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INTRODUCTION

So many people today are banging their brains out against their keyboards and asking themselves, “Why can’t I write like the greats?” when the simple answer is that you can. First, though, you need to come to grips with the fact that the greats were educated quite differently from you and me.

Unfortunately, during the past eighty or so years writers have not received instruction in a vital training method that their predecessors routinely employed to improve their skills. Indeed, this neglected technique is one of the most important training methods ever developed for writers, a technique which was used with spectacular results for two thousand years but which was suddenly dropped from the curriculum. Almost every great writer studied these methods, but you were probably denied access to them by a recent change in our educational system. Chances are that when you discover this lost technique, and practice this forgotten art, the experience will have an explosive impact upon your writing and will do for you what it did for Chaucer, Shakespeare, Milton, Pope, Swift, T.S. Eliot and countless others, infusing new life into your work and jump-starting your creative career.

Wouldn’t you like to know the biggest difference between your education and that of these well-known writers? I’m going to tell you in a moment, but first let me ask one question. How often did you hear the word originality mentioned when you were in school? In other words, how frequently were you urged to do new work, break new ground, and write in your own voice? Like most students you were probably slapped silly by demands that you avoid plagiarism, be authentic, and above all do original work. “Let me hear your voice!” professors would say. Most of us can still hear the echoes of those demands ringing through the halls of academia.

And that, believe it or not, is the problem.

You cannot become a terrific writer just—poof!—out of thin air. It takes something preexisting, some structural savvy, some foundation in technique, some underlying sense of the possibilities of language before you can strip off your topcoat and tap dance across the pages like Fred Astaire.

Before I explain exactly what was left out of your education, let me tell you how I stumbled upon this deplorable state of affairs in the first place. It all started in those long years before I went to law school, years when I roamed the musty library stacks during my stint in college. Because I was president of the debating society, it was my job to dig up as much evidence as I could against the other teams. So I would stand for hours sifting through government documents on the sweltering third floor of the library at Boston College. Then, for fun, because I was also working at the college radio station, I would browse around looking for material that I could use in the radio plays I directed. And it was in this manner that one evening I stumbled upon a shelf—actually shelves upon shelves—of books about ancient rhetoric. It turns out that these dusty volumes contained a gold mine of ideas that we could employ in various soap operas which we broadcast to a small group of loyal listeners.

But the other thing I discovered was that this subject—the subject of ancient rhetoric—was not being taught in any college writing classes; not, at any rate, in any that I could find. Rhetoric had been relegated to the speech communications department, where we got some pretty tedious lectures on Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian. The upshot of my little digression is that rhetoric is the subject that has been neglected in writing education; indeed, according to Edward P.J. Corbett, widely regarded as the most accomplished living scholar in this field, the key components of rhetoric were phased out of American education around 1930.1

Why should you care whether rhetoric was phased out? After all, isn’t rhetoric simply sound and fury signifying nothing but persuasion? Sure, it may be that, but it’s also much more than verbal volleyball and pontificating propagandism. Rhetoric also encompasses methods of being felicitous with words as well as techniques for mastering style. In its purest form rhetoric also deals with the arrangement of material and the selection of topics for clear, artful, entertaining presentation. Rhetoric, among other things, teaches how to contrive an introduction that will seduce a reader, take him by the nose, and never let him go until he reaches the last paragraph. You want to do that don’t you? Of course you do!

Allow me, then, to introduce you to one aspect of rhetoric, one teensy-weensy aspect of it that can literally salvage your writing career, infuse your style with new vim and vigor, and give you a voice equal to the voices of the best and brightest who came before you. It’s all in this book about the classical rhetorical technique of imitation. Yes, this is a book about imitation, a method of writing instruction that has dropped off the map, fallen through the floor, and disappeared from the face of the earth as far as modern education is concerned.2 And yet imitation is arguably (according to Aristotle, Cicero, and numerous other authorities) the most effective rhetorical device for learning your licks as a writer.3

Too simple to be true? Well, consider for a moment that musicians, such as the Beatles or the Beach Boys, or whoever else you download onto your iPod, learned their craft by doing covers of other artist’s songs. Put more simply, they began their own careers by imitating the work of other artists. Only after they had mastered these basics did they venture to write their own material. Why, then, aren’t writers allowed to do the same? Why aren’t they instructed and encouraged, for heaven’s sake, to do the same? That’s the lesson taught by the classical technique of imitation.

And that’s the lesson of this book. You too can imitate the greats, and in the process absorb elements of their style that will make your writing sing. The point is that the rhetorical device of imitation will help you grow as a writer, just as it helped Milton, Melville, Flaubert, Faulkner, Dickens, and Shakespeare. More importantly, you cannot expect to reach your full potential as a writer unless you learn to absorb from other writers by using the technique of imitation.4

This book explains this time-tested method of improving your output that modern writers never learned in school, a method of helping you write better that can work wonders and transform producers of plodding prose into Salingers, Hemingways, and kindred butterflies, all of whom flutter through their stories as if doing so were the easiest thing in the world. To be sure, the techniques taught in this book will help you in your work like nothing you’ve ever learned before. As a professor of English, I’ve used these techniques to coach a generation of students. I know these methods work, and by the end of the book so will you.

