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Foreword
by Jonathan Ames

A lot of beginning writers think that if they just find the right mentor, their writing will be taken to another level. They think this mentor will teach them the secrets of prose writing and storytelling, then edit their short stories and novels into masterpieces. These are romantic assumptions. That is to say they are delusional assumptions. There are no magic mentor-editors out there who will take you under their wings and guide you to publication and the best-seller lists. They might have existed at one time, but not now.

But there is an almost limitless resource for fiction writers, from which they can learn everything they need to know: novels and short stories. I have always maintained (well, for the last few years, anyway) that writers are people who love to read, that the first prerequisite for admission to this tortured community of scribblers is a passion for books. So this is where writers should turn for instruction—their own bookshelves.

I say this with great authority because in forewords to books, you’re supposed to speak with authority. Thus I’m mimicking what I’ve observed other writers do with success in forewords—hold forth as if you know what you’re talking about. And this illustrates the point I want to make. I’ve learned to write by mimicking other writers. It’s the way we learned to speak—reproducing sounds—and it’s the way, I think, to learn how to write. So Adam Sexton is onto something with this vastly helpful and intelligent book of his.

Along these lines, another thing I’ve always maintained is that writers should write the kinds of stories and novels they like to read, that they should write for readers like themselves. If you like science fiction, write science fiction. Don’t try to be James Joyce just because you think that’s “real writing,” unless you happen also to like James Joyce. Then you can write like Joyce and your favorite science fiction writers. In fact, you can redo Ulysses as a science fiction novel. After all, Joyce redid a classic heroic tale, The Odyssey, as one day in an average man’s life. Follow my meaning? You see, Joyce was mimicking someone, too. Homer. All writers copy from other writers. That’s where the phrase copyright came from. Maybe. I’m just playing around with language.

But what I’m suggesting is serious. Steal from other writers. I’m not saying you should plagiarize. What I’m saying is this: Be inspired by other writers, respond to other writers. I watched this jazz documentary by Ken Burns on PBS some years ago. Throughout the documentary, there was a running theme that all the great musicians were responding to their predecessors—Charlie Parker was responding to Louis Armstrong, and Miles Davis was responding to Charlie Parker responding to Armstrong, and so on. All these jazz greats were considered innovators, and yet they were lifting from one another. But, you see, an alchemy occurred whereby something new was invented. By closely listening to someone else’s sound, someone else’s music, and filtering it through their own consciousness, soul, talent, spirit, each of these great musicians created original works of art. And that’s what you can do by responding to other writers. Read other writers the way Miles Davis listened to Charlie Parker. Learn from other writers the way Miles Davis learned from Charlie Parker.

With the books I have written this has been my own method. In my first novel, I Pass Like Night, I wanted to write something as erotic and as daring and as sensational as Hubert Selby’s Last Exit to Brooklyn. I wanted to mimic his theme of savage self-destruction. For the actual writing style, though, I was more influenced by Ernest Hemingway and Raymond Carver (who had been influenced by Hemingway)—that is, I tried to produce clean, precise sentences. Structurewise, I mimicked Jerzy Kosinsky’s Steps, a novel of linked short stories. And structure-wise, I also mimicked Hemingway, using short italicized passages to separate the larger chapters, as he did in his first book, In Our Time.

In my second novel, The Extra Man, I mimicked, structurally, the arrangement of Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain. Thematically, I was trying to write something that was a mixture of Christopher Isherwood’s Berlin Stories (observations of great eccentrics by a young narrator in a strange, murky city) and John Kennedy Toole’s A Confederacy of Dunces (a comedic portrait of a great eccentric hero railing against the world). Prosewise, I tried to write sentences reminiscent of what I had “heard” (or thought I had heard) in British novels—this sort of elegant, erudite voice. There the authors that inspired me were W. Somerset Maugham and Evelyn Waugh, as well as British translations of Thomas Mann.

After I finished The Extra Man, I mostly wrote nonfiction for the next several years, as I had a column in a weekly alternative newspaper, New York Press. Though ostensibly my column was nonfiction, I created a persona for myself in order to report on my adventures, and so what I was doing was really quite fictional as I exaggerated and lampooned my own self. There my inspiration, prosewise and subject-matterwise, was Charles Bukowski, who wrote a column in the late 1960s for a weekly alternative paper in Los Angeles. Sometimes when I was stuck and had difficulty producing a new column, I would reread some Bukowski to put me in the right frame of mind. I eventually collected my columns and put them in two books, What’s Not to Love? and My Less Than Secret Life, and, again, my inspiration was Bukowski, who always collected his previously published work, giving it a second life.

When I stopped writing the column, I returned to fiction and wrote a book that I saw as an homage to the novels and short stories of P.G. Wodehouse, specifically the books featuring the characters Bertie Wooster and Jeeves. I tried to recreate the voice in those books and the plot structures that Wodehouse employed.

In all these instances, I drew upon and mimicked writers whom I loved—from Selby to Hemingway to Mann to Bukowski to Wode-house. And I’m not saying I successfully mimicked these people or even came close to achieving what they did, but they inspired me and taught me how to write. They are my mentors, and they surround me on my bookshelves.
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Introduction

Can writing be taught?

Can painting be taught? Can architecture be taught? What about fashion design, or film directing? Composing music? Cooking? These skills have been taught and learned for as long as they have been practiced. Which doesn’t guarantee a given student’s talent or receptivity, much less the tenacity required for success in any walk of life. No teacher can produce a Georgia O’Keefe where none existed, or a Philip Johnson; a Miuccia Prada or Martin Scorsese. But masters have always guided apprentices. Thoroughly competent practitioners of one creative pursuit or another are trained every day, in studios and classrooms around the world. Indeed, painting’s fundamentals (and those of architecture, fashion design, film directing, and every other expressive activity) lie within reach of almost anyone.

Of course writing can be taught. Only the most arrogant writer, or the most naïve reader, would think otherwise. Novice and intermediate-level writers can study and learn the fundamentals of story design: A character needs something relatively concrete and specific, makes a series of attempts at getting that thing, and succeeds or fails in her quest; consequences follow. These beginning writers can be instructed in how to characterize and describe effectively, the components of the best dialogue (and the worst), the rules of point of view. In this way, they will come to know how to tell a story, and a good one.

The question is not if writing can be taught, but how.

In my experience, the best way to teach, to learn, is by example. The greatest painters (and architects and fashion designers and film directors) have left behind a record of their artistic techniques: their own work. The master storytellers have done the same by means of their short stories, their novels. You can learn fiction-writing from the most successful practitioners of the craft by exploring these short stories and novels—at first with the assistance of an expert, and then, when you’ve got the hang of this approach, on your own. Believe it or not, you can study style with Hemingway, by examining key passages in A Farewell to Arms. You can acquire skills at characterization from Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility, point of view from Beloved, and dialogue from Iris Murdoch. Granted, these creators, and the others whose work I discuss in Master Class, are or were geniuses. But they use or used precisely the methods to tell their tales that are available to you, the aspiring writer. With proper guidance, you can learn these techniques from them—learn, in other words, how to write a short story or novel.

John Irving might have been overstating his case when he remarked, “Writers do not read for fun.” But his point is valid just the same. To be a writer, you must first be a reader. And not a passive reader, or even the academic, meaning-hunting kind, but a reader who reads as writers do: for solutions to problems of craft. Norman Mailer has written, “I read critically, the way one athlete will watch another’s performance.” His statement could be this book’s credo.

Chapter 1 of Master Class is this book’s essence and its foundation. It introduces and explains classic story structure, the paradigm (model or template) that writers have followed for millennia to tell stories that satisfy. To facilitate the start of your study of the writer’s craft, I have reproduced the entire text of James Joyce’s “Araby” in Chapter 1. The rest of the chapter uses “Araby” as a case study of story structure, then considers potential variations on the narrative paradigm. When you have finished reading Chapter 1, you will know how to shape a story so that readers not only want to begin reading it but are compelled to continue to that story’s end.

Chapter 2, on characterization, inaugurates the fundamental dynamic of Master Class. The chapter begins with an overview of the subject and its importance to storytelling. Next I suggest that you take some time out from Master Class to read Sense and Sensibility—after which you’re invited to return here for a discussion of characterization’s many techniques, each of which I illustrate with examples from Jane Austen’s novel.

Master Class continues according to this pattern: Each chapter from Chapter 2 onward discusses an element of the writing craft in general terms followed by a look at how a great storyteller has employed that element in a particular novel. Thus Chapter 3 uses The Secret Sharer by Joseph Conrad to illustrate plot and plotting. Conrad mastered story structure, characterization, description, and the rest of the elements of fiction writing, but he was particularly good at plots, which is why I picked this short novel to illustrate that topic. The same goes for the other writers whose work I discuss in Master Class. That is, most of these books could be used to teach any craft topic. I had to limit myself to one per chapter, though, so I tried to choose the thing each writer does best or is best known for.

And so Chapter 4 examines description as it appears in Rabbit, Run by John Updike, and Chapter 5 shines a spotlight on dialogue in Iris Murdoch’s delightful novel A Severed Head. Chapters 6 and 7 take up the challenging topic of point of view; William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying and Beloved by Toni Morrison serve as the primary literary examples, supplemented by references to other short stories and novels employing POV strategies Faulkner and Morrison don’t use in their books. The topic of Chapter 8 is style and voice in fiction writing. The book I consider is A Farewell to Arms by Ernest Hemingway. And Chapter 9 uses Vladimir Nabokov’s masterpiece, Lolita, to show how a writer can bring all the elements of the storytelling craft together to create a sweeping but nuanced fictional world.

Each chapter ends with suggestions for further reading: a list of works that exemplify especially well the topic just considered. For instance, Chapter 5 offers 25 novels and short stories in addition to A Severed Head that include well-written dialogue. Most chapters feature supplemental lists, as well: Chapters 1, 4, 6, and 8 direct readers to additional work by the writer just discussed, while Chapter 2 ends with five recommended screen adaptations of Jane Austen’s novels, Chapter 3 lists books and stories with “borrowed” plots, Chapter 5 recommends a memoir about Iris Murdoch, and Chapter 9 draws to a close with a wide-ranging list of books and films inspired directly or indirectly by Lolita. All told, I have discussed and or mentioned more than 250 novels and short stories in Master Class, a couple of years’ worth of examples for writers-in-training.

