was used by Daniel Defoe in two notable works of early fiction, Robinson Crusoe and Moll Flanders. Along with writing in the first person, it’s also trendy today to use the present tense. What we have, then, is a first-person narrator talking to us about what is happening now—unless the narrator is flashing back. This gives the work a sense of immediacy it might not otherwise possess, especially because of the more stripped-down language of contemporary writing.

If first person allows us to enter, with immediacy, into the main character’s life, second person grabs the reader and says: it’s “you” doing this. You’re going through this. Jay McInerney’s novel Bright Lights, Big City uses this approach. One distinction needs to be made here. A first-person narrator may sometimes address the reader as “you,” such as in J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye. When Holden Caulfield addresses the reader as you, Holden is confidentially sharing his life. Incidentally, not all first-person narrators are as self-reflexive as Holden; they act more as a window on the world which they experience and report on.

Third person provides more emotional distance from the character. In the limited omniscient form, you see things from the perspective of one character—your protagonist. If you want to describe your character’s traits, qualities, or physical appearance, do so without authorial intrusion. Have your character know these things about himself, or in other words, make us feel like we’re inside the character. You can enter fully into the character’s consciousness. Depending on the story or novel, you may decide that you prefer the third person and choose this as an alternative to the first. Perhaps the first person seems to identify you too closely to the character—you feel the need for some emotional distance. The omniscient form is still used today, although most writers who use it tend to restrain themselves when it comes to authorial commentary or authorial knowledge beyond what the various characters know. If the writer sometimes does display authorial knowledge, for the most part he allows the characters, not himself, to hold the reins. The third-person omniscient, by its very nature, certainly puts the reins entirely in the author’s control, and though this point of view can be used with great force—in Ian McEwan’s Atonement, for instance—it does lend itself, in lesser hands, to authorial know-it-all. There’s a certain philosophical reluctance out there today, and there has been for some time, regarding authorial omniscience: It was okay for the nineteenth century, the reasoning might go, but godlike omniscience and presence are not fitting for contemporary writers—or readers. Readers today tend to be more relativistic in their thinking, distrusting the final word from know-it-all authors.

Oftentimes in contemporary fiction the “author” is more or less effaced, and what we have instead is a multiple point of view approach, taking in the perspectives of several key characters. A good example of such a work is Kent Haruf’s novel Plainsong.

I can’t think of a better place to bring up a very important distinction: The author must not be confused with the “persona” the author creates to tell the story. The author could conceivably believe one thing, yet create a persona who believes the very opposite. We cannot equate the author with the novel’s third-person persona. Nor can we do so with the first-person narrator. We certainly cannot equate Twain with Huck, nor Holden Caulfield of The Catcher in the Rye with J.D. Salinger. These works of fiction are separate from the authors who created them. They are worlds the authors have set in motion. This is always true in fiction—otherwise you would have nonfiction.

The third-person point of view takes still another form, and that is the dramatic, or objective form. This is the scenic treatment in which we learn about characters from what they say and do. No internal consciousness guides us. Once we get beyond the narrative portion of Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery,” the point of view is dramatic: dialogue and action only. Whether or not you use this technique for an entire story, you may find it useful for scenes now and then. Look at Ernest Hemingway’s and Raymond Carver’s stories as good examples. Of course, dramatic sections of a novel can work quite well with this point of view.

Keep in mind that point of view may affect the voice of the narrative. Because of its intimacy, a first-person narrative may create a different kind of voice than would a third-person narrative, which will be more distant.

Conflict

Without conflict, there is no story. If everything is going well for a character—work, family, sense of personal dignity—readers will probably lose interest fast, unless something else engages them, such as a gripping prose style. But in such cases, the work will be seen as more of a character sketch than a story.