The chapters that follow will make up for what you missed in school. I’m going to introduce you to the classical device of imitation by examining the work of twenty-one notable writers, pointing out exactly how you can adopt their techniques in your own writing. Like a painter absorbing the elements of style necessary for composition, tint, and tone, you’ll learn the fundamentals of your craft—including how to master the essentials of prose rhythm, character portrayal, and story development, among many other topics—so that you can advance in skill and ability and learn from those who have gone before, just as they learned from the greats who preceded them.

The ultimate goal of this book is not to make you become a clone of these other writers but to help you learn their secrets so that you can express yourself with confidence, style, and your own unique voice. For once you use imitation to master the tools of the trade that are set out for you in the following pages, your inner voice will emerge in a way it could never have done without this crucial foundation.

No, I’m not going to hesitate to say it. I’ve been waiting to say it ever since I stumbled upon those dusty books in the library so many years ago. You have in this volume a work that has the potential to put you light-years ahead of your contemporaries. May the experience of reading and using this book be filled with the delight, enjoyment, and excitement of discovery.


1.   Corbett 1971:32-33, 627.

2.   As one highly-respected contemporary novelist—who knows the secret—points out, “[I]n the eighteenth century imitation was the chief way of learning to write” (Gardner 1983:26).

3.   Cicero, for example, called imitation his first principle of rhetoric (Murphy, Katula, Hill, and Ochs 2003:172).

4.   Many great writers not only practiced imitation but sang its praises, freely admitting that it helped them in their work. Dante, for example, stated that “To attain perfection we must copy the great poets of the past” (Reynolds 2006:59).


CHAPTER 1
WRITE LIKE
Honoré de Balzac

Balzac was a klutzy writer. His sentences are awkward, his phrasing clumsy, his style unappealing—and yet he was very successful. How can we explain this?

The answer lies in the fact that Balzac had many other talents: his writing is filled with realistic people, intricate plots, and plenty of romance. As a result, readers forgave Balzac for his clumsy, ornate prose. They turned the pages to find out what was going to happen to Eugène de Rastignac, Père Goriot, Eugénie Grandet, and a circus of other characters, all of whom seemed to come alive in the pages of his fiction. The greatest French novelist in terms of sheer literary production; the most ambitious in scope; the most amorous in his personal life; the most bizarre in his peccadillos; the highest paid writer of his day and at the same time, through prodigal error, the most impecunious—the man who stands at the forefront of French literature was in many ways strangely and barbarously self-centered. This, as we shall see, is one of the keys to understanding his work and to discovering how to adapt his most successful devices to your own uses.

Born in 1799, a firstborn with two younger sisters whom he loved dearly, Balzac studied law but, like Kafka, found its practice unbearably dull. To the chagrin of his father he stopped practicing law and set out to become a writer. Ambitious and full of wild business schemes (all of which failed) he had no choice but to write because writing brought him money, vast sums of money; enough money, in fact, to make him a wealthy man many times over—except for the fact that he was a prodigal genius, as one biographer termed him, and could not resist throwing money away on gloves, expensive clothes and, like so many of his characters, the pursuit of aristocratic women. As a result he was in debt to the end of his days. An incurable romantic, perhaps the most romantic of all the writers in this book, a man for whom numerous love affairs were a way of life (including one with Olympe Pélissier, a high-priced courtesan whose stories and famous acquaintances provided him with plots for a good number of novels),1 Balzac was in many ways a very modern writer, one whose sensibilities resonate with our own age.

HOW TO OVERCOME A KLUTZY STYLE

Nothing is so off-putting to a reader than a style that wheezes and moans its way from start to finish of a story. The ideas may be good but if the writing is dull, heavy-handed and stumbling, its chances of being well-received are considerably diminished. For this reason it is incumbent upon even good writers to strive always to make their work more felicitous; to learn tricks of composition; to edit and accept editing suggestions, and, in short, to do everything possible to make prose have a certain rhythmic flow. The result will be music to the ears of your readers, so much so that if the story occasionally happens to drag, they can listen to the poetry.

Balzac’s clumsy style began almost as a joke at the start of his career. Looking for some means of earning a living he noticed a group of young men who had hit upon the scheme of writing books together as co-authors and sharing the proceeds. They were selling their work to local publishers, and seeing their success Balzac told his sister that he was going to join the fray; the only difference being that he would write entire books himself and keep all the money. He set to work like a madman, writing at a furious pace.


