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Introduction
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AFTER STRUGGLING FOR years as a writer – having some success, but never enough – I stumbled across a gold mine.

The route I took had no treasure map to follow, but there were clues that would pop up every now and then.

An author is always looking to find new outlets, ways to improve their sales. Part of this is to honestly look at your own backlist to see what's routinely selling – with the idea of doing more of what worked. In this, I found that of all the hundreds of books I'd published, I had a handful of books which routinely sold well, with no marketing. They were all non-fiction paperbacks.

I had piles of writer-craft reference books stacked up on archived hard drives. So I went back and dusted off the short list of everything about non-fiction. In there, I found a very sensible approach to researching, writing, and selling my non-fiction works.

This book was familiar. I'd been introduced to Walter S. Campbell when studying Eugene Schwartz’ Breakthrough Advertising. Here Schwartz mentioned Campbell’s Writing Non-Fiction four times. Of course, I first found a copy of that book online. It was an out-of-print book from around eight decades ago. When I first read it, I thought the book was interesting, how it explained marketing. Then I moved on.

Now, I picked it up from the idea of applying it exactly to mastering non-fiction writing. Here's where I discovered that Campbell's approach was pure gold. It worked, was sensible, and a simple study. So I wanted more. The backmatter of that book contained a list of his books.

But all his four books were out of print, and not found via Internet search, even for second-hand copies. And those few used copies were long ago sold out online.

I had to send off to borrow them via inter-library loan from Oklahoma. What these books covered astonished me; other supposed experts ignored these topics. How he told to approach both non-fiction and fiction writing was laid out in a single unified approach. An approach based in classics dating back to the Greeks.

I studied to find what I'd been missing. And also, perhaps, to figure out how these practical advices became lost and forgotten in today's writing texts.

So I dug deeper. I looked wider, and did some more research into Campbell's University of Oklahoma course, and its history. This also led to discovering Foster Harris’ texts. He'd been Campbell's first assistant professor. But his books were also out of print. (And another round of inter-library loans got me access.)

With this set of 6 texts, there was now a set of books that taught students how to make the shift from novice to pro within as little as a year or two. No longer facing decades of inscrutable rejection slips, novice writers could more easily discern how to hone their craft to make a living from their writing – by writing and selling professional-quality stories, articles, and books.

Here was a blueprint for author success. Campbell and Harris’ holistic view of making writers had this central concept: writers had to learn to become self-teaching, autodidacts. Their model held that all successful books were based on time-proved models our culture was brought up with. Most readers prefer their material written according to certain patterns. Once a writer mastered these patterns, then they could find outlets who needed good writing and would pay to publish them. As they continued to write and sell their work, they'd earn income and grow a fan base – who themselves wanted more quality reading, and would pay for that opportunity.

Modern research found current-day writers followed the same arduous model that Campbell solved long ago. There are a long list of writers who were prolific readers, and who one day suddenly said, “Hey, I can write this stuff.” Then they started. Only to find that they still needed another decade or two to achieve routine sales from their writing. Yes, it was in what they read. But no, reading itself only enabled them to intuitively absorb the craft of their books – the practiced discipline of writing (and the reject slips) were what made them into top-selling writers.

Campbell researched the classic writers and found their advice suggested a solution. He took four volunteer students to corroborate with for a year. Three of them were published before the end of that year. And to cover his costs, Campbell wrote a text that outlined his the approach he used in teaching these young writers. With that text ready, and the record of his student's success, he was persuaded by a friend on staff, as well as the president of OU to go ahead and put together a curriculum that the university would support.

It was wildly successful. And Campbell ran that course for nearly 20 years – until he died at 80, only months before his slated retirement. Harris took over, and then passed the torch in turn to others. Eventually, the texts were changed out and the core of his material today only partially survives – in a book devoted solely to writing action-based fiction. The bulk of Campbell's ideas were abandoned. All despite the obvious proof of their success.

Campbell based his studies on what earlier writers had done that were successful. He researched Aristotle, Shakespeare and his contemporaries, and came forward to cross-compared those with modem writers of his own day. As he taught his students, this refined his own understanding of author craft. Foster Harris contributed his works to help clarify fiction writing, an adjunct to Campbell's own text in that area.