Throughout Master Class, storytelling terms (exposition, for example) appear in italic type when first introduced. Pay special attention to these terms and their definitions, even if you think you’re familiar with them already, as many suffer from misunderstanding and misuse. Others are differently used by different teachers and writers. My own definitions of the terms style and voice, for instance, might not coincide exactly with those you have read or heard before.

If you have read Sense and Sensibility recently enough to recall it well, you need not review the book before proceeding through Chapter 2 of Master Class. Indeed, it is possible to read and benefit from Master Class without reading any of the suggested illustrative texts, though the examples offered from those texts herein will be slightly less meaningful as a result, lacking context. Whatever your method of moving through this book, I hope you will return to Master Class often, rereading Chapter 4 when description emerges as an element in your writing that needs attention, and perhaps rereading Rabbit, Run, as well. Every book and story referred to in Master Class maintains readerly interest over multiple readings. In fact, some of these works (A Severed Head and Lolita come to mind) require a second reading to be appreciated properly.

If you ever get the opportunity to do so, visit a museum of art with a painter. The experience could hardly differ more from an academic art-history class. The painter doesn’t care about whether a work is Mannnerist or Baroque, Impressionist or Surrealist, because labels don’t interest artists. When the painter looks at Vermeer’s masterly Woman with a Water Jug, she doesn’t mull what the map of Europe hanging in the background represents: the absence of the woman’s husband or lover, traveling far away? The expansion of Dutch trade throughout the continent and beyond during the seventeenth century? (These are the sorts of things that concern art historians.) Instead, the painter wonders how Vermeer created the illusion of light and air with nothing but oil paints and a square of stretched canvas. She looks at the picture, long and hard, for practical lessons in color and composition and so forth—and she learns. Then she hurries home to her studio and tries out what she’s picked up from the incomparable Dutch master.

By the time you’re done with Master Class, you will be reading fiction, and watching plays and movies and even TV, through new eyes, writer’s eyes. Not long after, you’ll be writing something more than memory fragments and character sketches, shaggy-dog anecdotes and slices of life. You will be writing stories.


1
Story Structure:
″Araby″

Introduction

Imagine you’ve written a novel. (Maybe you have written a novel.) Now imagine that a friend or family member, a classmate or coworker—a literary agent or book editor, even—has offered to take a look at it.

Presumably this person intends to examine your entire manuscript. Even the most casual, cursory journey through a short story is impossible without considerable effort, however. To experience a work of fiction requires the act of reading—and reading, in turn, demands attention. It takes work. Leaving a movie or play in progress might actually inconvenience an audience member more than staying put, whereas it’s generally easier to stop reading than to persist. Relatively speaking, reading fiction is …difficult.

Moreover, even if someone reads your book for an hour and enjoys it, this reader must pick it up at a later time and become reacquainted with the situation and characters, the writer’s point of view and voice. Then she must do so again. And again. Despite the distractions offered by reality TV, the pennant race, and Internet gambling. Not to mention work, sex, sleep …life. The average novel in manuscript is 350 double-spaced pages in length or thereabouts. Say your reader manages 35 pages per sitting, on average. That means nine return trips after the initial, positive encounter. In other words, your book-length story must be literally irresistible. Otherwise, potential readers (which is what they’ll remain) will miss much of what is special about your novel: your closely observed descriptive passages, your unerringly rendered dialogue, or whatever it is you do best as a writer. You cannot require anyone to read (continue reading, resume reading, finish reading) what you’ve written. You need to seduce your audience into doing so.

How do you do that? Well, if you are Henry James, you perform a kind of open-heart surgery on your characters, probing and cutting and probing some more to discover what lies within. Oh—you do brain surgery too. (Oddly, you’re unacquainted with the rest of the body.) Then you dissect the apparently empty spaces between characters. If Virginia Woolf is your name, you live for your art, and because you are so intelligent, so learned, and so uncompromising, that shows in the sentences you write. And rewrite, and write again. And again. If you’re Franz Kafka, you take an imagination of such breadth and focus that it can foresee the future; cross it with epic-scale self-loathing; and create dreams on the page that disorient, nauseate, terrify—and hypnotize.

Even if nothing much happened in the short stories and novels of these writers, we’d probably read them with delight and fascination, not merely finishing their stories, but rereading them, reading about them, discussing them passionately, and perhaps imitating their work to the best of our abilities. That’s because James, Woolf, and Kafka (I could name a dozen others, but won’t) were flat-out gifted—in the way that, say, Wagner, Stravinsky, and Louis Armstrong were; or Cezanne, Picasso, and Jackson Pollock. But what if you aren’t? (Flat-out gifted, that is.) What if you are only moderately gifted? Or if you haven’t identified your gift, or harnessed it, just yet? What if you aren’t gifted at all, but are merely sensitive, intelligent, and hard-working? What can you do to keep readers turning the pages, your pages?

You can write a story shaped like a story—shaped, that is, like the Odyssey, Hamlet, or Jane Eyre, to cite three more-or-less arbitrary examples. You can build a page-turning machine, one that makes putting down a book at least as difficult as leaving the theater in the middle of an engaging movie or play. This process begins with a central character and his need.

Protagonists and Antagonists

Homer’s epic, Shakespeare’s tragedy, and Charlotte Brontë’s novel share something besides iconic status. A character occupies the center of each (Odysseus, Hamlet, Jane) and this character—we’ll call him or her the story’s protagonist—needs something.

I’m not speaking here about the abstract, general needs that define our humanness: the need to survive and perhaps prosper, the need to love and be loved. These characters’ needs are concrete (able to be experienced via the senses) and specific. They’re dramatic, which is to say that—unlike the abstract and general need to live and love—the needs of Odysseus, Hamlet, and Jane could be performed onstage/onscreen (and, of course, have been). Don’t confuse dramatic with melodramatic; drama can be not only quiet but infinitely subtle. Dramatic merely means performable. Though clear enough, “The high, cold, empty, gloomy rooms liberated me” (from “Araby,” by James Joyce) is not dramatic. “I went from room to room singing” (also from “Araby”) is.

Odysseus needs to return to his home on the island of Ithaca. Hamlet needs to kill his uncle Claudius. Jane Eyre needs Mr. Rochester. All of these needs are both material and particular, to the extent that you can literally picture them:

• A sailor / his house / the sea between them.

• A young man with a cup of poison / an older man with a crown that doesn’t fit.

• An 18-year-old girl / the man “past his youth” she works for.

Now try conjuring up achievement, survival, love. You can’t, because these needs lack concreteness and specificity. They lack drama—until we dramatize them, that is, with sea ships and poison and weddings. (Did I just give away the ending of Jane Eyre?)

Naturally, the characters in question attempt to fulfill their needs, despite the best efforts of what we’ll call antagonists—other characters (or, sometimes, situations) that stand between them and satisfaction. The sea god Poseidon, offended by Odysseus at the start of Homer’s epic, places 10 years’ worth of obstacles in the Ithacan’s way to prevent him from reaching home; once there, Odysseus must drive his wife’s many suitors from the palace where he once reigned as king. Famously, Hamlet’s chief opponent is not Claudius or Laertes, Rosencrantz or Guildenstern, but the Prince of Denmark himself—it is Hamlet, really, who prevents Hamlet from avenging his father’s death. Jane must overcome forces of antagonism both external (the madwoman in the attic, St. John’s tempting marriage proposal) and internal (her own retiring personality) to get what she desires.

Notice how each frustrated dramatic need (a conflict, technically speaking) sets up a resolution that is equally dramatic (again, concrete and specific, performable)—how each character can be shown, at last, to have attained what he lacks, or not. When Odysseus lies beside his wife in the bed he made with his own hands, the Odyssey has in effect ended. Hamlet will conclude, it becomes clear, with Claudius or Hamlet (perhaps both of them!) dead. Not until Jane Eyre can tell us “Reader, I married him”—or the point at which Rochester marries another woman or Jane marries another man or one of them dies—are we finished with the story of Jane’s growth and development. (Her life as Mrs. Rochester II is another story, or could be.) That’s another advantage of needs that are concrete and specific: Readers can tell—can see—when those conflicts have been resolved, and when they have not. By contrast, how can we ever feel sure that a character has attained “success” or “love”?

To summarize: A story consists of a character’s need—for something concrete and specific, not abstract and general—and the character’s attempts to resolve this need, in spite of antagonistic characters and/or situations. More than anything else, it is this dynamic that compels readers to stay with a short story or novel, perhaps causes them to feel that they “can’t put it down.” (When they do, in fact, put a book down, dramatic conflict compels them to pick it up again.) If a protagonist lacks need altogether, or if she can easily satisfy her need, we don’t have a conflict. Conflict is story, and vice versa. Thus, a story without need at its center resembles an airplane without wings. It will never take off.

Interestingly, the focus of a protagonist’s conflict can be relatively trivial, as long as he needs it sincerely, needs it badly. Which brings us to our first work of fiction for examination and discussion: “Araby,” by James Joyce, reprinted below. I won’t tell you anything more about this work or its creator, not yet. Instead I’ll ask you to read it (and perhaps, since it’s short, to reread it). Then we’ll evaluate “Araby” in terms of story structure.

ARABY

BY JAMES JOYCE

 

North Richmond Street, being blind, was a quiet street except at the hour when the Christian Brothers’ School set the boys free. An uninhabited house of two storeys stood at the blind end, detached from its neighbors in a square ground. The other houses of the street, conscious of decent lives within them, gazed at one another with brown imperturbable faces.

