
NOTES ON CRAFT FROM A YOUNG WRITER

I have decided to interpret the prompt—How have the readings and discussions in class influenced your writing?—in an admittedly broad fashion.  Here I will reflect not only on this question, but also on the larger topic of what I have learned about writing by writing, and how other sources of instruction have influenced me.  I hope to discuss my education as a writer in general, to see where I have been and where I am going.  Following are seven issues I have repeatedly found myself having to wrestle with.  Note, however, that my discussion of these issues in a fashion demonstrating an awareness of and concern for them is not intended to mean I believe I have fully overcome or mastered the difficulties they represent.  

The Autobiography Trap 


One of the most common and deadly of beginning novelists’ enemies, the autobiography trap thrives on the myopia of subjectivity and the naïve belief that real life events, by dint of their having happened, will be plausible on the page.  We are all attached to the events of our own lives—that is our nature as skin-encapsulated egos.  To speak of this personally, the events I am attempting to “novelize” were certainly the most painful and wrenching in my life.  It is difficult to step back from such events and be “objective” about them.  The people and events are branded into the consciousness, and one is loath to tamper with them.  One feels one must be true to the past.  A novelist cannot afford to be this self-indulgent.

Simply, the demands of dramatic principle cannot be subverted to the “truth” of autobiography.  Fiction, for it to be fiction, cannot be truth—it must be fiction.  What actually happens in real life will not necessarily be dramatic, interesting, or even believable on the page.  About this, Charles Baxter has the following to say:  “…it is not enough simply to tell a truth in art, especially if the truth has no dramatic tension or has lost its emotional force.  The truth can get dull.”
   The problem lying in wait for the beginning novelist is that because of emotional or intellectual fixation on past events, he may not be able to recognize their dramatic failure on the page.  An event that was life changing, revelatory, or heartbreaking for him may for Jane and Joe Reader be dull and mundane.

I have often found this happening with my attempted novelization of my past.  Dialogue, especially, seems prone to this dilemma because dialogue in fiction is not a reproduction of overheard speech.  It is a unique language, following rules of its own.  Conversations that I remember well enough to replicate on the page usually fail because I am trying to reproduce them while ignoring dramatic principles.  This is a difficulty I am still trying to work through.

If one favors autobiography over dramatic principle, the almost inevitable result will be a situation similar to the following:

[In a fiction workshop, s]omebody’s work is being critiqued.  The piece is competent and about common life but rather conventional, without anarchy or excitement, and some devil’s advocate in the room says, Well, all right, the piece is competently written but, well it’s sort of…  and there’s a long pause while a substitute for the word “boring” is being searched for.  I’ve never heard participants in a writing workshop call a boring story “boring.”  It’s bad form.  They talk about dramatic construction, or they say, “I had a problem with the pacing.”  All the same, it’s obvious what they mean.  And the writer of this piece, wounded all over again by life, eventually says, “But it really happened!” or “It’s all true!”
 

Thus the writer’s sentimental attachments are revealed—either by having his story shredded in a workshop, or by receiving rejection after rejection from would-be publishers.  

Baxter’s advice as to how to overcome this dilemma is “…that the truth that writers are after may be dramatic only if it has been forgotten first: if the story, in other words, pulls something contradictory and concealed out of its hiding place.”
  Psychological distance must be gained, therefore, and historical events seen by a cold utilitarian eye with a view as to how they can be used to tell a good story.

The Character of Characters

While reading the third chapter of my novel, my wife repeatedly said, “I don’t like this character.  She’s too weak.”  She was referring to the heroine, Kim Hye-won, whom the protagonist falls in love with.  I myself had not felt very good about what I was doing with her in the book—I was relying too heavily on the conception I had of the real person who, while fascinating in her own way (to me at least!), was not translating well into a character on the page.  Why this should be I am still not sure, but it may have as much to do with my own amateurishness as the particular nature of the real person’s character.

So I have had to reconceptualize her—a work still in progress.  Along with this, I have attempted to make use of some of what I have read in books on craft, in particular Sol Stein’s Stein On Writing.  Stein says: 

…consider the “hero” who is not heroic, who lacks drive, a will to attain his objective.  Let’s face it, readers aren’t interested in wimps.  They are interested in assertive characters who want something, want it badly, and want it now.

Test yourself.  Would you want to spend ten or twelve hours with a wimpish character who is weak and ineffectual?  Don’t ask the reader to.  A wimp in life is a social bore.  A wimp in fiction is an obstacle to reader enjoyment.