He held that fiction and non-fiction shared the same technical devices and basic over-all pattern. To make a profitable living, a writer needed to write non-fiction as well as fiction. All while someone writing fiction would improve his craft (and sales) by learning and practicing non-fiction writing.

I started out to teach myself better non-fiction writing, then to write a book about what I learned. This final book teaches fiction writing as well – because they are intertwined.

I've upgraded the excerpts included here, to enable contemporary writing styles. Other than that, I've kept it true as I could to the original principles.

Studying and excerpting their texts is a first attempt to revive their material for our modern days. The approach here falls shy of getting their books back in print. This work is more of a review, a distillation of the core theories into something that will hopefully excite a demand for those books again.

The first part is the core of these two instructor's works. This core is not widely taught by modern author craft text. The essential point is producing a work which contains a single uninterrupted flow of ideas, which keep the reader reading right through to the end.

The second part covers how to create a relatable and compelling main character the reader can identify with.

The third part covers how to build the story, commonly referred to as plotting.

Each of these parts have been limited to the eight essential lessons for these parts. Designing these as a course makes them more accessible – less likely to be forgotten again. I've also gotten these lessons recorded as audio, also, to facilitate rapid understanding. These three parts can now each be experienced also as mini-courses on their own. (See back matter for access instructions.)

- - - -
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I SET OUT TO UNCOVER and burnish the hidden gold from these books, long forgotten and secreted away.

Now this gold mine is yours to explore and extract with your own study and practice.

Good hunting!
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Forward
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IN 1938, OKLAHOMA'S first Rhodes scholar started a very unique and remarkably successful university course for writers. A course that was unequalled in that time or since. That scholar was Walter S. Campbell.

From the start, Campbell's course produced professional writers who started selling their stories before they finished their training. The vast bulk of them became publishing professionals from there on out. In this short period, their thousands of students turned out literally millions in royalties, untold numbers of magazine articles and stories, hundreds of books, and some were even made into movies.

Some of their most notable graduates include Louis L’Amour, Mary Higgins Clark, Fred Grove, Tony Hillerman, Bill Gulick, William R. Scott, Ed Montgomery, Neal Barrett, and Bill Burchardt. Among the best-known movies are “The Hallelujah Trail,” “Onionhead,” “Hondo,” and “Bend of the River.” Even the hit musical/movie “Oklahoma!” had its roots in a story from one of Campbell’s course graduates.

No other course, past or present, achieved comparable success. Worldwide, this course stood alone.

What made this course so different was Campbell's approach. His Rhodes scholar training convinced him that graduating students were to make their own way in the word, to make a difference with what they'd learned.

What made this into the most effective writing course in known history was in its very design:


•  Campbell and Harris re-introduced concepts that were known throughout literary history as common practices used to create popular stories.

•  They recognized that those practices were common to all types of writing, not just fiction novels.

•  Stories, articles, and all writing types were considered best written when experienced as a single contiguous flow of creative continuity.

•  Students were taught to become self-training autodidacts, to keep studying the books and text around them constantly to improve their techniques.



The premise Campbell found and taught was that all the books we've collected into our libraries, as well as the most popular ones released every year, are themselves based on ancient models and patterns. Ones which define human culture and expose our limited capacity to truly understand Nature.

All the great imitators of the ancient epics, all the playwrights who copied ancient dramas – and all the poets and prose-writers who were not mere rebels and experimenters – these consistently used this method. The idea behind this method is that there is a right or best way to do every thing, and that this best way can be found already laid down for us in our models. Campbell called it “writing to pattern”.

Popular art, popular taste, are always extremely conventional. Popular literature may sometimes lack power, lack sincerity, lack truth to life, lack everything almost, but never lacks convention. The so-called “high-brows” are the ones who like convention freshly used or flouted. The “low-brows”—or rather “slow brows”’—prefer strict convention in their art. Therefore, every popular artist, every popular writer, is inevitably faced with the necessity of working within rigid conventions, of writing to pattern.

To some artists, this is a cross and a torture, but to many it is a relief and an advantage. After all, a convention is simply an agreement between author and reader that a certain device shall mean a certain thing, carry a certain emotion, or express a familiar idea. Convention, in any kind of writing, is an artificial thing, a symbol which it has been agreed shall be interpreted in a certain way. And because different people have different ideas, emotions, and habits, different conventions are found in the literature of different groups. But every group has its conventions, and they are all, in themselves, artificial. They will in time come to be considered absurd, except by those who make it their business to understand the literature of by-gone times. Convention is simply a means to convey a meaning, to express a significance. It works well only when both writer and reader understand and accept it.