The former tenant of our house, a priest, had died in the back drawing-room. Air, musty from having been long enclosed, hung in all the rooms, and the waste room behind the kitchen was littered with old useless papers. Among these I found a few paper-covered books, the pages of which were curled and damp: The Abbot, by Walter Scott, The Devout Communicant, and The Memoirs of Vidocq. I liked the last best because its leaves were yellow. The wild garden behind the house contained a central apple-tree and a few straggling bushes, under one of which I found the late tenant’s rusty bicycle-pump. He had been a very charitable priest; in his will he had left all his money to institutions and the furniture of his house to his sister.

When the short days of winter came, dusk fell before we had well eaten our dinners. When we met in the street the houses had grown sombre. The space of sky above us was the color of ever-changing violet and towards it the lamps of the street lifted their feeble lanterns. The cold air stung us and we played till our bodies glowed. Our shouts echoed in the silent street. The career of our play brought us through the dark muddy lanes behind the houses, where we ran the gantlet of the rough tribes from the cottages, to the back doors of the dark dripping gardens where odors arose from the ashpits, to the dark odorous stables where a coachman smoothed and combed the horse or shook music from the buckled harness. When we returned to the street, light from the kitchen windows had filled the areas. If my uncle was seen turning the corner, we hid in the shadow until we had seen him safely housed. Or if Mangan’s sister came out on the doorstep to call her brother in to his tea, we watched her from our shadow peer up and down the street. We waited to see whether she would remain or go in and, if she remained, we left our shadow and walked up to Mangan’s steps resignedly. She was waiting for us, her figure defined by the light from the half-opened door. Her brother always teased her before he obeyed, and I stood by the railings looking at her. Her dress swung as she moved her body, and the soft rope of her hair tossed from side to side.

Every morning I lay on the floor in the front parlour watching her door. The blind was pulled down to within an inch of the sash so that I could not be seen. When she came out on the doorstep my heart leaped. I ran to the hall, seized my books and followed her. I kept her brown figure always in my eye and, when we came near the point at which our ways diverged, I quickened my pace and passed her. This happened morning after morning. I had never spoken to her, except for a few casual words, and yet her name was like a summons to all my foolish blood.

Her image accompanied me even in places the most hostile to romance. On Saturday evenings when my aunt went marketing I had to go to carry some of the parcels. We walked through the flaring streets, jostled by drunken men and bargaining women, amid the curses of laborers, the shrill litanies of shop-boys who stood on guard by the barrels of pigs’ cheeks, the nasal chanting of street-singers, who sang a come-all-you about O’Donovan Rossa, or a ballad about the troubles in our native land. These noises converged in a single sensation of life for me: I imagined that I bore my chalice safely through a throng of foes. Her name sprang to my lips at moments in strange prayers and praises which I myself did not understand. My eyes were often full of tears (I could not tell why) and at times a flood from my heart seemed to pour itself out into my bosom. I thought little of the future. I did not know whether I would ever speak to her or not or, if I spoke to her, how I could tell her of my confused adoration. But my body was like a harp and her words and gestures were like fingers running upon the wires.

One evening I went into the back drawing-room in which the priest had died. It was a dark rainy evening and there was no sound in the house. Through one of the broken panes I heard the rain impinge upon the earth, the fine incessant needles of water playing in the sodden beds. Some distant lamp or lighted window gleamed below me. I was thankful that I could see so little. All my senses seemed to desire to veil themselves and, feeling that I was about to slip from them, I pressed the palms of my hands together until they trembled, murmuring: “O love! O love!” many times.

At last she spoke to me. When she addressed the first words to me I was so confused that I did not know what to answer. She asked me was I going to Araby. I forgot whether I answered yes or no. It would be a splendid bazaar; she said she would love to go.

“And why can’t you?” I asked.

While she spoke she turned a silver bracelet round and round her wrist. She could not go, she said, because there would be a retreat that week in her convent. Her brother and two other boys were fighting for their caps, and I was alone at the railings. She held one of the spikes, bowing her head towards me. The light from the lamp opposite our door caught the white curve of her neck, lit up her hair that rested there and, falling, lit up the hand upon the railing. It fell over one side of her dress and caught the white border of a petticoat, just visible as she stood at ease.

“It’s well for you,” she said.

“If I go,” I said, “I will bring you something.”

What innumerable follies laid waste my waking and sleeping thoughts after that evening! I wished to annihilate the tedious intervening days. I chafed against the work of school. At night in my bedroom and by day in the classroom her image came between me and the page I strove to read. The syllables of the word Araby were called to me through the silence in which my soul luxuriated and cast an Eastern enchantment over me. I asked for leave to go to the bazaar on Saturday night. My aunt was surprised, and hoped it was not some Freemason affair. I answered few questions in class. I watched my master’s face pass from amiability to sternness; he hoped I was not beginning to idle. I could not call my wandering thoughts together. I had hardly any patience with the serious work of life which, now that it stood between me and my desire, seemed to me child’s play, ugly monotonous child’s play.

On Saturday morning I reminded my uncle that I wished to go to the bazaar in the evening. He was fussing at the hallstand, looking for the hat-brush, and answered me curtly:

“Yes, boy, I know.”

As he was in the hall I could not go into the front parlor and lie at the window. I left the house in bad humor and walked slowly towards the school. The air was pitilessly raw and already my heart misgave me.

When I came home to dinner my uncle had not yet been home. Still it was early. I sat staring at the clock for some time and, when its ticking began to irritate me, I left the room. I mounted the staircase and gained the upper part of the house. The high, cold, empty, gloomy rooms liberated me and I went from room to room singing. From the front window I saw my companions playing below in the street. Their cries reached me weakened and indistinct and, leaning my forehead against the cool glass, I looked over at the dark house where she lived. I may have stood there for an hour, seeing nothing but the brown-clad figure cast by my imagination, touched discreetly by the lamplight at the curved neck, at the hand upon the railings and at the border below the dress.

When I came downstairs again I found Mrs. Mercer sitting at the fire. She was an old, garrulous woman, a pawnbroker’s widow, who collected used stamps for some pious purpose. I had to endure the gossip of the tea-table. The meal was prolonged beyond an hour and still my uncle did not come. Mrs. Mercer stood up to go: she was sorry she couldn’t wait any longer, but it was after eight o’clock and she did not like to be out late, as the night air was bad for her. When she had gone I began to walk up and down the room, clenching my fists. My aunt said:

“I’m afraid you may put off your bazaar for this night of Our Lord.”

At nine o’clock I heard my uncle’s latchkey in the hall door. I heard him talking to himself and heard the hallstand rocking when it had received the weight of his overcoat. I could interpret these signs. When he was midway through his dinner I asked him to give me the money to go to the bazaar. He had forgotten.

“The people are in bed and after their first sleep now,” he said.

I did not smile. My aunt said to him energetically:

“Can’t you give him the money and let him go? You’ve kept him late enough as it is.”

My uncle said he was very sorry he had forgotten. He said he believed in the old saying: “All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.” He asked me where I was going and, when I told him a second time, he asked me did I know The Arab’s Farewell to His Steed. When I left the kitchen he was about to recite the opening lines of the piece to my aunt.

I held a florin tightly in my hand as I strode down Buckingham Street towards the station. The sight of the streets thronged with buyers and glaring with gas recalled to me the purpose of my journey. I took my seat in a third-class carriage of a deserted train. After an intolerable delay the train moved out of the station slowly. It crept onward among ruinous houses and over the twinkling river. At West-land Row Station a crowd of people pressed to the carriage doors; but the porters moved them back, saying that it was a special train for the bazaar. I remained alone in the bare carriage. In a few minutes the train drew up beside an improvised wooden platform. I passed out on to the road and saw by the lighted dial of a clock that it was ten minutes to ten. In front of me was a large building which displayed the magical name.

I could not find any sixpenny entrance and, fearing that the bazaar would be closed, I passed in quickly through a turnstile, handing a shilling to a weary-looking man. I found myself in a big hall girded at half its height by a gallery. Nearly all the stalls were closed and the greater part of the hall was in darkness. I recognized a silence like that which pervades a church after a service. I walked into the center of the bazaar timidly. A few people were gathered about the stalls which were still open. Before a curtain, over which the words Café Chantant were written in colored lamps, two men were counting money on a salver. I listened to the fall of the coins.

Remembering with difficulty why I had come, I went over to one of the stalls and examined porcelain vases and flowered tea-sets. At the door of the stall a young lady was talking and laughing with two young gentlemen. I remarked their English accents and listened vaguely to their conversation.

“O, I never said such a thing!”

“O, but you did!”

“O, but I didn’t!”

“Didn’t she say that?”

“Yes. I heard her.”

“O, there’s a … fib!”

Observing me, the young lady came over and asked me did I wish to buy anything. The tone of her voice was not encouraging; she seemed to have spoken to me out of a sense of duty. I looked humbly at the great jars that stood like eastern guards at either side of the dark entrance to the stall and murmured:

“No, thank you.”

The young lady changed the position of one of the vases and went back to the two young men. They began to talk of the same subject. Once or twice the young lady glanced at me over her shoulder.

I lingered before her stall, though I knew my stay was useless, to make my interest in her wares seem the more real. Then I turned away slowly and walked down the middle of the bazaar. I allowed the two pennies to fall against the sixpence in my pocket. I heard a voice call from one end of the gallery that the light was out. The upper part of the hall was now completely dark.

Gazing up into the darkness I saw myself as a creature driven and derided by vanity; and my eyes burned with anguish and anger.

In the century or so since its initial publication, critics have found much in “Araby” to discuss. Unarguably, religious allusions appear throughout: The storyteller mentions a “Christian Brothers’ School” in the first sentence of “Araby”; and a dead priest, as well as books entitled The Abbot and The Devout Communicant, in the second paragraph. References to chalice-bearing and “strange prayers” follow, and a local church probably organized the Araby bazaar itself. Some critics have suggested that Mangan’s sister represents Ireland. Finally, the English characters at the bazaar express indifference if not contempt toward the Irish protagonist of “Araby.” Thus one reading of the story might go as follows: A mission on behalf of the boy’s homeland is discouraged and ultimately defeated by the Roman Catholic Church, the English, and (symbolized by the boy’s well-meaning but inebriated uncle) the Irish themselves. This approach—We all know what “Araby” says, but what does it mean? What does it stand for, signify, symbolize?—is a perfectly legitimate way of experiencing literature. And with respect to our current discussion, it is utterly irrelevant.

