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For Tom and Danielle,

making many things possible


Preface

I find it both fascinating and disconcerting when I discover yet another person who believes that writing can’t be taught. Frankly, I don’t understand this point of view.

I’ve long believed that there are two distinct but equally important halves to the writing process: one of these is related to art; the other is related to craft. Obviously, art cannot be taught. No one can give another human being the soul of an artist, the sensibility of a writer, or the passion to put words upon paper that is the gift and the curse of those who fashion poetry and prose. But it’s ludicrous to suggest and shortsighted to believe that the fundamentals of fiction can’t be part of one’s education.

To believe this is akin to believing that no artistic medium can be taught. To believe that is to believe that no artistic medium has tools and techniques which the practitioner learns and then hones before she takes the leap from craft into art. Yet those who argue that writing can’t be taught would probably be the first to agree that the basic principles of sculpture, oil painting, watercolour, musical composition, etc., ought to be dipped into before someone thinks herself a great master in any of those fields. Those very same people would also agree that everyone from Michelangelo to Johann Sebastian Bach probably had a bit of schooling in the field in which they excelled.

So, frankly, is the case for writing. Yet, for some reason, this logic tends to be thrown out of the window when it comes to the novel, to the poem, to the short story. It is indeed so much the case that I’ve discovered in my book-related travels over the past fifteen years entire countries where people honestly believe that writing is a mysterious process that you either understand intuitively or do not.

We’re lucky in the United States. Our tradition is that writers have long passed their craft along to other writers. For this reason, the novel, the short story, and poetry remain vital parts of our expanding literary tradition. Writing is no dying art form in America because most published writers here accept the wisdom and the necessity of encouraging the talent that follows in their footsteps. Saul Bellow, Philip Roth, Toni Morrison, Maya Angelou, Joyce Carol Oates, John Irving, Wallace Stegner, Michael Dorris, Ron Carlson, Thomas Keneally, Oakley Hall . . . These are just a few of the writers who are or have been teachers as well. Their presence in the classroom demystifies the process. They share what they know, and the craft is better and stronger for it.

Craft is the point. Not art, which, as I’ve said, cannot be taught. Nor passion, which also cannot be taught. Nor discipline, which is essential but which, alas, also cannot be part of anyone’s coursework. Pure craft will not, of course, make someone Shakespeare. It won’t make someone William Faulkner or Jane Austen. But it can and will serve as a guide, as the soil into which a budding writer can plant the seed of her idea in order to nurture it into a story.

That, then, is the purpose of this book. As a teacher of writing for a number of years, I believe in the mastery of craft. More than that, I believe that an understanding of craft is essential for most writers. A thorough knowledge of the tools of our trade is what gives us something to turn to when we run into difficulties. Without this knowledge, we are at the mercy of a Muse who may turn fickle at the very moment when we’re desperately depending upon her fidelity. Craft won’t solve every problem a writer runs into during the creation of a piece. But it will eliminate a score of difficulties that the unschooled writer faces without it.

Although parts of my take on craft will be identical to that of other writers, much of it will be different. This is because each of us puts her own spin upon the basic knowledge we’ve gathered over the years. I can only tell you what I believe, what I do, and what the result is. In short, I can only reveal my process to you and encourage you to develop your own.

But make no mistake about it. Developing a process means learning a craft because process itself comes from craft.

As for the art of writing . . . That is the mystery.

The art of writing is all about the inspiration of the moment and the excitement of riding the wave of an idea.

The art of writing is what you get to do once you become familiar with the craft.


Part I

An Overview of the Craft


1

Story is Character

Am I kidding myself about being a ‘creative artist’? Can I possibly be a creative artist if I approach this effort in so methodical and left-brained a fashion?

Journal of a Novel

25 June 1997

A large piece of plexiglass covers the top of my desk. Beneath this shield, I keep bits and pieces to serve as inspiration or to cheer me up in those moments of despair when I’m wondering why I’ve taken on one difficult project or another. Among these items I have a copy of John Steinbeck’s letter to Herbert Sturz on the subject of The Grapes of Wrath – I find his comments about critics particularly smile-producing – as well as pictures of my dog, of myself grinning inanely alongside a wax effigy of Richard III from Madame Tussaud’s waxworks in London, and several quotations from writers on one subject or another. One of those writers is Isaac Bashevis Singer who, in an interview with Richard Burgis in 1978, said the following:


When people come together – let’s say they come to a little party or something – you always hear them discuss character. They will say this one has a bad character, this one has a good character, this one is a fool, this one is a miser. Gossip makes the conversation. They all analyse character. It seems that the analysis of character is the highest human entertainment. And literature does it, unlike gossip, without mentioning real names.

The writers who don’t discuss character but problems – social problems or any problems – take away from literature its very essence. They stop being entertaining. We, for some reason, always love to discuss and discover character. This is because each character is different and human character is the greatest of puzzles.