The success of an author is, by and large, in direct ratio to his understanding of the conventions of the group of readers he wishes to reach. Since recognition of a device's meaning  is the basic element in convention – and in fact its reason for being – where there is no convention there can be no understanding. A man who invents new conventions is sometimes mistaken by bookish readers for a great genius, simply because they do not understand his conventions, and therefore attribute to him far more significance than he actually affords. Robert Browning was almost worshiped at one time, but nowadays he is hardly rated as a major prophet. Experiment in the arts is good for the artist’s technical training, and it may sometimes bring him rewards he does not merit, in advertising his talent among the critics. But, for one who wishes to become a popular writer, it has its dangers.

Of course, once in a lifetime, some original writer comes along who has a significance to convey which the old conventions cannot carry. Such a writer is forced to create new conventions, and (as Wordsworth put it) “create the taste by which he is to be en joyed.” But the majority of writers have no such necessity, and perform no such service. They exist to please the contemporary public, and therefore must deal in conventions already familiar and established.

Even the most experimental writers may profit by employing this method. Most of them begin by writing conventionally, and later, when they have attained some mastery of the accepted conventions of their craft, know how to vary from their contemporaries and create a new set of conventions of their own.

It follows that all writers, of whatever kind, can profit by writing to pattern.

So these OU instructors pushed writing models and patterns which were already ingrained (wired) into readers throughout our culture – and continue to be trained into us and our children today. No plot is original these days. That idea’s been recognized as true for ages. Campbell and Harris took this as a guiding hint. They then adjusted their training into making each writer into a self-taught professional. Their students were taught to study those same successful patterns that perennial-selling classics used – the ones found in the pages of those books, articles, and stories. The students were taught to add technical excellence to existing story-lines, and so improve them for our modern age once again.

Campbell understood that if there were a magic secret to successful writing, the fastest results come from students doing these actions:


•  to write continually, regularly,

•  to study carefully the specific market where he wanted to write in order to gauge what that market would buy,

•  to study the works of the continuing top-selling masters in each market area, learning their techniques but not copying their writing style – and beyond all,

•  writing only about subjects which interested him greatly and involved him emotionally.



Through study of classic and modern writers, Campbell isolated several approaches to writing which I’ve found haven’t been emphasized or even mentioned in any modern text on author craft.

He re-introduced the implementation of the playwright’s scene as a unit of writing, along with its sequel, which then interlocked scenes throughout the story. Even Aristotle covered the scene as a dramatic unit. A contemporary writer and instructor, John Gallishaw, gave a thorough pattern for scenes that Campbell incorporated into that first textbook. Campbell noted that a plot will not succeed without scenes. However, a story can be told in scenes without anything resembling a plot.

In his teaching, the text itself was oriented around a classic interplay of both fact and feeling through the sentences. These then were interlocked through the paragraphs. This integrated even more continuity throughout the text – even in non-fiction. This usage appears frequently, spanning classic and modern works. Campbell was the first in identifying the fact-and-feeling approach as a technical element.

The broad divide between nonfiction and fiction were further diminished, since fiction devices used to create compelling narratives were found common to both.

The OU students were required to write a 5,000 word article or story weekly, and have this critiqued by the instructors. Every week, they met an instructor who would review their current creation or their revision they’d worked on. This collaboration lasted through the year-long course. For that duration, they lived completely immersed in the study and practice of writing.

The earliest materials taught to Campbell’s students is the attitude to approach their craft – its point of view was to research and choose their subject, reader, model, effect, style, market, and project before they started to write.

They were taught how to dissect stories while reading them for their technical devices in addition to their mechanical and emotional patterns.

And most importantly, they were taught to become truly professional in their attitude, such that all of life became an inspiration source for them. They were encouraged to keep small notebooks on them to note down character ideas,, dialog, setting elements, everything that could be used for a story or article. They embraced life as students to bring their stories to life in the minds of readers.