What he discovered was something of great importance to his future as a writer: he could write as fast as he talked and this was very fast indeed. He wrote a novelette in two or three weeks, working in long timeless stretches; he boasted that he could wear out ten crow-feather pens in three days, in his rapid hand that dashed like black rain across the uncorrected pages. He could hardly keep up with his fantastic invention and he did not care much how it all read. It was all offal, he said, but it poured out. [His father] was amazed but his mother was horrified. She had been brought up with a regard for syntax and prose style and his careless clichés shocked her. They got worse as he succeeded.2



If you fear that you, too, may have some element of awkwardness in your writing, if your sentences don’t sound musical, if your prose is sometimes stolid and leaden, take heart. While it is important to try to fix these faults, they should not stop you from writing. After all, they never stopped Balzac.

It is no use to try to give examples of this difficult prose style. For one thing all his work was written in French and most English-speaking writers are going to read him in translation anyway, where the translators are the ones who have to struggle through his garbled syntax and run-on sentences, often rendering them into much more palatable prose than the original. For another thing the enumeration of countless examples of stolid prose will not stimulate your imagination or fire your writing the way that it needs to be stimulated and fired so that you, too, can turn out a story in record time. The point to be made, however, is that a klutzy writing style was not a bar to Balzac’s success; in fact, the time he saved by not worrying about style was time he devoted to churning out more text. For the beginning writer who is facing his first novel, the example of Balzac can prove heartening.

Let’s say you happen to lack a certain ear for the music of words … should you, on that account, give up trying to be a writer? Far from it! You can still motivate yourself to get that first draft done. Sit down, pick up the pen, and don’t look back. One of the most difficult aspects of writing a novel is getting that first draft done, and on this score if Balzac can’t inspire you no one can.

Sometimes a klutzy style will improve over time; in fact, it’s almost inevitable that the more you write the better you’ll write. There’s no way that you can sit down at a desk four to six hours a day, writing your heart out, and not become a better writer. Get yourself a blog and post your ideas and thoughts, and even chapter drafts so that you can see your work professionally formatted. This by itself is bound to help your writing. A well-known writing coach once confided to me that his students were mostly deficient in the area of prose style. “They have no ear for the music of words, for the rhythm of prose, for the way words sound. The meter and repetition necessary for writing totally escapes them.” This is something that, unfortunately, can’t be taught too easily and is best learned by the student on his own through more writing. Which is why you may wish to take a lesson from Balzac and write as much as possible.

HOW TO USE EMOTIONAL TAGS

If, like Balzac, you have some problems with your prose style, you can compensate like he did by using other strengths which you may possess. For example, Balzac was a master of emotion; his writing is filled with emotional tags—little references to the feelings of his characters. In Père Goriot (1834) Balzac constantly delves into the hero’s mind to reveal Eugène de Rastignac’s feelings: “His bitter thoughts were dispersed by the pleasure that he looked forward to in dining at the viscountess’s.”3 Balzac jam-packs sentences with emotional comments, two of which I’ve emphasized. To add power to your writing, include emotional tags like this and readers are likely to overlook small stylistic faults and other compositional errors.

Emotional tags were perfect for the novel Balzac was writing in 1834. The story centers on the status-seeking Eugène de Rastignac, a young man who climbs the social ladder in France mainly through his association with aristocratic women. Modeled on Balzac, who was always on good terms with a number of aristocratic women, de Rastignac is sometimes shallow, sometimes uncertain, but always seeking a way up out of the muck. He has one redeeming quality: although he will sleep with any woman to advance his status, he ignores the advice of Vautrin, a criminal, and vows to make his mark on society without committing murder.

As de Rastignac prepares to go out for the evening, Balzac describes the young man’s narcissistic pleasure in seeing his own charming features, and in doing so he uses emotional tags. “Eugène enjoyed all the little pleasures of which young men dare not speak for fear of being laughed at, but which flatter their vanity.” Later, at a ball, he feels highly self-satisfied because he’s conquered the Baroness de Nucingen, and Balzac tells us quite directly that “he for the first time enjoyed the pleasures of smugness.”4 If you’ve noticed a pattern here, it’s all for the better. Even with his emotional tags Balzac is rather clumsy; in fact, he uses the same word to describe half of the emotional reactions of his characters: Pleasure! pleasure! and pleasure! If you see a pattern you know Balzac has hit his stride. Like a soldier marching to the tempo of a drumbeat, Balzac issues the reports of his characters’ emotions with a metronomic drone that can sometimes be humorous when its mechanical similarity is noted. And yet, when such drops in the bucket are separated by a few pages, as they are here, the reader doesn’t notice; only the critic (and the budding novelist) sees through to the essential simplicity of the device. Simple, yes. But also effective? successful? and wonderful when used in context? Absolument! We can say that the technique comes off with resounding success, causing generations of critics to rave about the vitality of Balzac’s writing (despite its klutzy prose!) and the lifelikeness of his characters—their essential reality, their truth, their naturalness! Can such a thing be wrought with such a simple clockwork of repetition, such an inconspicuous little device, such a small thing as the emotional tag? Not everything is achieved through the little emotional tag, but a considerable amount of the vitality and essential humanness of the characters is brought to the fore by this little trick of the trade—a trick which Balzac uses to his decided advantage.