That’s where I want to begin, then, in laying the foundation for my exploration of craft: with character.

Not with idea? you may ask, aghast. Not with where a writer gets ideas? What a writer does with ideas? How a writer moulds ideas into prose?

We will get to that. But if you don’t understand that story is character and not just idea, you will not be able to breathe life into even the most intriguing flash of inspiration.

What we take away from our reading of a good novel mainly is the memory of character. This is because events – both in real life and in fiction – take on greater meaning once we know the people who are involved in them. Put a human face on a disaster and you touch people more deeply; you may even move them inexorably towards taking an action they might have only idly contemplated before that disaster was given a human face. Munich ’72, the Achille Lauro, Pan Am 103, Oklahoma City, 9/11 . . . When these tragedies become human by connecting them to the real people who lived through them or died in them, they become imprinted indelibly on the collective consciousness of a society. We start with an event as news, but we almost immediately begin asking, Who? about it.

It’s no different with fiction. The trial of Tom Robinson is maddening, disturbing, and heartbreaking in its injustice, but we remember the trial long after it’s over because of Tom Robinson’s quiet dignity and because of Atticus Finch’s heroic representation of the man, knowing all along that his client is doomed because of the time, the place, and the society in which they both live. To Kill a Mockingbird thus rises to the level of timeless, classic literature not because of its idea – the innocence of childhood set into an ugly landscape of prejudice and brutality – but because of its characters. This is true of every great book, and the names of those men, women, and children shine more brightly in the firmament of literary history than do the stories in which they operated. Elizabeth Bennett and Mr Darcy, Jem and Scout Finch, Captain Ahab, Hester Prynne, Sherlock Holmes, Heathcliff, Ebenezer Scrooge, Huckleberry Finn, Jack-Ralph-and-Piggy, Hercule Poirot, Inspector Morse, George Smiley, Anne Shirley, Laura Ingalls . . . The list can stretch from here to forever. With the exception of the last, not a single character is a real person. Yet all of them are, because the writer made them so.

Once we have begun it, we continue reading a novel largely because we care about what happens to the characters. But in order for us actually to care about these actors in the drama on those printed pages, they must become real people to us. An event alone cannot hold a story together. Nor can a series of events. Only characters effecting events and events affecting characters can do that.

I try to keep some basic guidelines in mind when I’m creating my characters. First, I try to remember that real people have flaws. We’re all works in progress on planet Earth, and not one of us possesses physical, emotional, spiritual, and psychological perfection. This should be true of our characters as well. No one wants to read about flawless characters. Since no reader is perfect, there is nothing more disagreeable than spending free time immersed in a story about an individual who leaps the tall buildings of emotion, psyche, body, and spirit in a single bound. Would anyone want a person like that as a friend, tediously wonderful in every way? Probably not. Thus, a character possessing perfection in one area should possess imperfection in another.

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle understood this, which is one of the reasons why his Sherlock Holmes has stood the test of time for more than one hundred years and counting. Holmes has the perfect intellect. The man is a virtual machine of cogitation. But he’s an emotional black hole incapable of a sustained relationship with anyone except Dr Watson and, on top of that, he abuses drugs. He has a series of rather quirky habits, and he’s unbearably supercilious. As a character ‘package’, he emerges unforgettably from the pages of Conan Doyle’s stories. Consequently, it’s difficult to believe that any reader of works written in English might not know who Sherlock Holmes is.

As individuals we’re all riddled with issues of self-doubt in one area or another. This is the great commonality of mankind. So, in literature, we want to see characters who make mistakes, who have lapses of judgement, who experience weakness from time to time, and this is the second of the guidelines I try to remember when I’m creating a character.

As an example, consider the poor narrator in Rebecca. Here’s a girl who is incapable of seeing her own appeal to the rich and brooding Maxim de Winter. She goes through life terrified of causing offence, so much so that when she breaks a figurine in her own home, she hides it in the drawer of a desk lest she get in trouble for having knocked it over! We cringe when she does this. But we also empathise with her humanity because we’ve all had moments when we’ve doubted who and what we are, when we’ve wondered if we could truly be lovable to another person. We identify with this narrator and we care about her, so that when she finally says to the nasty Mrs Danvers – housekeeper of Manderley and flamekeeper of Rebecca’s memory – ‘I am Mrs de Winter now,’ we want to cheer as she comes into her own. Of course, Manderley burns to the ground and that’s too bad. But the characters continue to live.

They do this because, if the novel is well written, they have grown and changed during the course of the story, and this is the third guideline I try to keep in mind. Characters learn something from the unfolding events, and the reader learns something too, as the character is revealed slowly by the writer, who peels away a layer at a time.

What the writer knows as she does this is that characters are interesting in their conflict, their misery, their unhappiness, and their confusion. They are not, alas, interesting in their joy and security. The first gives them a pit out of which they climb during the course of a novel. The second robs them of story.