In this book, I borrow chiefly from the texts of Campbell and Harris as course instructors. I also bring other long-career authors in with guest essays. As I've been able, I've updated these excerpt's writing style to one that's more contemporary.

This work aims not to summarize their 1200-pages of work, but to restore key forgotten elements for our modern crop of writers.

I wrote, edited, and compiled this work to explore what I learned from Campbell and Harris' textbooks, which have themselves been lost to time. My research has always been followed with a bread-crumb trail of write-ups. Were all of Campbell's and Harris’ works returned to press, I’d be happy to retire this one and it’s short courses.

Meanwhile, you have this review and field guide to their works. So you can improve your own author craft by standing on the shoulders of forgotten giants to see further.

How This Book Was Built

THERE ARE THREE SECTIONS to this book: Basics, Character, Plotting. Each of these are also independently available as courses. More information about these courses are available in this book's back matter.

How to Train Yourself

MIRROR THE COLLABORATIVE practice approach. Treat these chapters each as their own lesson. Write 5,000 words weekly, just as the original course. In each practice piece (be it fiction or non-fiction) emphasize the lesson you just covered. Then let it sit and later come back to review it against the lesson you just studied. Make your notes. Go ahead and revise it to a polished form. Submit it to a magazine or other outlet if you feel it's ready.

Then read the next lesson thoroughly. Write another 5,000 word composition. Rinse, repeat.

Again, writers are made by writing – a lot of writing. Weekly writing.

You could get a fellow writer to partner with, each of you reviewing the other's work. Then go over that composition with them in an in-person meeting or red-penning and returning that draft, as you would in a correspondence course. With that critique, you could re-write the composition as a subsequent draft instead of something completely new.

As well, you and your partner can hold each other accountable for writing goals. Much as any instructor would.

The point is that writers are made by writing – lots of writing.

And keep up your reading as well. Best is daily reading.Develop the habit of analyzing everything you read for technique (or, in lack of it, how you'd improve what you read.) Then you'll be learning in real life, finding the lessons in this book as a mere springboard to your always-on craft learning.

With conscientious study and practice, you'll get there.

What Else You'll Find Here

I'VE INCLUDED ESSAYS and excepts from other experts in this field:

H. Bedford Jones was the original “King of the Pulps”. He wrote and published over a million words every year for decades.

Dorothea Brande was an accomplished editor and author. Her seminal work, Becoming a Writer, is one of the most referenced books in this area, despite it's original publishing date in 1934.

Walter S. Campbell founded the Professional Writing program at Oklahoma University in 1938. This program was able to take a person who never had written and sold an article or story before and within a year or two become a regular-selling author. Usually, that process takes decades. He wrote four textbooks for the courses he taught, all of which are now out of print. But his unsurpassed legacy remains.

Dwight V. Swain was an accomplished popular writer and a journalism professor in the OU Professional Writing program from 1952 to 1974.

Erle Stanley Gardner is best known for his Perry Mason books and TV series.
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Part 1: Keep 'Em Reading
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101 - Reading to Write

Fueling Your Inspiration

THE GENIUS KEEPS, IN all his days, the vividness and intensity of interest that a sensitive child feels in his expanding world. Many of us keep this responsiveness well into adolescence; very few mature men and women are fortunate enough to preserve it in their routine lives.

The most normal of us allow ourselves to become so insulated by habit that few things can break through our preoccupations except truly spectacular events — a catastrophe happening under our eyes, our indolent strolling blocked by a triumphal parade; it must be a matter which challenges us in spite of ourselves.

A writer faces real danger from this passively accepted dullness. Since we are not laying up for ourselves daily observations, fresh sensations, new ideas, we tend to turn back for our material to the same period in our lives, and write and rewrite endlessly the sensations of our childhood or early years.

It is perfectly possible to strip yourself of your preoccupations, to refuse to allow yourself to go about wrapped in a cloak of oblivion day and night, although it is more difficult than one might think to learn to turn one’s attention outward again after years of immersion in one’s own problems. Merely deciding that you will not be oblivious is hardly enough. Every writer should follow Henry James: “Try to be one of the people on whom nothing is lost.”

Each day, recapture your five-year-old self’s intense curiosity for thirty minutes. You can feel a little self-conscious doing something so deliberately. It used to be as routine as breathing. Despite this, you can quickly gather volumes of new material.