I was painting this character as a wimp and it wasn’t working.  (The truth is she was painfully shy, which in a dramatic story almost invariably translates as wimpy.)

My realization that I would have to re-imagine this woman for the sake of my fiction ties us back directly to the first issue: the autobiography trap.  One can’t reshape the characters of people one has known unless one is willing to subordinate history to dramatic convention.  The writer must understand that when he writes he is working not with real people, but with the inventions of his mind, and that these are fully and necessarily malleable for the purpose of the writer’s art.

The Stench of Melodrama  

What  is  melodrama?   Baxter describes  it  as   “…one  of those  literary and  conceptual

categories that repels serious thought.  In the minds of most readers, melodrama is a recognizable failure of reason and feeling, even of imagination itself.”
  He goes on to call it a form of “aesthetic violence” that “substitutes for proper dramatic action and evidence.”
  “General and polite agreement,” he says, “exists among intelligent readers that melodrama…is deplorable.  Children might enjoy it, but a healthy adult mind should be able to resist it.”

It could not get more damning, and after reading this any writer of conscience would do his best to avoid the stuff like the plague.  But I shall not tell a lie: I have at times been guilty of melodramatic writing.

The slips come about in the form of an emotional response that is not justified by the forgoing events.  This can occur on the page even when the events one narrates actually happened.  (The autobiography trap again!)  In my own novel a particularly melodramatic moment occurred when the protagonist Paul Stirling, after listening to the heroine describe her spiritual quest, tells the reader he “was falling in love.”  The narrator goes on to describe the emotional tumult he suddenly experiences.  My wife—a particularly good one to spot melodrama and sentimentalism—hated the scene, saying it was totally over written.  I eventually came to see her point and have reworked it now twice, with a third rewrite in the offing.

In any work where strong emotions are the principle subject, melodrama is a constant enemy.  It dogs at the heels of love stories and horror in particular.  As it happens to be my luck to write a romance based on events heavily laden with emotional baggage to which I still have strong attachments, I fear I shall be battling the threat of melodrama until the end.

Most Nineteenth Century Readers Are Dead

Strangely enough, this is a fact unknown to many beginning writers.  The problem is that many of us who have grown up reading nineteenth century “classics” naturally turn to them as models for how to write quality fiction.  Regardless of the place of such books in the history of literature, modern writers (beginning and professional) would do well to stay away from them as examples of how to craft fiction for late twentieth century audiences.  The reason for this is simple:

In the nineteenth century, novels and stories were filled with summations of offstage events, past or present, almost always told to the reader in summary form.  These clumps of narrative summary are not experienced by today’s readers with the immediacy and excitement of a witnessed event.  With good reason.  Even in societies that are not technologically advanced, a high proportion of the people born in the first half of this century experienced the phenomenon of moving pictures, which revolutionized entertainment even for the illiterate.  In mid-century, the advent of television brought a visual medium into homes.  Television and movies are full of immediate scenes, visible to the eye, ready to be experienced firsthand.  This has influenced stories and novels more than we realize.  Twentieth-century audiences now insist on seeing what they are reading.  If you examine twentieth-century fiction, you’ll find a dramatic increase in immediate scenes and a corresponding decrease in narrative summary.
 

Many writers, unfortunately, never become aware of this fact until they receive a rejection notice from a sympathetic and understanding editor who points out that their prose is overly descriptive, and their manuscript too laden with narrative summary.  Fortunately, I was aware of this potential pitfall from early on, and yet I still (out of insensitivity and hardheadedness, I suppose) found myself giving over to longwinded sections of narrative.  The second part of my novel’s first chapter was a case in point.  

The trick is to minimize summary, to transform it, if possible, into immediate scenes that are happening actively in the present.  This is all in keeping with the cardinal ethic of writers:  Show, don’t tell.  Narration and summary are varieties of telling; dialogue and action are showing.  They are visual, they can be filmed.

This is the test: if it can’t be filmed, it is not immediate scene.  I have found this to be helpful not only in determining if something is immediate scene or not, but also in screening out scenes that while possessing dialogue and action and thus the form of an immediate scene, nonetheless have the emotional impact of narrative summaries.  Now when I write a scene, I try to visualize myself sitting in a theater watching it unfold on the screen.  The moment I find myself becoming bored or thinking what I am seeing implausible, I force myself to rewrite the scene, to shorten in, or to cut it out altogether.  This technique has revolutionized how I go about plotting a story or executing a scene.