If you’re wondering about the truth of any of this, consider the following set of characters as they were revealed to me in a writing class that I taught a number of years ago:

One of my students was creating a private investigator who would work in Boston. She brought in her first ten or fifteen pages for the class to evaluate. In these pages we met the PI, his sister, their mother, and their stepfather. The PI was from a large Irish family. His sister worked for him. He and his sister got along well; they were practically best friends, and they loved each other to pieces. On the night in question as the novel opens, the PI and his sister – loving each other to pieces – are going over to their mother’s house for St Patrick’s Day dinner. They adore their mother and wouldn’t miss a St Patrick’s Day dinner for all the corned beef and cabbage in County Clare. Plus, their mother is a superb cook, the best cook ever, in fact. Their childhood memories are filled with meals eaten around that old kitchen table, the joy of familial conversation buzzing in the fragrant room. So they go over to their mom’s house, and the first person they see is their stepfather. He’s a wonderful man. They worship him. He made their childhood bliss. He married their mom when she was widowed and nothing could have pleased them more . . .

At this point in the chapter, one was praying for someone to come along and put all of these characters out of the reader’s misery. Why? Because there was no conflict. There was nothing but happiness, joy, and familial bliss. Alas. There was no story.

So the basic guidelines in creating characters should be: give them flaws, allow them to doubt themselves about something, see to it that they grow and change, and make certain you are putting them into conflict. Once you have committed yourself to following those guidelines, you can begin designing the characters themselves.

Note, I use the word design. For you are both the master architect and the general contractor here, and this is the most creative part of the entire novel-writing process, save for your manipulation of language.

When I’m designing a character, I begin with a name. To my way of thinking, it’s impossible to create a character without one. The name I choose cannot be arbitrary, either. It’s the first of the tools that I can use in revealing who and what my creation is, and silly is the writer who fails to recognise this and just slaps any old moniker on a character without realising that name’s import to the reader. Names can suggest just about anything to the reader. As Anne Bernays and Pamela Painter point out in their writing exercise book What If, names can suggest traits of personality (Ebenezer Scrooge, Uriah Heep, Roger Chillingsworth, Mr Knightley). They can suggest social and ethnic background (Captain Ross Poldark, Tom Joad, Mrs van Hopper, Maxim de Winter, Winston Nkata). They can suggest geography (Hank will be on a ranch, probably not at Harvard), attitude, or even events that are yet to happen in the story.1 Names influence how a reader will feel about a character. They also make it easier for the writer to create a character.

Consider the following, taken from the annals of my own literary history. When I was writing In the Presence of the Enemy, I created a very hard-edged and determined career woman whom I called Eve Bowen. To me that was a nice, hard, assertive name, offering no nonsense. I had no trouble working with it to bring Eve Bowen to life. Set against her would be her husband. I wanted him to be her equal, a man capable of going at it with her, a man not intimidated by her successful political career. He would be tough, a successful entrepreneur who grew up in Newcastle of a working-class family and essentially reinvented himself. He would brook no nonsense. He would not suffer fools.

So I began with calling him Leo Swann. Then I sat and stared at my computer screen for a good twenty minutes, unable to write a thing about him until I realised that I’d given him the wrong name, that a character called Leo Swann could not be as I wanted this man to be. Once I changed his name to Alexander Stone – Alex Stone – I could work with him. That name suggested strength to me; it suggested determination and a refusal to be cowed. Leo Swann did not. And, more important, I did not believe Leo Swann would suggest that to a reader.

Once I have the name of the character, I create an analysis of that character, something that I will explore in more depth later. Suffice it to say now that the analysis begins with a basic list of facts, which soon expands to a full report. In this report, I become psychiatrist, psychoanalyst, probation officer, and biographer because I know that the more I know about my characters before I write the novel itself, the easier it will be to make each of them distinct and to give each one of them a voice unlike any other voice in the book.

The purpose of doing this work in advance of what seems like ‘the fun stuff’ of writing the novel itself rests with my belief that you cannot bring a character to life in a book unless he or she is alive before the book begins. If I don’t know a character before I place him into the crucible of the plot, I run the risk of either not knowing how that character is going to react to what happens or – just as bad – falling back on same-old same-old to illustrate that reaction. The truth of the matter is that we all react to the circumstances of our lives differently. So should our characters.

This is doubly true for how we speak, and the creation of characters allows me to understand how each will talk – what his actual dialogue will be like – as well as how his narrative voice will sound if I choose to put a scene in his point of view. The words a character uses, the syntax he employs, and his diction thus become another tool to reveal him to the reader. A character’s dialogue will illustrate not only his opinions and his personality. It can display his educational level, his economic background, his attitudes (one of the key elements of characterisation), his beliefs, his superstitions, his pathology, and just about anything else. But it can’t display any of this if I don’t know what the ‘this’ is in the first place because I haven’t created him prior to putting words in his mouth.