The method of using emotional tags is so well entrenched in the literature of our day that there are even manuals of the tags you can use, which you can purchase and refer to (like a dictionary or thesaurus) to inspire your writing when you’re too tired to do the thinking needed to hit upon an elegant or inventive tag.5 Perhaps Balzac could have benefited from such a dictionary, had they been available in his day. But you can easily make up emotional tags with the advice you’ll learn from him. The first thing to realize is that the tags should be used to describe emotions. The more violent the emotion, the stronger the tag can be and the more effective. After the criminal is revealed to have murdered someone who was standing in de Rastignac’s way, the young hero feels guilty and Balzac paints his emotion in the strongest terms with a brilliant emotional tag. “Eugène had gone out to walk, to breathe fresh air; he felt he was suffocating.” And as he continues to walk by the Luxembourg Gardens we learn that “he thought himself tracked by a pack of dogs.”6 This is the depths, the bottommost emotion, the core of negativity, and Balzac uses emotional tags at just this moment to fix, as it were, the beating pulse of this emotion upon the map of the human heart he is drawing. We can learn from him, and notice that the next time the character feels an upward swing, the elevation of spirits, a rise to the treetops of delight, an emotional tag is again employed. “Eugène took Delphine in his arms, and, folding her in a close embrace, he wept with happiness. This final contrast between what he had seen and what he saw now, in a day which had brought so many irritations both to his head and his heart, made him break down completely.”7 The technique, as used by this early master of the form, is to emphasize both your highs and your lows with emotional tags.

When a powerful emotion affects a character, a tag is brought out to vivify the emotion and make it stand in stark relief from the surrounding placid narration. Balzac’s practice of dredging the depths and seeking the heights should suggest something of maximal effectiveness and value to you; namely, that you can resort to the emotional tag whenever you hit any peak of emotion. At the point where your story is rolling along at a normal pace and everyday things are happening, no emotional tags are needed; but when the pace accelerates, when characters react with anger, pride, hubris, longing, love, envy, hatred, or any number of other pivotal and strong emotions, that’s when you want to blow air into your sails and give readers the emotional tag. If you have a few stock tags they’re going to be better than none at all. If you can be creative, all the better; but if you can’t think of anything splendiferous or unique enough to please your inner ear, don’t despair. Balzac was in your shoes, and look what he did! With his stormy heart and flair for the bon mot, he often simply resorted to the quickest emotional tag that came to him, and left it at that—not going back to revise for felicity, for variation, for variety. So should you, when the moment is right, strike while the iron is hot and don’t let the opportunity slip by; instead, drive home one or two nice turns of phrase, letting readers see into the hearts of your characters by virtue of the fact that you add an emotional tag or two to light the way.

BALZAC’S SECRET METHOD FOR WRITING

A man of immense creativity and endless ideas, Balzac was yet a creature of habit; indeed, a fixed routine was a large part of his success. He isolated himself from the world so that he could concentrate on his writing. He did this in two ways: first, by staying in his home with the blinds drawn,8 and second, by working at night while the world slept. Unless you distance yourself from the ceaseless distractions of the everyday world, like most successful writers (Conrad locked himself into a room, Salinger wrote in a concrete bunker, Fleming completed all the Bond novels in a Jamaican hideaway), unless you take steps to isolate yourself from the madding crowd, distractions are liable to make sustained work impossible. But perhaps even more than isolation, Balzac’s secret was coffee.9 His procedure was to keep himself alert during the wee hours of the night with murderously black and concentrated and above all thick-brewed coffee, which he made in a big coffeepot and sipped while he worked. He was so fond of coffee that he devoted a chapter to it in a scientific treatise on modern stimulants, singing its praises in glowing terms.10 “[C]offee is a great power in my life,” he confessed. “I have observed its effects on an epic scale.”11 It kept him awake at night and enabled him to write. It stimulated his creative powers. It allowed him to marshal his thoughts. It gave him so many ideas he could barely keep up with them and his fingers flew across the pages, writing novel after novel at breakneck speed.12

It is hardly my purpose here to advocate the kind of coffee consumption that Balzac indulged in—drinking cup after cup of sludge—for just as surely as the caffeine inspired him it also, as he admitted, “roasts your insides”; indeed, it was the cause of numerous stomach maladies in his later years and he was specifically advised by his physician to cease his abuse of the stimulant.13 The point to be made, however, is that isolation and concentration are probably two prerequisites to success as a writer, and obtaining them—whether by force of will, meditation, or through the occasional use of nootropics—is a necessity for many writers.14

WHERE BALZAC GOT IDEAS

Balzac’s ideas were fantasies drawn from his own life and transmogrified in the pages of his fiction into the amorous escapades of his heroes: young men on the cusp of maturity, young men who associate themselves with aristocratic women in an effort to pull themselves up by their own bootstraps into a position of respectability and power, young men who yearn for the spotlight and who will do anything (or almost anything) to attain the kind of prominence they so ardently desire. That de Rastignac stops short of murder is not to say he is totally guileless; on the contrary, even today in France to call someone a Rastignac is to impute vanity, aggressiveness, and the avariciousness of a social climber to the individual, a clear tribute to the lasting nature of Balzac’s portrayal, and tribute to Balzac’s own ego.