What interests us as writers, or should, is the story’s structure: its form, especially as that form enhances function. What, precisely, makes “Araby” a story in the first place, and not a “slice of life” (whatever that is), character sketch, or other fragment? What draws us into it, compels us to read, and leaves us not just intrigued and impressed but satisfied afterward? How does this story work?

The answers to these questions are largely mechanical, a function not of Joyce’s undeniable genius but of his storytelling craftsmanship, his technique—which is lucky for us, because we can’t learn genius anyway. Although we can learn a private system of symbols (Mangan’s sister = Ireland, etc.), what can we writers do with that? Nothing, really. Technique we can learn. Then we can use it, to write our own stories.

So: Resisting the impulse to hunt for meaning (as well as the urge, I suppose, to worship at the altar of Joyce’s talent), let’s walk together through the dark muddy lanes and flaring streets of “Araby.”

The Title

I always feel surprised, as well as a little disappointed, when one of my writing students leaves her work untitled (or calls it “Untitled”). For a good title both intrigues and motivates someone to begin a short story or open a book, transforming a potential reader into an actual one. How can you not make the most of such an opportunity?

Obviously a story’s title should relate in some way to its content, perhaps by means of a central image (as in “Araby” and the novel we will examine in Chapter 5, A Severed Head). Or you could entitle your short story or novel after its main character, though this seems a relatively weak choice to me. After all, before reading Hamlet, Jane Eyre, or Lolita, we don’t know who those people are and might not care. References to the Bible or classical literature—Chapter 6’s subject, As I Lay Dying, was entitled by its author after a passage in the Odyssey—depend for their full power on the reader’s prior knowledge of the sources referred to. And the Odyssey itself notwithstanding, descriptive titles can actually repel; rather than intriguingly evocative, they’re actually antipoetic. “Araby” is just a name—a geographical name, one from maps. But this name shimmers with promise. To Europeans and Americans, at least, Araby (that is, Arabia) conjures up a distant, exotic place of danger and romance. A magical place, even. “Araby” might also remind readers of The Arabian Nights, Scheherazade’s timeless tales of Aladdin, Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, and so forth. Joyce has not squandered the writer’s first opportunity to interest us, and neither should you. Take care with your titles.

The Opening: Scene or Exposition?

Following its intriguing title, “Araby” opens with a scene: a picture, created of course with words, comparable to a shot in a movie or an onstage tableau. (“Scene” is derived from the Ancient Greek word for stage.) That scene might contain a character or characters acting, reacting, and interacting, though the initial scene of “Araby” happens not to: “North Richmond Street, being blind, was a quiet street except at the hour when the Christian Brothers’ School set the boys free. An uninhabited house of two storeys stood at the blind end, detached from its neighbors in a square ground. The other houses of the street, conscious of decent lives within them, gazed at one another with brown imperturbable faces.” Notice that we could easily dramatize most of this paragraph. (An exception: “houses …conscious of decent lives within.”) That is, we could put the paragraph onstage or at the start of a film. No narration would be necessary in such a play or movie scene. It speaks for itself.

Some stories open with the fundamentals, explicit answers to the following questions: When and where, specifically, does the story take place? Whose story is this, and what are the salient facts about that character or characters? Why should we be interested? Look, for instance, at the first paragraph of Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility (discussed at length in Chapter 2 of Master Class):

 

The family of Dashwood had long been settled in Sussex. Their estate was large, and their residence was at Norland Park, in the center of their property, where, for many generations, they had lived in so respectable a manner as to engage the general good opinion of their surrounding acquaintance. The late owner of this estate was a single man, who lived to a very advanced age, and who, for many years of his life, had a constant companion and housekeeper in his sister. But her death, which happened ten years before his own, produced a great alteration in his home; for to supply her loss, he invited and received into his house the family of his nephew Mr. Henry Dashwood, the legal inheritor of the Norland estate, and the person to whom he intended to bequeath it. In the society of his nephew and niece, and their children, the old gentleman’s days were comfortably spent. His attachment to them all increased. The constant attention of Mr. and Mrs. Henry Dashwood to his wishes, which proceeded not merely from interest, but from goodness of heart, gave him every degree of solid comfort which his age could receive; and the cheerfulness of the children added a relish to his existence.

Austen tells us clearly here what’s at stake in Sense and Sensibility. Look again at that first paragraph: “estate … property … owner … estate … legal inheritor … estate … bequeath ….” Property is at stake—the sort of property that is passed from parents to children, affording those children, as Austen says, “every degree of solid comfort.” She’s writing here about the financial security of a family—the family of Dashwood.

It is also true that, with the exception of a clause or two, this paragraph and the paragraphs immediately following it contain information exclusively—about various members of the Dashwood family and the nature of their relations to one another and to the family’s money. This information is without a doubt necessary for a complete understanding of the book to follow. Thanks to its surplus of exposition, however, Sense and Sensibility’s first scene doesn’t appear until the fourth paragraph of Chapter 2 (page 7 of my edition). In other words, for more than six densely printed pages, Jane Austen’s novel offers us nothing whatsoever to look at or listen to (much less smell, touch, or taste): no visible setting, no characters talking. Just the facts. Though perfectly clear, Austen’s approach lacks dynamism. It lacks drama.

By contrast, the opening of “Araby” appeals to the senses (or one of them—sight) and thereby engages us. It is dynamic, active. One house “stood” while the others “gazed.” The street is “blind” and the buildings, which are “conscious,” have “faces.” The first paragraph of “Araby” paints a picture.

This is precisely the manner in which the majority of twentieth century fiction tends to open (twenty-first century fiction, too). Whether unabashedly generic or self-consciously “literary,” most writers of stories and novels these days start their engines just this way: not with exposition, but via a scene or scenes.

Which is illogical, or at least counterintuitive, isn’t it? Mustn’t we learn the answers to the fundamental questions before we embark upon the journey that is reading a story, even a short story? Didn’t the background of a story happen prior to its first scene? And if readers don’t know this expository material up front, won’t we be confused? For that matter, what’s at stake on Joyce’s North Richmond Street? It’s obscure, at least initially. The opening of “Araby” lacks context, the clear context provided by the first paragraph of Sense and Sensibility, its first chapter. It is somewhat confusing—or perhaps a better word would be “disorienting.”

And that’s just as Joyce intended. For, unlike the static start of Austen’s eventually remarkable novel, the opening of “Araby” unbalances us. We want to regain our balance. In order to do so, we read on.

If you begin with a scene or scenes, you can of course always follow with the necessary exposition, though I want to warn you against depositing all of it on page two or three of your short story or novel. This is just as deadly, potentially, as opening with context exclusively. Can you delay including exposition until your readers are hooked, as Joseph Conrad does in The Secret Sharer (examined in Chapter 3 of Master Class)? Many writers avoid potentially static patches of necessary but dull information by distributing exposition throughout their work, blending it with scenes as much as possible. Joyce himself has done this at the opening of “Araby” and beyond. As we’ve observed, his first paragraph is dramatic. Virtually every phrase could be staged, shot. But the second paragraph of “Araby” contains a mixture of the dramatic …

 

Air, musty from having been long enclosed, hung in all the rooms, and the waste room behind the kitchen was littered with old useless papers. Among these I found a few paper-covered books, the pages of which were curled and damp: The Abbot, by Walter Scott, The Devout Communicant, and The Memoirs of Vidocq …its leaves were yellow. The wild garden behind the house contained a central apple-tree and a few straggling bushes, under one of which I found the late tenant’s rusty bicycle-pump.

…and the expository, information we can’t observe but rather must be told:

 

The former tenant of our house, a priest, had died in the back drawing-room …. I liked [The Memoirs of Vidocq] best …. He had been a very charitable priest; in his will he had left all his money to institutions and the furniture of his house to his sister.

Joyce has blended the two kinds of discourse so the exposition goes down easy.

Conflict

I said previously that a story must have a protagonist, or main character. The opening paragraphs of “Araby” introduce us to someone who finds paper-covered books and a rusty bicycle pump inside and behind his family’s house, plays and shouts in the street after dinner, and hides from his uncle: a boy, whose name we never learn. Is he the protagonist of “Araby”? He is. Of the characters we meet (including the boy, his aunt and uncle, Mangan’s sister, Mrs. Mercer, the young Englishwoman at the bazaar and her two male friends), only the boy appears throughout “Araby,” in far more scenes and in much greater detail than any other character. He appears in every scene. Moreover—and this, in the end, is what determines protagonist-hood—this unnamed boy has the need that drives this story.

What is that need? Literary critics say that the protagonist of “Araby” needs to accomplish a quest on behalf of Ireland, symbolized by Mangan’s sister. Careful readers with a bent slightly less metaphoric but still abstract might propose that the boy needs to establish his independence from his aunt and uncle and his teacher, as well as his superiority to his immature playmates. He needs to grow up. Perhaps he needs only to achieve intimacy with another human being; certainly he lacks such a connection at the start of the story. (If you ponder it sufficiently, the boy’s solitude can break your heart.) These are interesting ideas, and might even be true. But “Araby” is a story. And ideas do not a story make.

Does the boy need something from Mangan’s sister?

 

Her name sprang to my lips at moments in strange prayers and praises which I myself did not understand. My eyes were often full of tears (I could not tell why) and at times a flood from my heart seemed to pour itself out into my bosom. I thought little of the future. I did not know whether I would ever speak to her or not or, if I spoke to her, how I could tell her of my confused adoration. But my body was like a harp and her words and gestures were like fingers running upon the wires.

He does need something from her, and badly—though, young and inexperienced, the boy himself doesn’t know quite what that thing is. Attention? Approval? Affection? Love, even? If he got one of these from Mangan’s sister, what would he do with it? No wonder the story’s adult narrator (storyteller) talks about “confused adoration.”

When asked point-blank what their protagonists need, many of my beginning students reply, “That’s just it—she doesn’t know what she needs. In fact … In fact, that’s the story’s conflict! My protagonist needs to find out what she needs.”