If character is story, then dialogue is character. Take a look at the following abbreviated scene from Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird.


‘Are you the father of Mayella Ewell?’ was the next question.

‘Well, if I ain’t I can’t do nothing about it now, her ma’s dead,’ was the answer.

Judge Taylor stirred. He turned slowly in his swivel chair and looked benignly at the witness. ‘Are you the father of Mayella Ewell?’ he asked, in a way that made the laughter below us stop suddenly.

‘Yes sir,’ Mr Ewell said meekly.

Judge Taylor went on in tones of good will: ‘This the first time you’ve ever been in court? I don’t recall ever seeing you here.’ At the witness’s affirmative nod he continued, ‘Well, let’s get something straight. There will be no more audibly obscene speculations on any subject from anybody in this courtroom as long as I’m sitting here. Do you understand?’

Mr Ewell nodded, but I don’t think he did. Judge Taylor sighed and said, ‘All right, Mr Gilmer?’

‘Thank you, sir. Mr Ewell, would you tell us in your own words what happened on the evening of November twenty-first, please?’

Jem grinned and pushed his hair back. Just-in-your-own words was Mr Gilmer’s trademark. We often wondered who else’s words Mr Gilmer was afraid his witness might employ.

‘Well, the night of November twenty-one I was comin’ in from the woods with a load o’kindlin’ and just as I got to the fence I heard Mayella screamin’ like a stuck hog inside the house—’

Here Judge Taylor glanced sharply at the witness and must have decided his speculations devoid of evil intent, for he subsided sleepily.

‘What time was it, Mr Ewell?’

‘Just ’fore sundown. Well, I was sayin’ Mayella was screamin’ fit to beat Jesus—’ another glance from the bench silenced Mr Ewell.

‘Yes? She was screaming?’ said Mr Gilmer.

Mr Ewell looked confusedly at the judge. ‘Well, Mayella was raisin’ this holy racket so I dropped m’load and run as fast as I could but I run into th’ fence, but when I got distangled I run up to th’ window and I seen—’ Mr Ewell’s face grew scarlet. He stood up and pointed his finger at Tom Robinson. ‘—I seen that black nigger yonder ruttin’ on my Mayella!’

So serene was Judge Taylor’s court, that he had few occasions to use his gavel, but he hammered fully five minutes. Atticus was on his feet at the bench saying something to him, Mr Heck Tate as first officer of the county stood in the middle aisle quelling the packed courtroom. Behind us, there was an angry muffled groan from the coloured people.

Reverend Sykes leaned across Dill and me, pulling at Jem’s elbow. ‘Mr Jem,’ he said, ‘you better take Miss Jean Louise home. Mr Jem, you hear me?’

Jem turned his head. ‘Scout, go home. Dill, you’n’Scout go home.’

‘You gotta make me first,’ I said, remembering Atticus’s blessed dictum.

Jem scowled furiously at me, then said to Reverend Sykes, ‘I think it’s okay, Reverend, she doesn’t understand it.’

I was mortally offended. ‘I most certainly do, I c’n understand anything you can.’

‘Aw hush. She doesn’t understand it, Reverend, she ain’t nine yet.’

Reverend Sykes’s black eyes were anxious. ‘Mr Finch know you all are here? This ain’t fit for Miss Jean Louise or you boys either.’

Jem shook his head. ‘He can’t see us this far away. It’s all right, Reverend.’

I knew Jem would win, because I knew nothing could make him leave now. Dill and I were safe, for a while: Atticus could see us from where he was, if he looked.

As Judge Taylor banged his gavel, Mr Ewell was sitting smugly in the witness chair, surveying his handiwork. With one phrase he had turned happy picknickers into a sulky, tense, murmuring crowd, being slowly hypnotised by gavel taps lessening in intensity until the only sound in the courtroom was a dim pink-pink-pink: the judge might have been rapping the bench with a pencil.

In possession of his court once more, Judge Taylor leaned back in his chair. He looked suddenly weary; his age was showing, and I thought about what Atticus had said – he and Mrs Taylor didn’t kiss much – he must have been nearly seventy.

‘There has been a request,’ Judge Taylor said, ‘that this courtroom be cleared of spectators, or at least of women and children, a request that will be denied for the time being. People generally see what they look for, and hear what they listen for, and they have the right to subject their children to it, but I can assure you of one thing: you will receive what you see and hear in silence or you will leave this courtroom, but you won’t leave it until the whole boiling of you come before me on contempt charges. Mr Ewell, you will keep your testimony within the confines of Christian English usage, if that is possible. Proceed, Mr Gilmer.’2




What Lee does in these paragraphs is to paint a picture of Bob Ewell almost entirely through his dialogue: ignorant, racist, unwashed, uneducated, hateful, licentious . . . Set against him, we see the gentility of Reverend Sykes and the calm intelligence of Judge Taylor, also depicted through dialogue. We learn about these men from their words, and the author never does anything but play out the scene, secure in her own knowledge of who these characters are and what they stand for. This is what we all aspire to with our dialogue: to wield it as a means of banishing doubt from the reader’s mind.