Turn yourself into a stranger in your own streets.

You know how vividly you see a strange town or a strange country when you first enter it. Study the drugstore window, the streetcar that carries you to work, the crowded subway. All these can look as strange as Xanadu — once you refuse to take them for granted.

Another time speculate on the person opposite you. Where did she come from? Where is she going? What can you guess about her from her face, her attitude, her clothes? What, do you imagine, is her home like?

Try to see your home, your family, your friends, your school or office, with the same eyes that you use away from your own daily route. Familiar voices can lose their unique sound.

Such simple, brief exercises significantly improve writing skills.

No one cares to follow a dull and stodgy mind through innumerable pages, and a mind is so easily freshened.

This is one reason for the inexhaustible resources of the true genius. Everything that ever happened to him is his to use. No experience is so deeply buried that he cannot revive it; he can find a type-episode for every situation that his imagination can present. By the simple means of refusing to let yourself fall into indifference and boredom, you can reach and revive for your writing every aspect of your life.

(from Dorothea Brande)

Learning by Reading In Reverse

ONE OF THE REASONS that Campbell's OU Professional Writing students quickly learned to produce salable articles and stories was in their ability to self-train. This is called an auto-didact.

What Campbell emphasized through his first text book is that the successful books out there contained all the technical devices any author could need. That author simply needed to learn how to find them.

The “new” techniques that Campbell introduced were actually known through out our literary history. No one had ever isolated and emphasized them. His text brought them across writing disciplines. He noted that the technical devices used in fiction were being used by non-fiction writers. That devices used in poetry are just as effective in any other form of writing.

Writing is writing. We use words to express ourselves. Because someone wrote an Elizabethan sonnet doesn't mean their techniques are locked only into poetry and verse. So reading a translation of Aristotle's Poetics will be as or more rewarding than studying today's top-selling romance potboiler.

The trick in finding these devices is to adjust your reading habits.

You may be familiar with Rhetorical Devices from the old Greek definitions. Campbell's use of the term “device” is broader.

Per Campbell:


A technical device may be defined as a choice and arrangement of words which solve a particular problem for the author by producing a desired effect upon the reader.

An effect has been defined as “an impression intended by the author and produced upon the reader.” It may be intellectual or emotional, or both.

A good story, a good article or book, is simply a series of such small effects carefully planned and executed with a view to the effect of the whole.



What the writer must learn to study in the works of others is the patterns of words which solve their writing problems. Study the words, phrases, sentences. But look also for patterns, not just specific words. Isolate them, analyze them, and practice them. So you make them your own, and have such at ready access while writing.

Learning to read with a discerning approach is key. It's too easy to simply be drawn along in the story and distracted from living for awhile. That is the passive enjoyment of any reader. The professional writer reads differently. They will read to discover where the author has created an effect on the reader and how it was done. What emotions, ideas, thoughts have been aroused? What reactions occurred – and what model produced this?

So the professional writer reads slowly, deliberately. They are not concerned with how the story ends, but rather – how the story ended for the reader.

There is a simple method to avoid being dragged headlong through a book.

1. Read the first chapter, or the first few pages – enough to learn what the story is about. You'll have the story problem.

2. Then turn to the last chapter of the book, or the final scenes of the story and read those through. In that way, you learn the goal of the writer. Now you're going to see how that author worked it out.

3. Next, turn to the preceding chapter of the book (or scene of the story) and read that. Study those carefully. Make and keep your notes. Then back up one more chapter or scene and study those pages, again keeping notes.

Meaning: Read chapter 1, then read chapter 20, then chapter 19, then 18, 17, etc. Until you get back to the first chapter.

Because you are always knowing what happens next, you'll be more interested in how the author moved the reader to that point. In this, you'll be studying models and devices.

4. Once you've finished reading backward, then read the book forward again. You'll now know the story and obvious devices. Now you'll be on the look out for things you may have missed. Such as transitions. If it's a true masterpiece, you'll want to read it yet again and so find even more models and devices.

Mastering Devices

ONCE YOU'VE TRAINED yourself how to read in this fashion, you'll run up against how to keep track of all the devices you've uncovered. Keeping these all in mind is as improbable as having an entire tool chest in your shirt pocket.