This is where life and storytelling diverge, like the two roads in Robert Frost’s yellow wood. Except for individuals in extreme situations (combat, for instance, or childbirth) nobody’s life has but one conflict. We need many things, some of which are obscure to us, and we want even more. Those needs and wants overlap. They wax and wane, too. Right now, all I want is for my infant son to fall asleep so I can finish writing this chapter in something like peace. No, that’s not true. I also long for a large cup of coffee with soy milk, regret never learning to operate a stick shift, hope I’ll be offered a tenure-track position teaching creative writing. Goals: to see every painting by Vermeer in person, run the New York Marathon, learn to play the piano. I’m always striving to tell the truth. I must replenish my family’s disaster supplies, and I regret eating so much last winter. I pray for the focus, endurance, and dumb luck required to rear a well-adjusted child. An Apple iPod? Gotta have it! I wish faceless corporations didn’t rule our lives. And so forth. Tomorrow, some of these desires will have receded, disappeared even, while others will have moved to the foreground of my consciousness. And then there are the needs I don’t even know I have.

Every one of the wants and needs just catalogued could serve as the conflict of a story, though most lack overt promise, to put it mildly. And a novel might be written about a character who pursues a couple of these goals—to bring up his son, say, while traveling the world, obsessively tracking down those Vermeers. But to write the undeniably lifelike story of the person who needs all of the things listed above, and more, would be insanity itself. We make art to investigate, illuminate, and celebrate life—to imitate it, even. But not to reproduce it, detail for detail. As Aristotle wrote in his creative-writing manual, the Poetics, a story has not only a middle, but a beginning and an end. A photograph has borders. Even Holden Caulfield, that paragon of confused adolescence, needs one thing above all others, in The Catcher in the Rye: to conceal from his parents the fact that he was expelled from prep-school, which he does by wandering New York City instead of going home prior to semester’s end. To write about a character whose author isn’t sure what he needs is one of the biggest mistakes that author can make.

It is an error that James Joyce does not commit, at least in this story. The protagonist of “Araby” suffers from powerful feelings for Mangan’s sister, feelings he cannot quite define. Though there is potential here for conflict, and thus for story, that potential has not yet been realized. To move forward from this point, therefore, would be tempting trouble. Instead, Joyce does what the best storytellers do: He dramatizes. The boy can’t focus—but the writer can, and does. He transforms the boy’s passionate swirl of feelings for Mangan’s sister into an equally passionate, but specific and very concrete, desire. Mangan’s sister tells the boy about the Araby bazaar, then tells him she will be unable to go. The boy offers to attend in her stead—and “If I go,” he tells her, “I will bring you something.”

At last: conflict! Instead of a mere situation that is believable and even moving but amorphous and static (the boy’s powerful longing for Mangan’s sister), we have the backbone of a story. Despite obstacles, the boy will try, and try, and try to get to Araby and buy “something” there for Mangan’s sister. The story will end with his acquisition of the promised something and perhaps its presentation to the girl—even, briefly, the consequences of that. Or, alternately, it will conclude with his failure to do so. We have, in utero, the proverbial story with a beginning, middle, and end.

This conflict and the more academic, less practical ones considered previously are not mutually exclusive. Mangan’s sister can still symbolize Ireland, if you like, and there’s no reason the boy’s journey shouldn’t represent a quest. He is seeking maturity and a connection; attention, approval, affection, and love. But those are abstractions. And despite his astonishing intelligence and vast erudition, Joyce was not a philosopher. He was a storyteller. It is the concrete, specific, dramatic elements of “Araby”—especially the boy’s need for a gift for Mangan’s sister—that make it a story.

The Activating Incident

The boy’s offer to bring Mangan’s sister something from Araby is the story’s activating incident. Though preceded in this case by a number of scenes as well as some subtly introduced exposition, it is where the story takes flight—where “Araby” truly begins. As such, Joyce could have opened even closer to this event, had he so chosen—with the paragraph that begins “Every morning I lay on the floor in the front parlor watching her door,” for example.

Novice writers tend to start their stories too far in advance of the activating incident. Many of us would have opened with the boy’s first encounter with Mangan, his arrival in the neighborhood, or the death of his parents. (At least, I assume they’re dead. Joyce doesn’t say). To do so, however, would be fatal, because such an approach places too many pages between the reader and the story’s conflict. Joyce’s audience would begin to wonder (or at least to feel, in a hard-to-articulate way), “Why should we care about this relatively eventless description of a young boy’s life? What is ‘Araby’ about?”

They might even stop reading.

Development

Having decided on his protagonist’s need, and having made that need sufficiently concrete and specific, Joyce can more or less fill in the blanks, at least structurally. His job—and yours, in the stories you write—is to place obstacles in the way of that need’s satisfaction, thereby fulfilling the promise of the term conflict. We call this the story’s development or escalation. Development is the journey made by the protagonist toward (or perhaps away from) what he wants. Sometimes a storyteller presents that journey quite literally, as in the Odyssey (and, to some degree, “Araby” itself). Development can involve a trip through time—childhood and adolescence, for instance. It can be an intellectual journey (as in the case of the detective story, a “trail” of discoveries and deductions), or an emotional or spiritual one. Often it combines some or all of the above. Hamlet is in one sense the title character’s journey from paralysis to action. Like the protagonist of “Araby,” he arrives too late at his destination.

Three forces of antagonism delay the gratification of the boy’s need.

• Time: The story’s primary antagonist. At first, as its apparently slow passage prevents him from buying a gift for the girl, the boy tries to kill time, to “annihilate the tedious intervening days” between his offer to Mangan’s sister and the Araby bazaar itself, on Saturday night. On the day of the event, he attempts to stare time down, gazing at the clock until “its ticking [begins] to irritate” him. Then the boy ignores time, wandering the house singing and fantasizing about Mangan’s sister while he looks across the street at her house.

His aunt’s friend Mrs. Mercer comes for tea and departs sometime after eight o’clock, and gradually we begin to realize that a paradoxical transformation has occurred. Time remains the boy’s primary opponent, but now it moves not too slowly but rather too fast. At nine o’clock, his uncle arrives home and, after eating half his dinner, tells the boy, “People are in bed and after their first sleep now.”

The special train our protagonist finally boards for the bazaar lacks other passengers, evidence of how late it is—too late? Time hurtles forward. Trying to overtake it, the boy moves at a garden slug’s pace. And at the Araby stop, “the lighted dial of a clock [says]…ten minutes to ten.” Within the bazaar, the stalls have been shuttered. The hall is dark and quiet, final evidence of time’s passage and power.

• Immaturity: What prevents the boy from simply attending the bazaar at his convenience, as an adult would, is his youth. He needs permission. “I asked for leave to go to the bazaar on Saturday night,” the narrator tells us. Later he says, “I reminded my uncle that I wished to go to the bazaar in the evening.” At least partly because of his immaturity, the boy also suffers from …

• Poverty: The boy lacks money of his own. His uncle eventually hands over a florin, but after the boy has paid for entry to the bazaar he retains but a sixpence and two pennies, apparently not enough to purchase something that would impress Mangan’s sister. Certainly “porcelain vases and flowered tea-sets” are beyond his means. Not merely a day late, the story’s protagonist also finds himself a dollar short.

Notice how Joyce arranges his three antagonistic elements so that the story’s development builds and builds. The writer describes waiting during the week prior to the bazaar in general terms. Next come the specifics of the boy’s tedious Saturday, with the antagonistic clock as dramatic focus. Then we have the appearance of the uncle, source of the boy’s permission and money, in a scene that might be short but nevertheless is difficult to endure:

 

At nine o’clock I heard my uncle’s latchkey in the hall door. I heard him talking to himself and heard the hallstand rocking when it had received the weight of his overcoat. I could interpret these signs. When he was midway through his dinner I asked him to give me the money to go to the bazaar. He had forgotten.

“The people are in bed and after their first sleep now,” he said. I did not smile.

The trip to Araby follows.

It goes almost without saying that we should line up the development components of our stories so that the less-compelling material comes first, followed by obstacles and attempts of greater and greater magnitude. (Thus the term “escalation.”) If a character is going to ask for something she wants, try to buy it, and demand the thing at gunpoint, the writer ought to order the attempts in that sequence or something very much like it. Attempted robbery, followed by the request, culminating in a purchase, defies not just storytelling tradition but good sense.

The Climax

Finally, we reach the story’s climax:

 

Observing me, the young lady came over and asked me did I wish to buy anything. The tone of her voice was not encouraging; she seemed to have spoken to me out of a sense of duty. I looked humbly at the great jars that stood like eastern guards at either side of the dark entrance to the stall and murmured:

“No, thank you.”

This (specifically the word “No”) qualifies as the climax of the story, and not because it is the “high point” of the action, or the most exciting part of “Araby.” (It’s neither.) It is the climax because it resolves the story’s conflict. The boy needed to buy something for Mangan’s sister at the Araby bazaar. Here it becomes evident, once and for all, that he will not be doing so. The Odyssey’s climax occurs when Odysseus joins Penelope in their (literally) king-size bed, to tell her the tale of the last 20 years of his life. He’s home. In Hamlet, the climax comes with the death of Claudius: Hamlet has achieved his goal. The climax of Jane Eyre? “Reader, I married him.” Because the conflict of “Araby” was much smaller in the first place, the story’s climax is quiet as well, lowkey. Which is not to say it doesn’t move us.

Don’t let the colloquial meaning of the word confuse you. This isn’t about Darth Vader spinning off into deep space while the Death Star combusts—not necessarily, at least. In storytelling, “climax” equals the resolution, for good or bad, of the conflict. It comes at the moment when the protagonist gets what the protagonist needs, or not. A story’s climax is therefore its point of no return—the end of its forward movement.

Denouement

That leaves us with consequences—or, as the French call it, a story’s denouement (“unraveling”). How have the events since the activating incident changed the protagonist and his world—or left them unchanged? Here’s how: “Gazing up into the darkness I saw myself as a creature driven and derided by vanity; and my eyes burned with anguish and anger.” The boy has learned something about himself. The protagonist of “Araby” is a different person when the story has ended from who he was when it began, as this ending shows us.