You’re probably familiar with the standard types of conflict in a story: man against man, man against nature, and man against himself—the first two are external, the third is internal. Once you get past the obvious discriminatory language, these descriptions pretty much sum up the kinds of conflicts one might encounter in a story or novel. “Man against man” refers to a character against one person or against a group or whole society. “Man against nature” conflicts are often survival stories, in which the character battles against dangers such as the elements, wild creatures, or natural disasters. Internal conflicts in fiction are naturally related to external conflicts, whatever they might be. Most stories, unless they are utterly plot driven, involve internal conflict. If readers are to get interested in a character, this character better have some issues and not have everything packaged neatly and tidily, with the whole world’s problems solved. Of course, if this character thinks he or she does, readers will assume some comeuppance is in order, as in the works of Flannery O’Connor. Remember the grandmother in “A Good Man Is Hard to Find”? Her self-satisfaction bubble is burst by the Misfit, who functions, in one sense, as O’Connor’s nemesis figure.

Internal conflict is, in fact, the engine that drives character-driven stories. External conflicts of all kinds are internalized in characters. The stakes must be high enough in a story to make the reader care about what happens. The conflict cannot be utterly trivial but what most would consider fairly serious or important, at least to this character—or the reader will certainly not be engaged. This doesn’t mean it has to be something as dire as general mayhem or death. An ordinary, day-to-day conflict can drive a story, and mundane conflicts can be quite important if they cause characters to reexamine their lives in believable ways.

Do realize that not every moment in a character’s life is likely to be filled with conflict. Usually quiet times occur when characters reach certain equilibriums, and then, of course, rug pulling often follows.

In real life, certain behaviors affect some people more than they affect others. Some behaviors affect certain people at certain times. It’s the same in fiction. It’s not necessarily the case that an overheard remark will destroy a character’s equanimity, though overhearing the words “wretched cur” certainly does Lord Jim in Joseph Conrad’s novel. Jim is ripe for it, given that he overhears this derogatory epithet—ironically not meant for him—just after having abandoned his ship and now facing an official inquiry. And in Katherine Mansfield’s short story “Miss Brill,” the lonely, elderly woman who has concocted in her mind a place for herself in the world of others is hurt by an overheard remark, “stupid old thing,” because it confirms her already low self-esteem. She’s quite vulnerable.

The lesson is that you must think of conflict in terms of context—what is your character like? What pushes this character’s buttons? What is your character’s present life like? Knowing these details is crucial to understanding character motivation. Not everyone wants to be fully admitted to the high calling of Christminster, but Jude Fawley does, as Thomas Hardy well knows. Not everyone wants to live a life governed by the standards of romantic novels, but Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary does.

And so be a critical reader and watch for what matters to the main characters, and even secondary or minor characters. Conflict must come from the materials of character and circumstance. If the author engineers the conflict without considering these elements, the characters become pawns manipulated by an author who loves to make them squirm.

The big conflicts, as in real life, are what drive change. But don’t ignore the little conflicts, because they accumulate sometimes, and even if they don’t, they help us understand what makes a character tick and may also mirror the larger, more central conflict. Sometimes characters, and real-life people, hide their real feelings about the big conflicts; instead they pick at each other over the little conflicts. If you watch for these little conflicts in your reading—and your life experiences—you’re more likely to watch for them in your writing as well.

Plot and Structure

In Aspects of the Novel, E.M. Forster distinguishes between story and plot. Story interests “cave-men,” who simply want to know what happens next: “and then … and then…” Plot, however, is more sophisticated because it demonstrates the cause-effect relationship between a story’s events. This requires intelligence and memory, says Forster. How did this event lead to that event, and how did this whole series of events finally add up to this outcome? Plot is, of course, inseparable from character. Why does this character cause this event to happen? Why does this event happen to this character?

Structure is the way the work is organized. Is it presented chronologically? Does it begin in the present, flash back several chapters, and then return to the present?

Plot

A plot can be simple or complex—or let’s call it “complicated.” (I’m not drawing from Aristotle here for either term.) A simple plot doesn’t mean the overall story or novel is simple. It may be a story with a lot of depth, dimension, and layers. It may be a complex psychological study, even if very little happens plot-wise. The language itself may provide several metaphorical or symbolic levels. But for now—saving discussion of theme and idea for later—let’s look at plot alone.

Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery” is very simple in plot. In the beginning of the story, townsfolk are busily gathering stones. They then gather to have a lottery. Ironically, the winner is the loser. The purpose becomes clear: A human must be sacrificed in order to appease the fertility gods and bring a good harvest. It takes only a few scenes to pull this off with quite a bit of impact. In some plot-driven short stories (I consider Jackson’s story theme driven) you can imagine that a much more complicated series of actions might be needed, probably with several twists and turns to keep the reader on the edge of his chair.

Turning to longer works of fiction: A character-driven, as well as an idea-driven, plot can be quite simple or, at the opposite extreme, convoluted. Certainly the basic plotline of Henry James’s novella Daisy Miller is rather simple: The innocent American Daisy Miller clashes, bit by bit, with the sophisticated Europeanized-American community in Rome. Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom!, however, is extremely complex, with numerous characters and intricate historical contexts. A plot is as complex as it needs to be. Faulkner’s intricate vision of the South and slavery calls for a complicated plot. Watch out, though, for an unwieldy plot, one that takes on too much. If you see this happening, weed out strands that take the reader off course or blur the main focus.

A short story is much more limited in conflict, much more compressed. Most likely it won’t have a subplot. A novel may have several subplots. Don’t burden a short story with too much, and don’t make short shrift of a novel. The overburdened short story will be unfocused, and the novel that takes on too little will come off as a bloated short story, ripe for pruning.

Structure

Structure is the organization of the various plot elements. The question is, how should the key scenes be spaced out? Where should flashback material, if you have it, be included? Ask yourself these questions: What impact do I want to create? How can I arrange the various story parts so the structure of this story or novel helps me achieve the maximum impact?

If you’ve studied structure at all, you’re probably familiar with the five-stage plot structure: The story begins with an existing equilibrium, then a complication and a rising action, a crisis and climax, a falling action, and a resolution. A second option is the three-act structure you find in screenwriting.

You may well be familiar with the epiphany story made famous by James Joyce in such a story as “Araby,” in which a character comes, suddenly, to a transforming realization at the end. The often-anthologized John Updike story “A&P” provides such an epiphany. Sammy, the narrator, suddenly realizes at the end of the story “how hard the world was going to be to me from here on in.”

A frequently used structure is one that alternates between two point-of-view characters—or even several in a novel. This may be accomplished in third person, as with T.C. Boyle’s When the Killing’s Done, or it might be told with multiple first-person narrators, as in the first three sections of Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury. But if you choose a multiple perspective, which character do you begin with? It may be a question of chronological time, clarity, or creating the right emphasis—getting the story off to the right start.

Take a look at the question of chronological time. Should you tell the story chronologically, or should you begin in the present, move back in time, and catch the reader up with backstory? The question becomes, how much should be handled by flashback and how much should be covered in scenes and brief memories in the present?

Be careful not to burden a short story with too many flashbacks; make sure they are essential. Why might they be essential? If the story is a very internal one, perhaps it calls for considerable memory and flashback. But tread carefully if this is so. You must spend a sufficient amount of time in the present as well.

In a novel you may be more at liberty to use flashbacks. Jean-Paul Sartre said of Faulkner that his characters were like people situated in a car looking backwards. Indeed so—they were haunted by the past. When thinking about backstory, consider how much is essential. Is it essential to character? To plot? Eliminate what’s not essential.

The key thing to remember about structure is this: Like every other element in a story or novel, the structure must fit the character and plot. If the structure is scattershot, hampering characterization or impeding the plot, the reader will lose interest. If too many flashbacks might cause the reader to feel sidetracked, then avoid them. If, on the other hand, you have a scene where it is apparent that the author is pulling the puppets’ strings to make them cover certain needed story material, a flashback might be a better choice.