But there are other tools to use as well to bring a character to life. If we take the opportunity (only when it’s available) to relate something about the character’s past, we are expanding the reader’s understanding. Look at how Toni Morrison reveals the vulnerability of her main character Sethe from Beloved, utilising two crucial and agonising details of Sethe’s past to do it:


124 was spiteful. Full of a baby’s venom. The women in the house knew it and so did the children. For years each put up with the spite in his own way, but by 1873 Sethe and her daughter Denver were its only victims. The grandmother, Baby Suggs, was dead, and the sons, Howard and Buglar, had run away by the time they were thirteen years old – as soon as merely looking in a mirror shattered it (that was the signal for Buglar); as soon as two tiny hand prints appeared in the cake (that was it for Howard). Neither boy waited to see more; another kettleful of chickpeas smoking in a heap on the floor; soda crackers crumbled and strewn in a line next to the doorsill. Nor did they wait for one of the relief periods: the weeks, months even, when nothing was disturbed. No. Each one fled at once – the moment the house committed what was for him the one insult not to be borne or witnessed a second time. Within two months, in the dead of winter, leaving their grandmother, Baby Suggs; Sethe, their mother; and their little sister, Denver, all by themselves in the grey and white house on Bluestone Road. It didn’t have a number then, because Cincinnati didn’t stretch that far. In fact, Ohio had been calling itself a state only seventy years when first one brother and then the next stuffed quilt packing into his hat, snatched up his shoes, and crept away from the lively spite the house felt for them.

Baby Suggs didn’t even raise her head. From her sickbed she heard them go but that wasn’t the reason she lay still. It was a wonder to her that her grandsons had taken so long to realise that every house wasn’t like the one on Bluestone Road. Suspended between the nastiness of life and the meanness of the dead, she couldn’t get interested in leaving life or living it, let alone the fright of two creeping-off boys. Her past had been like her present – intolerable – and since she knew death was anything but forgetfulness, she used the little energy left her for pondering colour.

‘Bring a little lavender in, if you got any. Pink, if you don’t.’

And Sethe would oblige her with anything from fabric to her own tongue. Winter in Ohio was especially rough if you had an appetite for colour. Sky provided the only drama, and counting on a Cincinnati horizon for life’s principal joy was reckless indeed. So Sethe and the girl Denver did what they could, and what the house permitted, for her. Together they waged a perfunctory battle against the outrageous behaviour of that place; against turned-over slop jars, smacks on the behind, and gusts of sour air. For they understood the source of the outrage as well as they knew the source of light.

Baby Suggs died shortly after the brothers left, with no interest whatsoever in their leave-taking or hers, and right afterward Sethe and Denver decided to end the persecution by calling forth the ghost that tried them so. Perhaps a conversation, they thought, an exchange of views or something would help. So they held hands and said, ‘Come on. Come on. You may as well just come on.’

The sideboard took a step forward but nothing else did.

‘Grandma Baby must be stopping it,’ said Denver. She was ten and still mad at Baby Suggs for dying.

Sethe opened her eyes. ‘I doubt that,’ she said.

‘Then why don’t it come?’

‘You forgetting how little it is,’ said her mother. ‘She wasn’t even two years old when she died. Too little to understand. Too little to talk much even.’

‘Maybe she don’t want to understand,’ said Denver.

‘Maybe. But if she’d only come, I could make it clear to her.’ Sethe released her daughter’s hand and together they pushed the sideboard back against the wall. Outside a driver whipped his horse into the gallop local people felt necessary when they passed 124.

‘For a baby she throws a powerful spell,’ said Denver.

‘No more powerful than the way I loved her,’ Sethe answered and there it was again. The welcoming cool of unchiselled headstones; the one she selected to lean against on tiptoe, her knees wide open as any grave. Pink as a fingernail it was, and sprinkled with glittering chips. Ten minutes, he said. You got ten minutes I’ll do it for free.

Ten minutes for seven letters. With another ten could she have gotten ‘Dearly’ too? She had not thought to ask him and it bothered her still that it might have been possible – that for twenty minutes, a half hour, say, she could have had the whole thing, every word she heard the preacher say at the funeral (and all there was to say, surely) engraved on her baby’s headstone: Dearly Beloved. But what she got, settled for, was the one word that mattered. She thought it would be enough, rutting among the headstones with the engraver, his young son looking on, the anger in his face so old; the appetite in it quite new. That should certainly be enough. Enough to answer one more preacher, one more abolitionist and a town full of disgust.