The Architecture of Suspense    

Suspense is the art of drawing the reader on to the next sentence, the next paragraph, the next page.  It is a quality of pace, of interest, danger, mystery, wanting to know, wanting to happen, wanting to not happen.  It is important in all fiction, whether genre or literary.  Sol Stein goes so far as to say that “suspense is the most essential ingredient of plotting.”
 

Skillful prose or an interesting plot can be enough, sometimes, to keep a reader reading.  But ideally the architecture of a novel should accomplish on the macro-level what prose and plot accomplish at the micro.  By this I mean the actual arrangement of scenes and chapters. 

The most straightforward means of accomplishing this is to set up a scene that arouses the reader’s interest and then to not satisfy the reader.  The old cliff-hanger serials and modern day soap operas are built on this principle.  For example, suppose we have a heroine in the depths of a jungle.  She discovers a concealed cave, wanders into it and down a narrow passage, then stumbles into a large, torch-lit chamber.  The last line we read in the scene is “Her eyes bugged out in disbelief.”

The reader is not told what it is that has caused the woman to stop short, and leaves the scene with an uncomfortable sense of suspense and curiosity.  Granted, the scene depicted here is rather gross and stereotypical, the sort of thing Hollywood adventure movies are made of, but the same effect can be achieved on more subtle levels.  The goal, though, is the same.  As Sol Stein put it:

The writer’s duty is to set up something that cries for a resolution and then to act irresponsibly, to dance away from the reader’s problem, dealing with other things, prolonging and exacerbating the reader’s desperate need for resolution…  The point, of course, is that you don’t resolve the suspense you’ve aroused.  Your duty is to be mean.  You are giving the reader a thrill he yearns for in books and detests in life.

Ideally, a chapter should accomplish this in each of its scenes and by itself in relation to other chapters.  When a scene ends, the action should begin elsewhere, or with different characters, or at a different time.  When one chapter ends, the next chapter should pick up at some other point in the story.

Not only does this alternation of scenes and chapters draw the reader on, it also helps organize the book.  In the first chapter of my novel, I set up a situation where the protagonist is going to meet someone he doesn’t know, whose language he does not speak, and whose home he does not even know the exact location of.  The reader (I hope!) is intrigued and wonders who it is he is going to meet and why.  The first chapter, told in present tense, ends with “My adventure is at last beginning.”  The next chapter starts in the past, and the conclusion of the first chapter is not reached until the end of the book.  Thus, in setting up a puzzle and a measure of curiosity, I have also framed the structure of the story.

In the second chapter I consciously tried to avoid feeding the reader too much development in the relationship between the hero and heroine at too quick a pace.  To break up the chapter I introduced scenes of Paul Stirling by himself, or Paul talking to his roommate, Dr. Pak.  It was my hope that by doing this the reader would find himself reading continuously toward the end in order to see how Paul and Hye-won would finally get together.

Focus

What I mean by focus is delineation of subject matter.  In the Western world Aristotle was the first to touch upon this issue, and though his comments are addressed to the writer of tragedy, they apply equally well to the novel:

Now, according to our definition Tragedy is an imitation of an action that is complete, and whole…  A whole is that which has a beginning, a middle, and an end.  A beginning is that which does not itself follow anything by causal necessity, but after which something naturally is or comes to be.  An end, on the contrary, is that which itself naturally follows some other thing, either by necessity, or as a rule, but has nothing following it.  A middle is that which follows something as some other thing follows it.  A well constructed plot, therefore, must neither begin nor end at haphazard, but conform to these principles.
 

In other words a writer must deal with rounded wholes, with stories that make logical and emotional sense within themselves and can stand on their own.

Thus the scope of a story cannot be arbitrary.  Its beginning, middle, and end must be such by virtue of inner logical consistency and necessity.  This is what distinguishes fiction from biography—a biography simply tells the incidents of a person’s life and how they impacted him or her.  It may be as simple as “Frank was born, grew up, got a job, married, had kids, then died at the age of seventy from congestive heart failure.”  Such a narration, no matter how well told, does not constitute a story because it has no focus. 

A focused narrative might follow one or two strands of Frank’s life, seeing how they begin and where they lead.  Extraneous matters that did not bear on the course of these strands would be cut out in the interest of dramatic impact.  Finally, a climax and conclusion would be reached, leaving us with a sense of consummation, not just a note that “one day while eating breakfast Frank pitched forward into his fried eggs and expired.”  Unless that death was the natural outcome of Frank’s story (and not just the inevitable result of his mortality) it would have little or no meaning to a reader.