Correction: The ending tells us he’s different. And in that regard, I think this structural component of “Araby” could stand improvement. Look at this excerpt from the final chapter of A Christmas Carol, by Charles Dickens:

 

“I will live in the Past, the Present, and the Future!” Scrooge repeated, as he scrambled out of bed. “The Spirits of all Three shall strive within me. Oh Jacob Marley! Heaven, and the Christmas Time be praised for this! I say it on my knees, old Jacob; on my knees!”

This is an “Araby”-style denouement, with the protagonist coming to a realization about himself as a result of what he’s experienced. It satisfies, but it could satisfy more. And, in fact, A Christmas Carol does. A page or two later we read the following:

 

Running to the window, he opened it, and put out his head. No fog, no mist; clear, bright, jovial, stirring, cold; cold, piping for the blood to dance to; golden sunlight; heavenly sky; sweet fresh air; merry bells. Oh, glorious! Glorious!

“What’s to-day?” cried Scrooge, calling downward to a boy in Sunday clothes, who perhaps had loitered in to look about him.

“Eh?” returned the boy, with all his might of wonder.

“What’s to-day, my fine fellow?” said Scrooge.

“To-day?” replied the boy. “Why, Christmas Day.”

“It’s Christmas Day!” said Scrooge to himself. “I haven’t missed it. The Spirits have done it all in one night. They can do anything they like. Of course they can. Of course they can. Hallo, my fine fellow!”

“Hallo!” returned the boy.

“Do you know the poulterer’s, in the next street but one, at the corner?” Scrooge inquired.

“I should hope I did,” replied the lad.

“An intelligent boy!” said Scrooge. “A remarkable boy! Do you know whether they’ve sold the prize Turkey that was hanging up there? Not the little prize Turkey; the big one?”

“What, the one as big as me?” returned the boy.

“What a delightful boy!” said Scrooge. “It’s a pleasure to talk to him. Yes, my buck!”

“It’s hanging there now,” replied the boy.

“Is it?” said Scrooge. “Go and buy it.”

“Walk-er!” exclaimed the boy.

“No, no,” said Scrooge, “I am in earnest. Go and buy it, and tell ‘em to bring it here, that I may give them the direction where to take it. Come back with the man, and I’ll give you a shilling. Come back with him in less than five minutes, and I’ll give you half a crown!

“I’ll send it to Bob Cratchit’s,” whispered Scrooge, rubbing his hands, and splitting with a laugh. “He sha’n’t know who sends it. It’s twice the size of Tiny Tim. Joe Miller never made such a joke as sending it to Bob’s will be.”

The hand in which he wrote the address was not a steady one, but write it he did, somehow, and went down-stairs to open the street door, ready for the coming of the poulterer’s man …

“—Here’s the Turkey. Hallo! Whoop! How are you! Merry Christmas!”

It was a Turkey! He never could have stood upon his legs, that bird. He would have snapped ‘em short off in a minute, like sticks of sealing-wax.

“Why, it’s impossible to carry that to Camden Town,” said Scrooge. “You must have a cab.”

The chuckle with which he said this, and the chuckle with which he paid for the Turkey, and the chuckle with which he paid for the cab, and the chuckle with which he recompensed the boy, were only to be exceeded by the chuckle with which he sat down breathless in his chair again, and chuckled till he cried.

Mull this over briefly. We have just witnessed Ebenezer Scrooge, a character so miserly that his name has come to stand for all that is cheap and mean, not merely buying a lavish gift for an employee, but paying two strangers to obtain and deliver that gift—and laughing as he does so. Like the boy in “Araby,” Scrooge has changed since the start of the story in which he appears. He has grown. Unlike “Araby,” A Christmas Carol dramatizes the result of that change, not merely telling us about it, but showing it to us in a scene. (Dickens being Dickens, more scenes follow.) We don’t necessarily doubt the statement made by the narrator at the end of “Araby.” But we feel the reformation of Scrooge.

Variations on the Structural Paradigm

• Opening (via scenes or exposition or a blend of the two), and including the activating incident

• Conflict: the protagonist’s need (must be concrete, specific—dramatic) in the face of resistance by an antagonist

• Development: the escalating series of attempts to resolve the conflict

• Climax: the resolution of the conflict (the protagonist gets what he needs, or not)

• Denouement (dramatic is preferable, though not mandatory)

Though most readers remain unaware of it, this is how stories have been organized since at least Homer’s day, and probably longer. In my book (forgive the pun), that makes classic story structure not a formula, but a paradigm—an archetype, even. Maybe classic story structure is hard-wired into our brains.

Or is it? How necessary is each part of the paradigm to a successful story—that is, a story we want to begin reading, continue reading, finish—a story that works? Let’s examine whether stories require all of the components enumerated above.

Scenes: Even jokes are told in scenes. “Guy walks into a bar …” is a scene. So is “This traveling salesman stops at a farmhouse late one night, and …” A short-story or novel that relies on summary rather than scenes—a story telling us that something happened, rather than showing it happen, is insufficiently concrete and specific, a story without drama.

Exposition: By contrast, you can write a story (especially a short story) with very little background information on the characters and situation therein. “Araby” itself doesn’t include much: What is the protagonist’s name? Who are his parents? When does this story take place? And where? (The answer to the latter question must be found in the title of the collection that contains it, Dubliners.) Joyce has excluded this material either because he believed it irrelevant to “Araby” or because he thought we could figure it out ourselves.

Ernest Hemingway, an acquaintance of Joyce’s and an admirer of his work, mastered this approach in short stories like “Hills Like White Elephants.” Hemingway wrote an entire novel, and a commercially successful one at that, almost entirely lacking in exposition: A Farewell to Arms, discussed in Chapter 8 of Master Class. Generally, novels need background more than short stories do. Imagine if “Araby” continued for another 300 pages. Eventually, we’d want the mystery of the missing parents solved. Here’s a rule of thumb, however: If your readers can understand your story without a particular bit of exposition, omit it.

Conflict: A story without a conflict is not a story. It’s that simple. Every story must contain a protagonist with a need not easily solved. Can that need be low-key, even trivial? Yes—at least in a short story (see “Araby”). By virtue of their length, novels demand substantial conflicts. Remember, it is the main character’s need that drives us through the pages.

Can a story have two or more conflicts? I recommend that your short stories never include more than one. There simply isn’t room, in a work of prose fiction that can be read in a single sitting—thus the simple (rather than compound) conflicts of not just “Araby” but also the novella The Secret Sharer. Regarding novels, limit yourself to one conflict if you’re writing your first book. (As you’ll see in Chapters 4 and 5 of Master Class, a single conflict suffices in the case of Rabbit, Run and A Severed Head.) Later, you can attempt a novel with a plot and a subplot. This subplot could be a secondary need on behalf of the protagonist, which will drive a parallel but separate development, climax, and denouement. (Remember the character trying to bring up his son while hunting Vermeers?) Or you can write a book with a protagonist who has a single conflict, and another character near the book’s center who also has a driving need, as in Sense and Sensibility.

Are multiple protagonists allowed? Again, a short story’s brevity tends to militate against anything but one protagonist with one need. Novels make room for more than one character at their centers. Ultimately, however, a single figure tends to emerge as a book’s main character—its protagonist. In Sense and Sensibility, it’s Eleanor—not Marianne, and not both Dashwood sisters. (We’ll discuss why in the next chapter.) An ensemble crowds the center of A Severed Head, but there’s no question that Martin is the novel’s protagonist, the character who binds all the others together. Though many characters jockey for our attention in As I Lay Dying (discussed in Chapter 6 of Master Class) six of them act as one with respect to that novel’s conflict: bury Addie Bundren. Thus Faulkner’s book has a single, compound protagonist, the Bundren family. Almost inevitably, one character’s need emerges as more active, focused, intense than those of the others at the center of a book with multiple central characters. That character is the book’s protagonist. Though Romeo and Juliet and the films of Robert Altman come to mind, I’m unaware of a novel with two or more absolutely equal central characters.

For now, focus on writing stories with a sole protagonist who has a single, dramatic need. Run some short- and middle-distance races before signing up for that New York Marathon.

Development: Not only do stories require development; they require sufficient development. In other words, your protagonist mustn’t get what she lacks after a single attempt. She should try and fail, try and fail, try and fail—presumably with an increase in the magnitude of the attempts and failures along the way. Imagine if Odysseus were to board his ship in Troy and sail straight home to a suitor-free household. Who would care? On occasion, a student of mine will present a story to the class that seems near-perfect in every way—not just structurally, but with regard to the other elements of craft we have yet to study. Nonetheless, the climax of the story falls flat; it lacks the power that everyone agrees it logically should wield. Nine times out of ten, the problem in this situation can be diagnosed as a too-short development section. With relatively little difficulty, the protagonist has achieved what she set out to do.

I sympathize with the writer in these cases. Though development follows logically—automatically, even—from a concrete, specific conflict, it accounts for the bulk of any proper story, or should. To put it another way, this relatively mechanical process is what will fill the majority of your time at the computer, typewriter, or legal pad. None of us has enough time. Development inevitably suffers. But you must give it its due, or your story will suffer as well. Though the number is rather arbitrary, I suggest you aim to write stories (of whatever length) that are 80 percent development. Anything less will likely yield a feeble climax.

Climax: My younger students, especially, like to end their stories along these lines:

 

She unlatched the lid of the attaché case and …

THE END?

No. Not THE END. For a story without a climax—that is, a story with a conflict that remains unresolved—has not concluded.

This is worse than irritating. It is actually sort of unethical. By beginning a story, the implicit promise you have made to your readers is that you would end that story. If you do not include a climax, you therefore have broken the unspoken, unwritten writer-reader compact. Pray that your readers don’t form a mob and make their way through the streets to your house with torches and pitchforks.