As Christopher Booker observes in The Seven Basic Plots (2004), the story of de Rastignac is a departure from the morality tales of the seventeenth century; indeed it’s a departure from the long line of literary creations stretching through Shakespeare and Dante and reaching back to the ancient Greeks and Homer—literature that rang out with a moral and a meaning, stories that traced the development of a hero through various stages and saw him mature and grow as a person, eventually (with the exception of tragic heroes) becoming an individual who had vanquished his adversary and learned something of value about what it means to be a human being. Balzac, on the other hand, was part of the great change that came over modern fiction generally, part of a movement toward egocentric stories and sentimentality that defines Hollywood even today. The prolific French novelist traces not maturing characters (despite what we shall say about character change later), but rather characters who act in accord with the author’s own peculiar fantasy life. These characters don’t learn anything of significance about themselves nor do they come into their own as good men; instead, they are an egocentric projection of the author’s own fantasy life and, as such, they can do no more than represent what the author wished to achieve. Young de Rastignac, like the young Balzac, wishes to conquer women; like Balzac he yearns for wealth;,and like his creator he wants to rise into the stratosphere of high society—and he pursues all these goals with an obvious self-centered interest.15 Eugène de Rastignac’s interpersonal relations were marred by egocentricity and they lack any real connection, except for fleeting romantic interludes during which he fancies himself in love, and a sentimental affection for Père Goriot. But even de Rastignac’s love is used as a tool for social climbing, and the hero never relates completely with any woman, never makes a happy marriage and, on the whole, strikes thoughtful readers as rather infantile and puerile.

So the secret for getting ideas and for developing a varied plot—a moving, dynamic plot like Balzac employs—is letting your own fantasy life wander where it will. Is it likely that through the employment of this technique you will write Homeric works, Shakespearean morality tales, or Ovidian stories that show deep metamorphosis in your characters? No, you will instead write the modern tale, the tale of a soul plunged into a society and running for his life, scrambling after something he considers the ultimate desideratum, his own self-advancement. In the composition of tales like this, the example of Balzac will guide you like no other.

But Balzac can help you even if you wish to write another Pilgrim’s Progress with a moral and a developing character who grows and changes. The idea is to let your fancy roam across the landscape of your own interior life; let imagination carry you where your ego wishes to go, and utilizing remembrances from your own life—situations where you failed, moments where you triumphed—you will craft a series of scenes that relate to the acquisition of some goal peculiar to the protagonist’s ego. Then it is up to you—the logical, editing, thinking writer—to craft from that amalgam of ego-driven scenes a plot and a message and a moral. But for that we will have to look at the work of other writers. Balzac teaches the zest, the driving force of novel writing, but he has little to say about how to infuse a moral into a work or how to make a character grow into a human being. Ego is the name of the day but also the quickly changing plot necessary to engage a modern reader. From Balzac these essential skills can be learned as they can be learned from few other writers.

MODERN CHARACTER CHANGE

There is nothing writing teachers like to dwell upon more than the necessity of illustrating character change and development. It is, to listen to them, the writer’s holy grail, the be-all and end-all of fiction, the mark of accomplishment without which all else is meaningless. “If you don’t create the potential for change, the character will feel predictable and the reader will quickly lose interest” they warn.16 And yet anyone who surveys the field of modern fiction will tell you that character change and development has been curiously lackluster during the past hundred or so years. The kind of changes that David Copperfield goes through don’t occur in Holden Caulfield.17 The kind of maturation that Jane Eyre experiences is absent from most modern fiction. Character development has become a relatively small “turn” or epiphany, something characters experience fleetingly, and critics make mountains out of molehills when they see any kind of change take place in a character. Sure, de Rastignac learns a few things about how to run after women of rank, but this can hardly be called fundamental character change or maturation.

Eugène de Rastignac starts out as a young man who wishes to advance himself in society and he ends the same way. All throughout the book he is ready to use people, including his relatives, as stepping stones to his own personal advancement. He never has a long-lasting relationship with anyone and he winds up no better than he begins: he is still avaricious, grasping, mean and hungry. He is neither married nor in love, he is neither morally nor ethically wiser than when he began, and he has not learned any character-enhancing lessons. Balzac pays mere lip service to character change throughout the book, especially near the end. Indeed critics have made much of the last paragraph of the novel, which describes how de Rastignac climbs a hill and looks down at Paris.


His eyes were fixed almost avidly on the area between the columns in the Place Vendôme and the dome of the Invalides, the region of that high society in which he had sought to make his way. Upon this humming hive he cast a look which seemed already to suck the honey from it, and he gave utterance to these portentous words: ‘Between us the battle is joined henceforward.’