The solution is to keep a scrapbook of devices. To do this physically require you get a loose-leaf notebook, a three-hole punch, and sturdy paper or card stock pages of about 8 ½ x 11” size. With two copies of the book, cut out the device phrase and paste it on a blank page. (Having two copies is because it's printed on both sides of each page. And probably having a third copy for later reference is advised. Second-hand editions are recommended.)

Now:


1) Write out a heading above the clipping which tells the problem this device solves.

2) Then write the way it was solved.

3) And then your reason for why it was a good solution.

4) Finally, if you have any suggestions on how it could be improved, add these comments.



The clipping and the first three points will both organize this device record and help you analyze it. The fourth is optional.

(If you are reading digitally, it's easier to copy/paste the clipping as a block of text. And if you can enter this into a database or spreadsheet, this enables you to sort and search easier.)

Next, how do you remember these?

It's a simple as the technique of learning new words. In this technique, you simply use that word in three sentences of your own making.

For use in learning devices, this is called “finger exercises.” Here, you write an example of new text that fits the model you clipped.

Let's look at one described by Edith Wharton, as the Wave Formula:

It consists of three steps: first, the motive of the character; second, the gesture or action of the character; third, the dialogue or speech of the character. These occur in that order.

The Wave Formula is frequently used. The motive is given first because, if it is not indicated at once, the reader will probably dream up a motive of his own which differs from that the author had in mind. So if you give the character's action first of all, the reader may misinterpret the action, and if the writer then gives the motive, the reader will refuse to believe it. Depend upon it—in any argument between author and reader, the reader is always right!

Mrs. Wharton compared this formula with a wave of the sea making toward the shore. The power of the winds behind the wave is the motive, the rising of the wave as it rolls up the beach is the action or gesture, and the foam on the crest as the wave breaks is the dialogue or speech.

So:


Heading - CHARACTERIZATION

Clipping

1. Joe was weary. 2. He slumped in his chair. 3. “I’m exhausted,” he gasped.

Problem of the Author

To display the motive of a character convincingly. Solution by the Author

The Wave Formula is used. The author gives (1) the motive of the character; then (2) the action which illustrates the motive; following these by (3) the actual words of the character which corroborate the motive and the action.

Effect upon the Reader

This triple presentation of the character's motive is convincing and therefore may arouse the sympathy of the reader for the character.



Now try making three examples of your own: Mary was happy. Her eyes danced. “Oh, I am having fun,” she laughed.

Or, using other subject matter, you might say: The prisoner was furious. He struggled to free himself. “Let me go, he growled.

Or again you might write: Toby, the cat, was impatient to be fed. He clawed at the screen door, trying to get in. “Meow,” he screamed.

As you clip and practice these devices, they will then internalize so you can have them at a moments notice while you're writing.

If you have some spare time to invest, you can take out this Scrapbook and do more examples of the ones you don't readily recall – or want to use in your writing as you run into just that problem to solve.

We'll see that these devices lend to each other, and each sentence seems to then lead onto the next as it follows. This was noted by Samuel Tayor Coleridge in his “Table Talk” about Shakespeare:


“Shakespeare goes on creating, and evolving B out of A, and C out of B, and so on, just as a serpent moves, which makes a fulcrum of its own body, and seems forever twisting and untwisting its own strength. . . . In Shakespeare one sentence begets the next naturally; the meaning is all in-woven. He goes on kindling like a meteor through the dark atmosphere.”



And so you'll see how to make the beginning, middle, and end of your stories connect with devices end to end right through.

The reader has only so much attention to invest in reading. It's your job to ensure the reader enjoys the material you produce, and that they are drawn through without interruption. Because once the reader stops, they are unlikely to start again. In fact, they'll blame you and probably never pick up one of your books again.

This is the problem of continuity. And its greatest reward when done right.

And is the next lesson in this book – how to keep the reader reading?

102 - Fact and Feeling

WHAT FUNDAMENTAL FACTS and principles drive all successful writing?

There are arts which exist in space—like painting and sculpture; a man may see a picture or a statue at one glance. But literature—or writing, if you prefer—is an art which exists in time.

Nobody can read a book at a glance. Sequential thought mimics the eye’s movement across a printed page. Thoughts and emotions are fed into the mind like cartridges on a belt fed into a machine-gun. Each enters and explodes in its turn. Thus we hear people say, “I read to kill time,” or, “I haven’t time to read all that!”