Denouement: These younger would-be writers think any story with a proper resolution is old-fashioned, dowdy. Apparently they don’t understand that not one but four potential story endings exist:

• The protagonist gets what he wants, which makes him happy. Very straightforward, and by no means unsatisfying. Think of the Odyssey, Jane Eyre, and A Christmas Carol.

• The protagonist doesn’t get what he wants, which makes him unhappy. “Araby” is an example of this equally straightforward—and equally satisfying—sort of resolution. Can’t the boy try again to buy something for Mangan’s sister, at next year’s bazaar, say? Of course he can. That’s another story, though. This story, the story of this attempt to get her a gift at this year’s bazaar, is over.

• The protagonist gets what he wants, yet he is not happy about it. Hamlet does indeed kill Claudius, as instructed by his father. Along the way, however, he has precipitated the deaths of his mother, Ophelia, Polonius, Laertes, and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Then Hamlet himself dies. A variation on this first kind of ironic resolution: The goal, once attained, seems paltry in comparison with the effort made to achieve it.

• The protagonist doesn’t get what he wants, yet he is happy about it. The second kind of ironic resolution. Perhaps the main character has achieved something different, but better, than what he intended. Maybe he has learned a valuable lesson—many valuable lessons—along the way. One of the storylines of Sense and Sensibility (I won’t say which) ends in this fashion. Look for it.

Because irony is the prevailing mode of our time (versus, say, sentimentality during the Victorian Era), these last two options feel contemporary. Because they knock readers slightly off kilter, they also feel open-ended—though they are not. In each case we have fulfilled our compact with the reader by resolving the story’s conflict. Nothing has been left dangling: The protagonist wanted something, and she either got it or didn’t. “…THE END?” No. The End.

A denouement is not absolutely necessary, and is therefore often left out of—or cut from—short stories altogether. “Araby” could end with that climactic “No” and would not suffer much as a result. A Christmas Carol, on the other hand, gains considerably by the addition of a denouement (and a dramatic one at that, as discussed previously). Generally speaking, the longer the story, the more its readers desire to know the consequences of that story. Though “Araby” might end with its climax (as “Eveline,” the next short story in Joyce’s Dubliners collection, does), readers of a long novel like Sense and Sensibility or Lolita want to observe the changes wrought in the protagonists and their worlds after the conflict has been resolved.

Or, in some cases, the lack of change. Just as you might write a story in which the protagonist doesn’t achieve his goal, a main character legitimately might remain unaltered after the journey that is his story (see Rabbit, Run), a comment on the unwavering focus or sheer density of the protagonist that can be both believable and storylike. Please understand, however: I’m not talking here about a story lacking a climax, one that ends mid-development. The protagonist has got what he wanted, or not, so the story is done. But perhaps there’s an indication that he’s embarking on a new quest—different from the one at the center of the story just completed, yet strikingly similar to it. The author is showing us that the protagonist has not changed.

Here are the elements of a well-told story in order not of presentation but of necessity:

1. Conflict

2. Climax

3. Development

4. Scenes

5. Exposition

6. Denouement

7. Title

Can we shuffle the pieces, presenting them in a different order from the one outlined earlier? We can indeed. We have seen already that it is equally possible to open a story with exposition or with background, but a story could commence with conflict, too: a statement or dramatization in its first sentence of what the protagonist needs, as in Lorrie Moore’s short story “Two Boys,” which begins, “For the first time in her life, Mary was seeing two boys at once.” (Conflict: Mary needs to pick one boy.) Many readers forget that the Odyssey starts mid-development, after which it doubles back to the start of the hero’s journey and proceeds from there in more or less chronological order. You can even open with your denouement. Edith Wharton’s wonderful novella Ethan Frome starts with a broken man. The narrator of the story wonders, how did he break? Wharton journeys back in time and shows us, from the beginning. About the only place you shouldn’t open is with the climax itself. Starting with a story’s resolution leaves readers little reason to turn the pages.

Another rule of thumb: Precisely because of their abbreviated length, short stories lend themselves to structural variation more than novels do. If the other elements of craft (characterization, description, dialogue, point of view, style, and voice) are in place, many readers will suspend judgment for up to a few dozen pages; when they judge, they will do so leniently, as a result of the small amount of time and energy invested. Readers can grow very irritated at novels, however. Downright angry, even. We don’t want to spend hours—days—of our valuable time on something difficult and obscure unless the payoff is proportionally great (as in the case, for instance, of the oddly structured Wuthering Heights, which packs such an emotional wallop; ditto Joseph Conrad’s Lord Jim, so rich with insight into human nature). True, a few Modernist authors consciously rejected classic story structure, but the books they wrote can be exceedingly difficult to read (one of Modernism’s strategies, actually). Some examples: Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, and The Sound and the Fury by William Faulkner; most readers prefer the same authors’ classically structured Mrs. Dalloway and As I Lay Dying.

Like Woolf and Faulkner, you too may deviate from the paradigm outlined above. Keep this in mind, however: The farther the writer strays from classic structure, the more her Jamesean gifts must pick up the slack. Challenging our shared notion of what makes a story is risky, so if you’re planning to do so, you’d better have some genius in reserve. And ask yourself: Why am I resisting a form that Homer, Shakespeare, Charlotte Brontë, Charles Dickens, James Joyce, and scores of other storytelling giants past and present found not merely adequate but ideal? The great writers of fiction know that a story written according to tradition will always satisfy in at least one very fundamental way: its storyness.

Planning and Improvisation

At this juncture, my students often ask, Do we need to keep classic story structure in mind while writing a first draft? Regarding short stories, my answer is an emphatic no. Write your first draft however it comes to you. Tell the story as you have imagined it, favoring the chronological for the sake of simplicity and clarity. Show yourself what happened. (Readers and their needs will come later.) Don’t worry about structure. Concentrate on uploading your story from your head into your computer.

When you’ve typed THE END, put the story aside for awhile before reviewing it with a second draft in mind. Then examine its structure, or lack thereof, starting with the basics. Does your short story have one protagonist, and does that protagonist have a single dramatic need? Do not proceed until you can answer this question in the affirmative. And remember, you’re looking for something concrete and specific: Not, My protagonist needs love, but My protagonist needs a kiss from the beautiful stranger on the bus he rides home from the gym everyday. Not My main character wants to succeed, but My main character wants the corner office at the advertising agency where she works. If you fudge this question and its answer, your story will never recover, no matter how long and hard you work on it.

Using our structural model as a guide, proceed to asking the following questions of your short story:

• Does my story have an inviting title?

• Does it open with a scene, or with exposition? (Favor the former.)

• Does my story need this exposition in order to function, and if so, have I delayed its introduction as long as possible?

• Do I introduce my story’s conflict sooner rather than later?

• Does my story contain sufficient development, and do the steps in that development escalate?

• Do I resolve my conflict, permanently and without ambiguity, in one of four ways?

• Does my story include a denouement, and if so, have I dramatized the consequences, à la Dickens?

And novels? Though writers disagree about this, I passionately believe that a book-length story needs planning. Experienced writers working full-time typically take 12 months or more to write and revise a novel, and if you are writing only some of the time, you will probably be at it for years. Years! Do you really want to wander into such an endeavor with no strategy whatsoever in mind? To refuse to plan seems to me foolhardy, not to mention the very pinnacle of arrogance.

I recommend making an outline: that is, a brief, informal and tentative one. Everything can change, and will. But why not at least decide on a protagonist, her need, a handful of attempts at satisfying that need, and an outcome—a tentative outcome—before typing the first of hundreds of pages? Novel-writing can still be a voyage of discovery. Allow yourself experiments, digressions, forays from base camp toward the unknown. As your novel grows—as it improves—you will incorporate your discoveries into the outline, eventually revising it into something that bears scant resemblance to the document with which you began. But plan at the start and keep the goal in mind, on paper, as you proceed. Otherwise, it becomes ever more likely that you will lose the forest in the trees—ever more likely that you will abandon your book-in-progress altogether.

A Few Words about Theme

By this point, if not earlier, some readers (I’m thinking mainly of those who majored in English as college students) have begun indignantly thinking, it isn’t conflict and resolution that make the Odyssey, Hamlet, and Jane Eyre, “Araby” and A Christmas Carol remarkable! It’s theme: the author’s message or messages about people, the world, life! I’m not sure I agree with you. In fact, I’m certain I’m with Milan Kundera, who calls theme-obsessed readers “termites.” Even if you’re right and Kundera and I are wrong, however, the fact remains that in the absence of story structure, fiction writers lack an effective means by which to deliver their messages.

Storytellers create worlds that readers can not only observe but inhabit, allowing them to live life alongside characters and, with any luck, learn what those characters learn. (Sometimes readers even learn what the characters themselves fail to learn.) Thus these readers feel the lesson imparted; they believe it, ideally; and they remember it too, at least for a while. “Money can’t buy happiness” is just an aphorism, unless we share a rich man’s loneliness and alienation, as in George Elliot’s Silas Marner. Again, you can’t require anyone to read what you’ve written. So even if you see fiction writing as fundamentally about theme, you still need an effective Theme Delivery System. That system is story structure.

Suggestions for Further Reading: Story Structure Classic Story Structure:

Of course, the following isn’t anything like an exhaustive list, as such a list would include most of the stories told since prehistory. This is more like a tasting menu, intended to illustrate the range of writers past and present, American and foreign-born, who have found our structural paradigm or something very much like it sufficient to their highly disparate storytelling needs. As in the other lists that appear in Master Class, some (though not all) of the works herein were mentioned in the chapter that precedes the list.

1. Nicholson Baker, The Mezzanine.

2. Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre.

3. John Cheever, “The Swimmer.”

4. James Dickey, Deliverance.

5. Marguerite Duras, The Lover.

6. Homer, the Odyssey, translated by Robert Fagles.

7. Walter Kirn, Up in the Air.

8. Bharati Mukherjee, “The Tenant”

9. Joyce Carol Oates, “Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?”

10. Edith Wharton, Ethan Frome.

Variations on the Structural Paradigm:

Most of the following short stories and novels seem to have experimental structures unlike the one discussed above, or no structure at all. But inside, beneath, or behind the shifts in perspective, time, and place; the onion-like layers; and the multiple beginnings and endings; almost every example cited includes a character pursuing a need in spite of resistance—that is, conflict. Not one of these works of fiction merely describes a static situation.