In other words the young man still has within his heart a desire to claw his way up, ever up. He is not satisfied, he has not reached any position of balance, he has not changed in any significant way. To claim that this is character change is to misunderstand the nature of change. Balzac’s hero is still the same callow youth he was in the first chapter, where we are told that de Rastignac came “to understand the stratification of society. He begins by admiring the carriages which pass along the Champs-Elysées, and before long he craves a part in the procession.” Eugène de Rastignac has craved and wished and scraped his way up into the higher reaches of society all throughout the book, and he epitomizes the kind of shallow young man who always wants more. But he has not changed. He ends the way be began: a clawing, striving ego-driven ambitious young rake.18 The only scrap of sentimentality he evidenced through the book was his attempt to help Père Goriot, but even that led to nothing and was mixed up with his longing to use one of the old man’s daughters to foster his own egocentric goals.

Our discussion of the almost total absence of change in Balzac’s hero is not meant to be totally negative; on the contrary, there are many fine flourishes that a modern writer can learn from his novels, most notably how even a modest suggestion of change will do the trick. And here is precisely where modern writers can learn the most from Balzac. Despite Christopher Booker’s criticism (brilliant as it is) this slight shading of personality is often how contemporary writers present character change. It’s advisable to learn the technique directly from Balzac and the modern writer would be wise to study his work on just this point. The reason is that contemporary writers have been absolved, because of the direction of modern fiction, from showing the kind of exaggerated fairy-tale like character development that occurs in a story such as Cinderella or Snow White … or David Copperfield, and most writers can get by with the kind of subtle flourishes that Balzac gives us. A flash here, a sentence or two there, a little phrase now and then, especially at the end—and that should suffice; indeed, most modern editors will consider you perceptive and insightful. They will in all likelihood find this minimalist technique tasteful and sufficient, so that there is really no need to give them mountains of character development. As Balzac teaches us, today a subtle little suggestion of change goes a long way toward making modern characters come alive.


1.   Gerson 1972:103-104.

2.   Pritchett 1973:51-52.

3.   Balzac 1834:123 (emphasis supplied).

4.   Balzac 1834:154.

5.   One of the best of these manuals is The Romance Writer’s Phrase Book by Jean Kent and Candace Shelton.

6.   Balzac 1834:198.

7.   Balzac 1834:213 (emphasis supplied).

8.   The first floor of his home at 13 Rue des Batailles was empty and in order to gain admission his guests needed a secret password. This was to avoid creditors as well as to ensure privacy. Balzac lived and worked upstairs on the second floor (Maurois 1965:273).

9.   Gerson 1972:162. See also Boon 2002:174.

10. Balzac 1838a.

11. Balzac 1838b:273.

12. Ayn Rand reportedly used amphetamines for a similar effect (Branden 1989:348).

13. Balzac’s early death was attributed, in part, to his abuse of coffee (Boon 2002:175).

14. Nootropics, also known as smart drugs, are a class of supplements that boost cognition and brain functioning. Described by Ray Kurzweil in Fantastic Voyage: Live Long Enough to Live Forever, they include coffee, tea, vinpocetine, huperzine, pregnenolone, and numerous others, many of which are more effective than coffee and have fewer side effects.

15. It is noteworthy that Balzac imitated Stendhal, whose writing was part of the new vanguard that dropped moral development and focused on the egocentric plots that characterize so much of modern storytelling (Booker 2004:352).

16. Reissenweber 2003:34.

17. Which may be one reason why J.D. Salinger ironically has Holden disparage David Copperfield in the first sentence of The Catcher in the Rye.

18. It’s no surprise that de Rastignac is often compared with Stendhal’s Julien Sorel from The Red and the Black, another ambitious young man who remains virtually unchanged emotionally and psychologically throughout the novel. See, e.g., Higonnet 2002:82. See also Christopher Booker’s penetrating analysis in The Seven Basic Plots: Why We Tell Stories, which finds much similarity between de Rastignac and Sorel. “As de Rastignac climbs his way ruthlessly up the social ladder, there are no signs of any inner transformation, any development towards wholeness and maturity: merely the acquisition of new and sharper weapons in the war of self-aggrandisement” (Booker 2004:353).


CHAPTER 2
WRITE LIKE
Charles Dickens

When he worked as a professor at Wellesley College and Cornell University, Nabokov lectured on Dickens, urging his students to read him as one reads a revered saint and “to bask in Dickens.”1 Why did Nabokov, one of the masters of contemporary prose style, admire Dickens?2 What is it about Dickens that inspired readers to line the street waiting for the ship to bring installments of his books to America? And most importantly, for our purposes, what can we learn from Dickens about how to write?