Time, and the passage of time, is thus the basic fact confronting the writer. And since time passes, and the reader may stop reading at any moment, continuity is the writer’s main reliance. For when the reader stops reading, the writer has failed.

Therefore the ﬁrst principle of the successful writer is so to interest the reader that he will continue to read. Every writer’s motto should be:

KEEP THEM READING.

This is our ﬁrst great rule.

How may this be accomplished? How may we make sure that our reader will continue to read one sentence after another to the end of our article or book?

There are two points of attack. Readers use both their minds and hearts. If we are wise, we shall lay siege to both, for both—to change the ﬁgure—must march together, if they go far. Intellectual interest and emotional interest are like a man’s two legs. Readers prefer alternating use, avoiding extended use of either. He wants, on the one hand, facts and ideas to hold the attention of his intellect, and on the other, emotions and feelings which stir his emotional nature. He wishes to think while his heart beats.

Therefore, a skilled writer engages both intellect and emotion, both head and heart. He presents both factual information and emotional appeals. How may this be accomplished?

If one could read an entire book or page in one glance, one could potentially place all the facts and ideas in the first half and all the feelings and emotions in the second half while maintaining the reader’s interest. But no reader is going to hop half way through a book on one leg (the intellectual interest) and then hop through the remaining half on the other leg (the emotional interest).

Therefore, writers should integrate intellect and emotion within concise segments, allowing readers to comfortably alternate between these elements. This unit is, of course, the sentence.

Schoolbooks define sentences: complete thoughts, subject plus predicate. To writers, a sentence practically unites fact and feeling, idea and emotion. That is the writer’s working deﬁnition of the sentence.

Everyone knows a subject-predicate sentence can be utterly uninteresting. Actually, some writers merely string sentences together. laying their sentences in rows like undertakers. Their sentences are all “stiffs.” All the necessary parts are there, as all the necessary parts of a corpse are there when it is laid out on the slab. A missing element—the soul—renders the sentence emotionless, lifeless. Marketable writing necessitates sentences and clauses expressing both fact and feeling.

In sheer poetry we ﬁnd that the idea and the emotion exactly coincide where both at once are expressed in a single memorable phrase or word. This coincidence, this wedding of fact and passion in one phrase, one word, one syllable, is the ideal and consummation of perfect craftsmanship and inspiration, the creation of living literature at its highest, a union of body and soul. To achieve that is the ultimate success in literature.

That of course is why poetry outlasts and outshines all other writing—simply because it more perfectly achieves the union of fact and passion. As Thomas Wolfe is reported to have said, everyone would write poetry, if he could. The writer who scoffs at poetry has either tasted sour grapes, or does not know what writing consists of.

It would be wonderful if we could make the fact and the passion unite in a single phrase or word, make them exactly coincide. But even the greatest poets are unable to perform this feat continually. They give us a phrase of poetry like a gem—in a setting of more prosaic phrases. Thus even the ﬁnest poems are fully poetic only here and there. For the rest, we ﬁnd that the idea (fact) and the emotion (feeling) become separated, and so necessarily appear in succession.

This is the most basic and most important trade secret of the writing profession. It’s a technical trick so simple — and so obvious — that all the poets and writers of fiction have used it from the beginning.

Everyone from the great geniuses to successful hacks have applied this. However, to my knowledge, no one has ever explicitly stated it before.

In all good prose, nearly every sentence has a feeling or emotion at one end, and a fact or idea at the other. To keep the reader interested and reading, we must always apply our second great principle of style:

A FACT AND A FEELING IN EVERY SENTENCE,

or—if you prefer—

AN IDEA AND AN EMOTION IN EVERY SENTENCE.

Here follow some sentences taken at random from several sources. In each sentence, we have a fact and a feeling, an emotion and an idea. Parentheses have been used to set off the (fact) and the (feeling) in each sentence—that is to say, the words which express these. Try to determine which parenthetical expression is the fact, and which one is the feeling.

(Tickets) (please!)

(My kingdom) (for a horse.)

(The cow jumped (over the moon.)

(Give me) (liberty.)

(That dinner) (was delicious.)

(Now Barabbas) (was a robber.)