An excellent example of focus in narrative is Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, which drives, scene upon scene, to the climax of Emma’s suicide.  The death by disillusionment and grief of her husband then, fittingly serves as a dénouement.  While there is much material in the book that would likely be deemed extraneous by a modern editor, this is less a matter of structure than the result of Flaubert’s having written in the nineteenth century.

Focus also pertains to individual chapters and scenes.  Scenes are the bricks out of which chapters are built and chapters the sections out of which novels are constructed.  Scenes and chapters portraying actions or characters without consequence bloat a novel, signaling to the reader that the author is a careless craftsman—or no craftsman at all.  Examples of lack of focus and the structural weaknesses and flabby writing they create can be found in all genres and types of fiction, but tend to be most prevalent among the works of fast-writing, big selling authors who dominate the bestseller lists.  One gets the feeling that success has gone to their heads, making them careless of the necessity to polish and prune their writing.  Just look at such bestsellers as The Sum of All Fears by Tom Clancy, or the uncut version of Stephen King’s The Stand. 

In my own work I have found the greatest problem with focus arises when deciding exactly what a chapter shall be about.  That it will cover a certain period of time, that people will do actions meaningful to the progress of the story, is all known a priori, but what time span, and why, and which events, and why, are questions that need to be carefully considered.  I have found each of my chapters, in their first drafts, to include information not pertinent to the story.  I found my first chapter, in its original, two-part division, attempting to cover too great a time span, and then resorting to nineteenth century style summary in order to get around this fault.  The temptations and pitfalls of lengthy narrative—already spoken about above—only compound the problem of focus.  Inevitably, the reader just shakes his head and asks, “Why is this guy telling me all this stuff, anyway?” 

The Elegance of Understatement

Last I consider the most subtle and elusive of the lessons about which I have learned: understatement.  Simply put, understatement is the art of saying more with less.  It is a paring down of material to the fine minimum required to tell a story, and is an authentic mark of quality prose.  And it is a principle beginning writers are likely to overlook.  I myself only recently began to recognize it as a necessary aspect of fiction, and I think this is because I have been working on a novel that is primarily autobiographical.

Understatement can easily fall prey to the autobiography trap.  In my case, the issue first surfaced in regards to several scenes I had written in my third and fourth chapters where extensive dialogue was used.  I was trying to give to the reader—by means of a conversation—information about the characters.  The written dialogue was based on an actual conversation, and this was the problem.  I felt dissatisfied with what I had written but wasn’t sure why.  Gradually it dawned on me that a mere record of what had been said was too unwieldy and lacking in dramatic tension to satisfy a reading audience.  Consequently, on her first read through of these sections, my wife exclaimed, “You just don’t need all this!  Can’t you summarize some of it, or cut it out?”

Wondering how I could cope with her complaints (and my own misgivings) I took a look at a one time best selling romance novel that had managed to accomplish a great deal with as few words as possible.  I asked myself what it was the author had done that I was not doing.  What I saw in the book was not only a spareness of language but of scenes, and it occurred to me that not everything a writer knows about his characters needs to be told to the reader.

This may sound like a simple truism—much of the backstory is simply for the author’s benefit when conceiving the characters.  But for the sake of the story, it need not, should not, and cannot all be told.  My long-winded dialogues ignored the basic principle that characters should not be told on the page, but evoked.

In a sense, understatement can be viewed as another form of focus.  In the preceding section though, I dealt with focus more as an issue of macro-structure, how one chooses and organizes material.  Understatement, I feel, is like polishing that structure.  It is not so much a matter of including scenes or not (though it can be), but of how one presents a scene.  The object—the maximal use of understatement—is to achieve the greatest degree of emotional impact with the fewest number of words.  And the mastery of this principle was what resulted in the sort of lean, compact elegance of writers such of Raymond Carver and Ernest Hemingway.

_________________________

I am no Hemingway or Carver as of yet, but I am convinced that no writer of genius, not even just a very good or above average writer, becomes that way by dint of mere genetic fortune.  Having a “knack” is next to meaningless if it is not nurtured on a daily basis, and mastery of the writer’s craft comes only by blood, sweat and a sore ass (induced by long immobile sitting in front of a desk or computer console).  The seven lessons I have here elucidated have been recognized and appreciated through my wrestling with a text of my own making.  Now all I can hope is that the struggle will end one day in the future with my prostrate foe lying helplessly on the desk of a very, very contented publisher.  
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