No author since Shakespeare has created a cast of characters so vast, so startling in their variety, and so engaging in their many permutations of human behavior. More than this, Dickens regales us, like Shakespeare, not only with engaging stories but also with the music of his language so that even when the story flags the sound of the words carries us along. Born in 1812 to middle-class parents, his circumstances took a turn for the worse financially when his father was sent to debtor’s prison. The family joined the breadwinner in jail and the young Dickens had his first taste of the low life that would haunt his fiction ever after. Sent to work in a factory after his father’s release, he experienced even more of the harrowing life of an indentured servant. Later he studied law, was admitted to the bar, yet worked as a journalist. Most of his major novels appeared in serial form.

Today it’s a clear mark of success for a novelist to be compared to Dickens and almost every major novelist (except for those coming out of writing programs who prefer to be called minimalists) vies for that comparison. Tom Wolfe recently said that he thought John Irving wanted to be compared with Dickens and was jealous when he was.3 Writers in the know recognize that Dickens has a few tricks up his sleeve. And these tricks of the trade are yours for the asking. We’ll discuss four of the most useful aspects of Dickens’s style that you can immediately adopt in your own writing. And you won’t have to write a jot about poor boys forced to work in miserable surroundings because the beauty of Dickens’s method is that it can be applied to almost any type of story you care to create. The techniques we’ll consider include the construction of character in a state of conflict, the use of humor, mastery of pathos, and the conscious integration of suspense into mainstream stories.

CHARACTERS IN CONFLICT

When characters are the soul of your story, people look forward to reading your work. Every Dickens novel is character-driven, and it’s primarily his characters (like Scrooge, Pip, and Uriah Heep, for example) that people remember. Call someone a “Scrooge” today and everyone knows what you’re talking about. Dickens may have used outlines to plot months in advance for serial publication, but he was first and foremost a caricaturist (with a strong sense of plot, to be sure), always on the lookout for ways to embellish a portrait.4 And his character portraits, while certainly dependent on a fanciful and fruitful imagination, were grounded in reality and the grit and grime of his day.

How can you use the same technique to depict character as realistically as Dickens, especially in light of the fact that modern readers won’t sit still for paragraphs or even extended passages of description? To paraphrase Emanuel Lasker, one of the world’s best chess players, “When you think of a good description, look for a better one.”5 Instead of settling for something routine, stretch your imagination, and above all, have a sense of humor, a sense of the absurd, and a sense of satire. Poke fun at your own creations, give them humorous and ironical names, describe them in whimsical ways. Your readers will enjoy being in on the joke with you.

“He is of what is called the old school—a phrase generally meaning any school that seems never to have been young—and wears knee breeches tied with ribbons, and gaiters or stockings,” says Dickens in describing Mr. Tulkinghorn, Sir Leicester’s lawyer. “One peculiarity of his black clothes and of his black stockings, be they silk or worsted, is that they never shine. Mute, close, irresponsive to any glancing light, his dress is like himself. He never converses, when not professionally consulted.”6 Dickens begins by painting this dreary portrait of Mr. Tulkinghorn, but he hardly stops there. His next strategy is to get his elaborately carved chess pieces into some tight corners and big conflicts. That is the key to all his scenes, and that is the problem you must solve if you are to make your story work. Before long Mr. Tulkinghorn is in conflict with Lady Dedlock, threatening to reveal her secret to her husband—and we’re off and running.7

Another perfect example of conflict is the argument between Dombey and his wife, Edith, in chapter forty of Dombey and Son (1848). Their conflict is described in excruciating detail, with many a revelation of their thoughts to show that Dombey totally misunderstands his wife and thinks she is in awe of him. In actuality she is holding her tongue to protect her daughter, Florence: “She bent her eyes upon him steadily, and set her trembling lips. He saw her bosom throb, and saw her face flush and turn white. All this he could know, and did: but he could not know that one word was whispering in the deep recesses of her heart, to keep her quiet, and that the word was Florence.”8 Telling us an inside secret makes the conflict all the more interesting.

Dickens’s technique is not that difficult to master. It has two components: The first involves character portrayal through satire, physical description, or other observations. You can paint your characters hot or cold, black or white, young or old, as long as you trim the length of your descriptions and keep such descriptions relatively brief. Study Dickens, yes; but then abbreviate the length of your descriptions for your modern audience. The second step for creating conflict is to follow Dickens in pitting major characters against each other in both physical, verbal, and mental antagonism. Remember how Dickens keeps some conflict hidden and below the surface, as in the contest between Edith and Dombey, or as in the lurking Tulkinghorn, who hovers around Lady Dedlock trying to discover her secrets. These muted conflicts can then be allowed to erupt into verbal fireworks, the kind of open conflict that readers enjoy.

MAKE THEM LAUGH

“Make them laugh, make them cry, make them wait,” was Dickens’s motto and his method. The techniques used in the execution of this method bear careful scrutiny for they were integral to the work of the master storyteller. Unfortunately, the use of humor escapes many writers today, especially those who seek to write serious fiction. Eschewing low humor, they mistakenly neglect the high. Dickens was a master of high humor—satire, puns, wordplay, and a curious method of characterizing that poked fun at his own creations even as he fleshed them out with life and a persona all their own.