(Get) (out!)

(I regret that I have) (but one life to give for my country.)

(It is obvious that the beginning of a story) (is the most difﬁcult part to write.)

(The ideal for which one must strive is) (to inform and excite the reader at the same time.)

(“Very well,” said I) (“there will be a ﬁght.” )

(They laughed at the idea) (of complying with any directions of mine.)

(A corner of the box) (struck me.)

(“My skull is broken,”) (I cried.)

(My skull) (is broken.)

(Let us) (have peace.)

(Thirty) (days!)

(Saw sub; ) (sank same.)

(He did not like) (his friends.)

(I wish) (I had said that.)

(Never min(1 (you will!)

(But suppose that time) (never comes?)

(Measured by the standards of his time) (his book was well-written and authentic.)

(People who quit when they are losing) (can never conquer the world.)

Now, if every sentence and clause is to have both a fact and a feeling, then the question immediately arises: which one is to come ﬁrst? If in doubt, the writer may simply try the sentence both ways, and ﬁnd out which is the more effective. He may write it with the fact ﬁrst and the emotion second, and then turn it over and write it the other way round, with the feeling ﬁrst and the idea second. Effectiveness hinges on context and purpose.

Thus we arrive at our third guiding rule:

FACT FIRST OR FEELING FIRST: WHICH WILL BE BETTER?

Let us examine a few sentences written both ways, and see what happens, try to decide which version is better—fact ﬁrst or feeling ﬁrst.

1. (The ideal one must strive for) (is to inform and excite the reader at the same time.)

(To inform and excite the reader at the same time) (is the ideal we must strive for.)

2. (They laughed) (at complying with any instructions of mine.)

(At the idea of complying with any instructions of mine) (they laughed.)

3. (When he sat down at table) (he found his breakfast was cold.)

(He found his breakfast was col(1 (when he sat down at table.)

4. (Pride goeth) (before destruction.) (Before destruction) (pride goeth.)

5. (Measured by the standards of his time) (his book was well-written and authentic.) (His book was well-written and authentic) (measured by the standards of his time.)

6. (They give us a phrase of poetry) (like a gem in a setting of more prosaic phrases.) (Like a gem in a setting of more prosaic phrases) (they give us a phrase of poetry.)

7. (Carry a big stick) (and keep off other people’s toes.) (Keep Off other people’s toes) (and carry a big stick.)

8. (If that rule is followed) (we shall get the best results.) (We shall get the best results) (if that rule is followed.)

Concisely presenting fact and feeling requires alternating them throughout the paragraph. It is wiser to arrange sentences in a passage one after the other, like a string of elephants in a parade holding each other’s tails. Thus all the sentences move in the same direction. For if we face our sentences otherwise we shall have our elephants head to head, and tail to tail. This will halt the march and destroy that continuity for which we are striving. And this brings us to our fourth great principle:

LET FACTS AND FEELINGS ALTERNATE THROUGHOUT A GIVEN SEQUENCE.

Examples:

(a) sequence in which the fact comes ﬁrst, and the feeling second. (The news of the gold-strike) (had reached and changed them.) (The word ‘gold’) (rang in their ears.) (They were no longer clod-hoppers) (but adventurers.) (They plodded through the dust) (into the golden West.) (Fatigue) (never stopped them.) (Poverty) (only Spurred them on.) (Opposition) (made them strong and dangerous as lions.) (They were) (on their way.) (“California,) (here we comet”)

(b) sequence in which the feeling comes ﬁrst, and the fact second. (Nothing is free) (in this world.) (Love cannot be) (without devotion.) (Friendship cannot exist) (without a return in kind.) (Delight in natural beauty) (arises from experience.) (Pleasure in the ﬁne arts) (is a fruit of study.) (Something for nothing) (is a three-word expression, whose only content is nineteen letters of the alphabet and ﬁve syllables.) (You pay for what you get) (in this world.)

Naturally, expressed emotion needn’t be intense. Writing emotion that’s relative to the idea, not intensity, is key. From the examples given in this chapter of sentences containing both a fact and a feeling, you will readily understand that some parts of the sentence, some phrases or words, are relatively less exciting than others. That is all that is necessary. A writer must be sensitive to the qualities of words, able to distinguish between a cold word or phrase and one slightly warmer.
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