Counting on the stillness of her own soul, she had forgotten the other one: the soul of her baby girl. Who would have thought that a little old baby could harbour so much rage? Rutting among the stones under the eyes of the engraver’s son was not enough. Not only did she have to live out her years in a house palsied by the baby’s fury at having its throat cut, but those ten minutes she spent pressed up against dawn-coloured stone studded with star chips, her knees wide open as the grave, were longer than life, more alive, more pulsating than the baby blood that soaked her fingers like oil.3




Sethe’s reflection on acquiring the tombstone – integral to the narrative, by the way, and not just plopped in there like the dread flashback, which is the bane of neophyte writers – puts us in touch with the profound pain at the heart of the character. She is detached from it, detached from the murder of her child, committed by her own hand. Her very distance from the horror of her past makes her vulnerable. More important, it makes her believable and unforgettable.

Once again, though, Toni Morrison could not have created this moment about Sethe had she herself not known that moment, had she herself not known Sethe well enough to understand that no matter what Morrison herself is like, the character she’s writing about would be detached in this instance instead of angry. Or anything else.

Creating character in advance thus allows a novelist to write convincingly in the voice and of an experience totally unlike her own. Creating a character in advance allows a writer to adopt a persona, to dissolve the boundaries between herself and her creations, giving her the opportunity to become them and through that means to render their experiences.

Personality quirks and telling details fill in whatever blanks are left. Annie Wilkes’ sudden fugue states in Stephen King’s chilling and hilarious Misery combine with her bizarre choice of expletives (‘You dirty birdie’) to paint a portrait of madness that no reader is likely to forget. Mr Bridge’s reaction to the coming tornado in Evan Connell’s masterful Mrs Bridge along with his wife’s bland cooperation with him says volumes more and with far more impact than any diatribe on the part of the author could have done. There the Bridges sit, determinedly eating their dinner in the country club restaurant as it’s being evacuated and the tornado is bearing down upon them, Mr Bridge refusing even to address the topic of approaching death as he bolts down his meal and Mrs Bridge oh-my-ing and tee-hee-ing along, completely impotent. This sort of writing comes from knowing who your characters are. Know who they are, and you know how they’ll react. That will put you out of the reach of potential creative blockage.

So let me recap what I believe before we move on.

Character is story.

Dialogue is character.

Bringing a character to life depends upon prior and complete knowledge of that character followed by an understanding of dialogue’s functions and the select use of telling details.

A lot to remember? Yes. But in this book I’ll be telling you how I put all of that into practice.


2

Setting is Story

What on earth am I doing? That’s the bottom line. And do I need to go back to England to walk through the places where the story occurs just to ground myself in it? Something tells me that I do.

Journal of a Novel

10 May 1994

We’re moving on to setting prior to any discussion of plot in our overview of craft because setting explored and used to its fullest is not only part of character, it can also be a key to plot. Ideas can come from setting if the writer gets herself out to explore the place she wishes to use in her novel. Likewise, setting can be yet another tool that illuminates everything from character to theme.

To make sure we’re all on the same page, let me begin by defining this term. Simply put, setting is where the story will take place. Further, however, it is each of the separate locations in which the story’s individual scenes will play out. Like all of the other tools of this craft, it has several functions.

The first and most obvious is to create atmosphere. Setting not only promotes the reader’s understanding of what kind of novel he’s reading, it also establishes a feeling that the reader takes into the experience. Setting triggers mood as well. Since one of the objectives of the writer is to stimulate emotional response on the part of the reader, setting is yet another tool that can be used to do this. Consider the setting description from one of the final chapters in my novel For the Sake of Elena. The book begins in the tenebrific fog of Cambridge, England, a miasma that rises from the fens which surround the city and reduces everything to mere shape and shadow. Here in the end of the novel, the fog returns:


The fog lay heavily on the city the next morning, a grey blanket of mist that rose like a gas from the surrounding fens and billowed into the air in amorphous clouds that shrouded trees, buildings, roadways, and open land, changing everything from common and recognisable substance into mere shape. Cars, lorries, buses, and taxis inched their way along the damp pavements of the city streets. Bicyclists slowly swayed through the gloom. Pedestrians huddled into heavy coats and dodged the constant spattering of the drops of condensation that fell from rooflines, window ledges, and trees. The two days of wind and sunshine might never have existed. Fog had returned like a pestilence in the night. This was Cambridge weather with a vengeance.

‘Makes me feel like a case for the tubercular ward,’ Havers said. Encased in her pea-soup coat with its hood pulled up and a pink knit cap on her head for additional protection, she beat her hands against her upper arms and stamped her feet as they walked to Lynley’s car. The heavy mist was creating a beadwork of damp on her clothing. Across her brow, her sandy fringe was beginning to curl as if exposed to steam. ‘No wonder Philby and Burgess went over to the Soviets while they were here,’ she continued darkly. ‘They were probably looking for a better climate.’