The humor in Dickens begins with the little touches in character portraits, such as in Dombey and Son where Mr. Perch is described “shutting the door, as precisely and carefully as if he were not coming back for a week.”9 The portrait of Uriah Heep in David Copperfield (1850) is a classic of humorous description: “I observed that he had not such a thing as a smile about him, and that he could only widen his mouth and make two hard creases down his cheeks, one on each side, to stand for one.”10

The satire Dickens lavishes on the upper class in Bleak House is often laugh-out-loud funny. For example, his description in chapter 12 of Sir Leicester: “Sir Leicester is generally in a complacent state, and rarely bored. When he has nothing else to do, he can always contemplate his own greatness. It is a considerable advantage to a man, to have so inexhaustible a subject. After reading his letters, he leans back in his corner of the carriage, and generally reviews his importance to society.”

You can use the same techniques employed to such good effect by Dickens to add outright humor to your work. The way to take advantage of this device—introducing humor into your story—is to develop your sense of the incongruous. Try to exaggerate your characters a bit and use a satirical tone. If all else fails, read Dickens and underline passages that strike you as particularly funny. Then use a similar tone or approach when describing one of your own characters, especially people you wish to poke fun at. This type of humor will not, it is important to underscore, detract from the high tone or seriousness of your subject. Instead, it will add a much appreciated human element to otherwise serious writing.

MAKE THEM CRY

The second element of Dickens’ famous dictum revolves around his use of pathos, or strong emotion. As Aristotle pointed out in his Poetics, emotional appeals are one of the chief devices of the orator and, by extension, of the novelist. Novels weren’t invented back in Aristotle’s time, but drama was, and he pointed to examples from the ancient Greek dramatists where the evocation of pity and fear in the audience was planned in advance by the dramatist. In a similar way a novelist can learn from Dickens how to make readers feel strong emotions.

When Esther learns that her mother is Lady Dedlock, she is surprised. But Dickens knows that surprise is not enough, and he milks the scene for all it’s worth. He knows that a mother and child relationship will be moving, especially one in which a child discovers its mother after a long absence during which the girl was in ignorance. But he has the skill to ratchet up the emotion by having Lady Dedlock tell Esther that they must never speak again and that she (Lady Dedlock) cannot give any help to Esther. Here is a scene calculated to wrench the tears from even a hardened heart.

Our jaded age may find it harder to cry, but Dickens was a master of situations that bring on the sympathy needed to cause reader emotion. The very memorable death of Nell had Americans lining the docks to get their hands on the installment of the magazine with the resolution of that part of The Old Curiosity Shop (1841). But Dickens worked himself into a state of near despair to write the scene, turning away offers from friends to visit. In composing that scene he probably went back in his mind to a trauma he had suffered when he watched helplessly as seventeen-year-old Mary Hogarth, his sister-in-law, died in his arms some years earlier.11 The message is clear: to create emotion you must feel emotion. Do not hesitate to use memories from your own life; indeed, you must do so to produce real emotion on the page. Transmuting your own experiences, you will create art and affect your readers as deeply as you yourself have been affected.

MAKE THEM WAIT

I have to admit that mystery novels were never my cup of tea. My mother and sister dote on them, but I usually find them rather formulaic; I honestly couldn’t care less who killed who, and the characters don’t interest me since they’re simply vehicles for the story to reach a conclusion. I say this not to try to convince anyone not to read mysteries but rather to illustrate that even writers who couldn’t care less about mysteries should pay attention when Dickens tells them that an element of mystery—an element, mind you; merely an element—is essential to a well-told story. Who am I, after all, to argue with Dickens!

In a wonderful little book, Charles Dickens as Serial Novelist (1967), Archibald C. Coolidge Jr. advances the very convincing proposition that the serial form of publication put certain pressures on Dickens that forced him to solve a typical novelist’s problems (such as how to maintain reader interest) in strikingly bold ways. What this means is very good for you. It means that Dickens was forced to use his talent to discover and use techniques integral to the novel in a way that are so bold, so striking, and so exaggerated that other writers should find studying his work almost a textbook example of what to do, how to craft stories, and how to create characters people will remember—and care about.12 One of his most important techniques and one which is often overlooked by writers who prefer literary fiction is the use of an element of mystery and suspense. If, like me, you don’t respond well to mystery, you may discount its effectiveness in a mainstream story. But this would be a mistake! It behooves us to learn from the master. Dickens called it his mystery story technique. “He solved the problem of the constant need for advance in plot by creating a mystery … which had alternating sublines.”13 An example of the mystery that runs through Bleak House (1853) is the identity of Esther’s mother. The story also unfolds with many mysterious doings by Lady Dedlock and her husband’s attorney, Tulkinghorn. By the time the truth is revealed, the reader is worked up to a fever pitch of interest. The resolution of the
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