Setting

Setting is time and place. A fictional work has a setting of some kind, whether stated or implied. In some works setting is quite important. What would Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter be like without the descriptions he gives us of Puritan New England? The prison, the scaffold, the village, the deep forest—these are essential to telling Hawthorne’s romance, dealing with the theocracy’s judgment and sentencing of Hester Prynne. Here, carefully selected setting details capture a sense of place: the region itself, as well as the culture.

Works like Hawthorne’s are, of course, not in the contemporary vein. Contemporary literature that focuses on setting is a bit unlikely—to put it mildly—to focus on an allegorical drama of sin and redemption. Today’s writers of place, inheritors of nineteenth-century realism and naturalism, focus on the way setting affects the inhabitants of a given area: how it affects their psyches and their behavior. In Plainsong Kent Haruf evokes an unsettling sense of bleakness in an eastern Colorado setting. In Winter’s Bone, Daniel Woodrell depicts the stark moral landscape of southwestern Missouri. Eric Miles Williamson’s three novels—East Bay Grease, Two-Up, and Welcome to Oakland—each capture, with great force, the poverty and violence of Oakland, California.

Setting is, of course, important as a backdrop in historical novels. E.L. Doctorow, a master with a few brushstrokes, situates the reader in the Civil War in The March, in the turn of the twentieth century in Ragtime, and in the 1930s in Loon Lake. Setting provides an essential backdrop. Historical details common to the period help flesh out setting.

But beyond this backdrop, setting can also be symbolic. Think of Ken Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. In Kesey’s clever hands, the psychiatric hospital setting stands for the larger world where the truly mad are not the strange and different, but those who reign over these people
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Style





	LEVEL OF DETAIL—SPARSE OR FULLY TEXTURED: Hemingway (less is more) versus Faulkner (more is more). The stripped-down style is evident in such writers as Raymond Carver and Cormac McCarthy. The fully textured style still has its place, but most writers today tend to write somewhere in the middle. One thing to understand is that style can change radically from one part of a story or novel to another, depending on the needs of the story.

	LEVEL OF DICTION—FORMAL, NEUTRAL, INFORMAL: In terms of diction, sometimes a fully textured style goes with a more formal one. But if most writers today write somewhere between an utterly stripped-down style in the manner of McCarthy and a fully textured style like we find in Faulkner, most writers today also find a happy medium with diction. Formality pretty much died with James and Faulkner; neutral and informal diction endure.

	DESCRIPTIVE DETAIL—DIRECT VERSUS INDIRECT METHOD: Style can be specific and concrete—making us “see” characters and actions—or it can be handled through more dramatic means of voice and action so that we still get a good sense for the characters: hear them talk as well as visualize them.

	PACING OR TEMPO: Is the writing methodical, does it build increment by increment, or does it progress like a freight train, rushing toward some final moment of victory or defeat? Is it lyrical, melodic? Or is it staccato or jarring, making us feel jerked about much as the character is jerked about? Sometimes the tempo will change from one place in a story to another. Tempo results from a number of stylistic choices—among them syntax, sentence type (whether simple, compound, complex, or compound-complex), amount of detail furnished, and choice of diction.

	TENSE: The present tense is “in” and has been for some time. Literature used to be written in the past tense more often, but many writers find the present tense lends more immediacy. For the story or novel you are writing, judge how it sounds in present versus past tense—you can probably tell what will work best after a few pages.

	OVERALL TONE: Is it ironic, impassioned, wistful, lighthearted, or melancholy? Consider the difference between Thurber and Poe.

	ACCESSIBILITY: How hard is this story to read? How hard is this author to read? Twain is easy to read—at least on the surface. James isn’t.

	STYLE AND GENRE: Romance novels don’t sound like literary novels.
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PROSE MODES


Narration




Exposition




Description





SCENE WRITING WITH DIALOGUE






OPENINGS AND ENDINGS


Openings





Endings




FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE DEVICES


Symbolism and Allegory







Metaphor and Simile




Metaphor and Simile Clusters


Irony and Paradox







Understatement and Overstatement



SOME FINAL REMARKS
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