‘Indeed,’ Lynley said. ‘Moscow in the winter. That’s certainly my idea of heaven on earth.’1




The gloom of the earliest chapters in the novel – harbinger of the confusion to come – descends once again. But this time it doesn’t act as a force for misdirection (the killer eliminates Georgina Higgins-Hart thinking she is Rosalind Summers, an error made because of the earlier fog in the book). Rather, it serves as backdrop of despair against which the last moments of the drama play out.

That’s the most obvious use of setting, the sort you always hear about in your comparative lit courses: setting as metaphor. But it also can reveal character.

Whatever else you might think, you are what you wear, what you collect, what you read, etc. You are the environment in which you live and work. So it is for your characters. Their individual settings thus can be used to tell readers volumes, without the writer having to say a single thing directly. This is the very essence of what writing instructors mean when they say ‘Show, don’t tell.’ Through a character’s environment, you show who he is. Everything else is interpreted by the reader.

Consider the masterful way in which Michael Dorris and Louise Erdrich use setting to reveal a character’s personality in this brief section from their novel The Crown of Columbus.


I drove past the house, slowly but without stopping. Every light downstairs was on and I caught a glimpse of Roger through a window. He was walking into the kitchen carrying what looked like the Sunday New York Times. I circled the block and paused at the corner of his street. I called myself every kind of fool – first, for coming at all, and second, for my indecision once I was here. I made a contract with my future. If Roger did not come out of the kitchen I would go home, write him a postcard with my apologies, and get on with my life. I would leave him in the hands of his Book Review and Arts & Leisure and Week in Review and get a grip on my emotions. I would stop at Ben & Jerry’s and treat myself to a fattening double chocolate milkshake. I would challenge Grandma to a tournament of silent cribbage, and win for once. I would write the damn Columbus article, then graduate to something less predictable.

The front door was open. Roger was silhouetted, turned in the direction I would come. He waved.

I honked my horn, and stalled.

But really, who could resist this Roger Williams? What did he have to eat, stored in the refrigerator in case I called? Not just Brie. Danish Brie. And on the stereo? Not his usual Bach but the vintage Aretha Franklin record I gave him for his birthday, with the volume turned up to my preferred level.

This was a man screaming ‘compromise.’

Violet, on the other hand, was simply screaming, from the moment I unhooked the safety belt around her car seat and brought her into her father’s house. With her eyes squeezed shut, her back arched, her mouth wide, she was pure protest, a raging fury, Old Testament in her wrath. I rocked her against my breast, hummed into her ear, even in desperation gently pried open the muscular lid of her right eye so that she could see it was me – familiar food source – at whom she railed. This intrusion of reality, however, only increased her hysteria.

‘It’s not you,’ I consoled Roger, who looked stricken. This was clearly not the meeting that he had imagined with the fruit of his loins.

‘What, then?’ he demanded above Violet’s din.

‘The lack of motion,’ I explained. ‘She likes the car, the motor rumbling underneath. She hates being still. Give me a minute with her. She’s overstimulated.’

Nash had been a sensitive baby too, reacting with alarm to all unexpected sound or light or touch. The only thing that worked with him had been total sensory deprivation, a quick-fix return to the womb. Now, standing in the brilliantly illuminated foyer of Roger’s house, even I felt overwhelmed. The polished blond wood floors reflected the laser beams of the futuristic chandelier. An Azerbaijani rug on the facing white wall throbbed with dark reds and blacks. Aretha demanded respect, and there was the distinct tang of sautéed garlic and onions in the air.

‘I’ll just be a moment,’ I shouted, and disappeared into the hall closet. With the door closed, the sounds and smells and eye-popping illumination of Roger’s world were muted by the soft brush of good wool. Coats of all kinds hung from expensive wooden hangers, thickly layered and faintly musty. Despite the dark I could sense neatness, order. A gulf of habit separated Roger’s existence from my own. Even Tupperware hadn’t helped me. There was no closet in my house in which Violet and I could fit, much less stand upright, without disrupting chaos, without tipping balanced stacks of partially read magazines or stumbling over unmatched shoes. Roger knew the precise location of everything he owned. Nothing broken of his was left unfixed overnight. Unwanted gifts he returned for store credit, old items of apparel he bundled and had collected by the Goodwill, and since Roger never purchased anything on impulse, he used whatever he bought.

Violet was calming by degrees, like a kite descending to earth after a strong blow, and I took the opportunity to prepare myself. The enclosed space of the closet was, compared to what awaited me, a relief. Roger had completely gutted his eighteenth-century house, knocked out all the downstairs walls and created an open arena disrupted only by shoulder-high shelves and furniture that was made to be viewed from all sides. An inverted garden of copper pots hung above his island stove, and the colour scheme of his upholstery and throw rugs and metal-framed prints was a descending spectrum, dark to light, from front door to back. There were no extraneous objects, no misplaced books. If the current issue of the American Scholar or Daedalus or Caliban lay across the glass coffee table at an odd angle, it was a sure bet that Roger had a new poem or article in print.

‘Shh,’ I murmured to Violet. ‘Be nice for Daddy. He’s not used to crazies.’ Her face was more relaxed now, but still wary. One false move on my part, one break in the rhythm of the swinging cradle of my arms, and I would pay.2




By the end of this introduction to Roger’s house, we know much about the man himself. We also learn about the narrator and, through her reaction to Roger’s personal environment – his ‘space’, if you will – we learn about the nature of their relationship. We can make certain predictions about how things will go for them. We can make certain assumptions about how things have gone for them in the past. By giving Roger a setting that is in no way generic, by taking the time to think through what his individual environment would be like, Dorris and Erdrich have made their job simpler than it otherwise would be if they had decided to rely upon exposition to do what setting did expeditiously.

Finally, setting can act as a contrast to the event that occurred within it. Doing this, the writer can heighten the emotional reaction he wishes to evoke in the reader. In her novel A Taste for Death, for example, P.D. James places a gruesome double murder in the hushed vestry of a church. Her powers of description give us the church itself first, through the reverential eyes of the elderly woman who’s come to clean the lady chapel. With her we enter a world in opposition to this one: two bodies with their throats slit and blood. Everywhere. Lots of blood.

Similarly, T. Jefferson Parker deftly contrasts his setting with the horror contained within it in Laguna Heat. Instead of using the familiar elements of Christian worship as P.D. James did, he chooses something quite simple: white.


The stairway carpet changed from green to white where it began its rise to the third storey. Shephard felt a quick flicker of vertigo when he reached the final floor: the relentless white skewed his sense of balance. He called again.

The third floor was as vast as it was colourless. The white carpet opened before him to a capacious anteroom whose walls, furniture, even fireplace, were crisp white. Unlike the downstairs rooms, the anteroom stood bleached in sunlight, which entered two west-facing windows unobstructed by shades or curtains and parcelled itself into bright rhomboids on the carpet. Shephard noted again, as he had as a child, that in shafts of sunlight dust settles upward rather than the more logical down. He crossed the pristine carpet to a set of double doors, white, at the far end. Swinging them open he found still more of the pale carpet, expanding before him into the master bedroom.

Shephard thought it was the brightest room he’d ever seen. A cream-coloured settee was backed against the wall to his left, over which hung a mirror framed in white that reflected more white from across the room. In the centre stood a king-sized bed that seemed magnified by its lack of colour. Shephard suffered the momentary illusion that everything was made of plaster. When he pressed his hand against the bed, the soft texture felt incongruous.

He stood in the bathroom doorway, faced with a full-length reflection of himself. The mirrored partition gave way on the right to a large vanity area consisting of two sinks fitted with white porcelain fixtures, a mirror that ran the length of the wall in front of the sinks, a white wooden chest fastened to the far wall beside a toilet, and a sparkling bidet. He turned back to the bathroom entrance, moved past the entryway mirror again, and found himself in a similar room: white walls, white tile.

But rather than a toilet and bidet, along the far wall was a bathtub, and Shephard’s first reaction when he looked at it was, Well, my sweet God Jesus, there is something that isn’t white.

Lying in the tub is something definitely not white.

He backed against the wall as a flood of sweat erupted along his back, and stepped back out to the bedroom. He stood watching the dust settle upward, breathing rapidly. . . .

The vortex of all the whiteness that spread around him was a naked woman. She was blackened so badly by fire that she seemed to have been reduced to some birdlike creature, a pterodactyl perhaps, with claws at the end of feeble wing-arms, a puffy underbelly, foreshortened legs that spread open obscenely and looked as if they could do little more than grasp a branch or fold flush to the body in flight. He saw a narrow face on which only the eye sockets and mouth were recognisable. One of the tiny hand-claws clutched the end of a shower curtain rod, which was blackened to its midway point. The shower curtain itself lay jammed into a white wicker wastebasket.

The discoverer of such secrets is always first aware of his own uselessness. And Shephard, much as he had done when he looked down at the sleeping mystery of Jane Algernon, looked down at this changed woman and wondered what to do. He wanted to cover her. He felt as if he should pray. He knew he should call other policemen to divvy up the problem: Pavlik to the minutiae, Pincus to the press, Grimes to the crowd that would form outside and inquire shyly about the nature of the tragedy; Chief Hannover to the mayor, Lydia Worth and other officers to search the neighbourhood fruitlessly, Robbins to remove the body, and Yee’s dispassionate hands to interpret it. And he, the detective, to gather the essential from what the others found, fit the pieces together, discard the falsehoods, and approach the killer on his own.

Good Jesus Christ, he thought. What he really wanted to do was sleep. His legs weakened as he backed to the wall and eased himself down it, the Python clanging and spilling from his hand when it hit the tile.3
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