1. Martin Amis, Time’s Arrow.

2. A.S. Byatt, Possession.

3. Italo Calvino, If on a winter’s night a traveler.

4. William Gass, “In the Heart of the Heart of the Country.”

5. Milan Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of Being.

6. Mario Vargas Llosa, Aunt Julia and the Scriptwriter.

7. Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Chronicle of a Death Foretold.

8. Ian McEwan, Atonement.

9. Vladimir Nabokov, Pale Fire.

10. Philip Roth, The Counterlife.

Suggestions for Further Reading: James Joyce

If reading “Araby” makes you curious about the rest of James Joyce’s work, by all means investigate the following. Remember, however, that Joyce was a Modernist. As such, he questioned the conventional, resisted it, and ultimately rebelled altogether against traditions like classic story structure—or tried to. As you read, ask yourself to what extent each story or novel adheres to our structural model and how much these works of fiction deviate from it. Then consider what the effects of the author’s choices are likely to be on the readers of his stories and novels. What does Joyce sacrifice in the name of experimentation? (Narrative thrust, perhaps? The sort of satisfaction most of us expect from stories?) What is Joyce unwilling to give up?

1. Dubliners. Joyce honed his craft in these short stories, working in a mostly conventional vein much as Picasso mastered draftsmanship and representational painting before pioneering Cubism.

2. A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Joyce’s Modernist coming-of-age novel. In what ways is it like and unlike Jane Eyre?

3. Ulysses. His masterpiece, and a high watermark of Modern art. As everyone knows, the story echoes Homer’s Odyssey—which puts us right back where we began.
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Characterization:
Sense and Sensibility

Introduction

Perhaps you noticed during our exploration of story structure in Chapter 1 that the storytelling process begins with a character. It is the protagonist, or main character, who sets a short story or novel in motion. It is also true that the particular ways in which each protagonist responds to the obstacles blocking the path to his goal define that protagonist further. That is, a proper conflict actually makes more, deeper characterization possible. Absent the challenge of returning home, Odysseus has no opportunity to display his resourcefulness. What we know about characters depends in large part on their thoughts and feelings—and especially their actions—in the face of need. People sometimes speak in terms of stories that are either “character-driven” or “plot-driven,” but this distinction is specious, I think. In a well-told story, character drives plot, and vice versa.

Another, essential generalization about character: Structure makes a story, but character makes that story special, memorable, meaningful. When we talk to one another about the short stories and novels that have meant the most to us, we almost never speak about what happened. Instead, we focus on who made it happen. Of the stories we’ve discussed so far (the Odyssey, Hamlet, Jane Eyre, A Christmas Carol, and “Araby”) not a single one revolves around a character who is less than memorable.

Or think of twentieth-century American fiction. You’re thinking about Jake Barnes and Lady Ashley, the Compson family and Jay Gatsby, aren’t you? You’re thinking about Sam Spade and Philip Marlowe; about Bigger Thomas and the Invisible Man. Augie March. Holden Caulfield and Scout Finch. Dolly Haze and Humbert Humbert. The Wapshots. Holly Golightly. Rabbit, Portnoy. Yossarian and Kilgore Trout; Tyrone Slothrop and Professor Jack Gladney. Garp. Grendel! Sethe, Sophie; Macon Leary, Sherman McCoy, and Frank Bascombe. The Lambert family. If they are well-wrought, stories intrigue, entertain, and satisfy us. But it is characters that we love—and love hating. In the short stories and novels we read and reread, it is characters above all that we cherish.

One reason why characterization came so easily to Jane Austen, the parson’s daughter who lived and wrote in rural England at the dawn of the nineteenth century, is that her protagonists all have a straightforward need: to find a husband. It’s that simple. (This is the fundamental conflict of nearly all of Shakespeare’s comedies, as well as that of recent “chick-lit” best-sellers like The Girls’ Guide to Hunting and Fishing by Melissa Bank.) It is in part the very simplicity of their conflict that makes Austen’s brilliant portrayal of these characters possible. We learn so much about Lizzie Bennet and Emma Woodhouse and the rest by means of how they respond to this easily understood, though difficult to achieve, challenge.

If you haven’t read Austen’s Sense and Sensibility, do so now, and if you have read the book, you might want to look at it again. Take your time. Unless you’ve been reading a lot of fiction from the early 1800s, you will need to shift gears a bit, lengthening your attention span to adapt to the slower rhythms of this 200-year-old novel. On the other hand, Austen’s dry wit and almost compulsive use of irony make Sense and Sensibility feel far more contemporary than many novels written a hundred years later. (For that matter, it’s less dated than some books that were published during the 1960s and 1970s.) In any case, I think you’ll agree with me when you’re finished that the effort was worth it. Then you’ll start making plans to tackle another Austen novel: Pride and Prejudice, or Emma.

Pay particular attention as you read Sense and Sensibility to the story’s characters, especially those at its center: teenaged sisters Elinor and Marianne Dashwood, and the men in their lives—Edward Ferrars, John Willoughby, and Colonel Brandon. Feel free to view (or review) the terrific Ang Lee film of the book, as well; in adapting the novel for the screen, Cambridge-educated Emma Thompson (who also plays Elinor) stuck very closely to the source. But first, the novel.

Structure, Revisited

Before we discuss characterization in depth, let’s take another look at structure. Does Sense and Sensibility conform to the structural model that James Joyce taught us?

As we discovered when we previewed it in Chapter 1 of Master Class, Austen’s novel does not open as contemporary stories tend to, with a scene or scenes. Typical of a nineteenth century novel, the first chapter of Sense and Sensibility consists of not action but background, information rather than drama: all the exposition about Old Mr. Dash-wood, his son Henry, and Henry Dashwood’s bequest of his property to his own son John rather than to John’s half-sisters (Elinor, Marianne, and Margaret) and their mother. Remarkably (at least from a twenty-first-century standpoint), Chapter 1 of Sense and Sensibility lacks scenes altogether.

Shortly after the beginning of Chapter 2, however, John Dashwood tells his wife Fanny “It was my father’s last request to me …that I should assist his widow [Mrs. Dashwood] and daughters [Elinor, Marianne, and Margaret].”

“He did not know what he was talking of, I dare say,” replies Fanny, the novel’s first antagonistic character—and we’re off. By chapter’s end, Fanny has whittled down the 3000 pounds a year with which John intended to provide his mother and half-sisters to “acts of assistance and kindness” like “presents of fish and game, whenever they are in season.” Of course, this is information, too—exposition. But Jane Austen has presented it to us dramatically, by means of dialogue (direct quotes of the characters’ speech, a topic we’ll address more fully in Chapter 5 of Master Class). Although Austen begins her story with background, she quickly follows that up with scenes, showing us the Dashwood family rather than merely telling us about them, and from now on, she will mainly rely on this method.

“They will have ten thousand pounds divided among them,” Fanny continues, referring to John’s half-sisters. “If they marry, they will be sure of doing well, and if they do not, they may all live very comfortably together on the interest of ten thousand pounds.” This too is background—in fact, it’s the most important information in the entire novel. We don’t believe Fanny’s statement that they can exist “very comfortably” on their current income. Only by marrying will the Dashwood sisters be able to live well.

Finally, at the start of Chapter 3 we learn of “a growing attachment” between Elinor Dashwood and Fanny’s brother Edward Ferrars, “a gentlemanlike and pleasing young man” who also happens to be “the eldest son of a man who had died very rich.” We have our conflict. Resolution will come when Elinor marries the apparently wealthy Edward—or becomes convinced that doing so is impossible or perhaps unwise. The story is in motion.

I repeat: The conflict of Sense and Sensibility by Jane Austen is Elinor Dashwood’s need for Edward Ferrars. It is this situation, above all others, that keeps us turning the novel’s pages—which is not to say that we don’t enjoy the writer’s characterization, dialogue, style, and voice along the way. (Description is Austen’s Achilles heel.) But Elinor’s need for Edward defines the story and structures it, providing Sense and Sensibility with its beginning (she meets Edward shortly after Mr. Dash-wood’s death), middle (Elinor’s low-key attempts to win him), and end (their marriage).

No doubt you’ve recognized that Sense and Sensibility has a subplot. Just as our protagonist Elinor wants Edward, Marianne wants Willoughby. Marianne’s story has the same structure as Elinor’s, the same structure as nearly all stories: scenes and/or exposition, conflict, development, climax, denouement. It may move at a slightly different pace from Elinor’s (faster, usually), but it ends up in the same place: with a marriage (to—surprise!—Colonel Brandon).

I’d like to make one final point about the structure of Sense and Sensibility before we move into characterization proper. Were you struck by the fact that Elinor and Marianne Dashwood’s attempts to resolve their conflicts (that is, attract husbands) are for the most part passive—barely attempts at all? This is because it was unthinkable for the women of Austen’s world to actively seek mates, to take a cooking class at the Y or register with an online dating service in hopes of meeting someone, as Marianne and Elinor might do today. The girls must wait for the guys to come to them and—lucky girls—the guys do in fact come. Some of them even stay.

Avoid this in your own stories and novels, however. Readers prefer active protagonists. Jane Austen could write successfully about main characters who are passive (with respect to finding mates, that is) because she was a master of the craft. Besides, she had to. You, however, have a choice. Favor main characters who go out into the world seeking what they desire. Design and build your stories around active protagonists.

Three Levels of Characterization

One of the first things you might have noticed about Sense and Sensibility is the book’s sheer number of characters. An abridged list would include Elinor and Marianne Dashwood, Edward Ferrars, Colonel Brandon, and John Willoughby, as well as Mrs. Dashwood, John and Fanny Dashwood, Lucy Steele, Sir John Middleton, and Lady Jennings. Sure those English country houses were cavernous, but how did Jane Austen manage to cram so many men and women into a book of only 300 or so pages?

First, she brought her characters onstage relatively gradually. (She would do this even better in later novels. Sense and Sensibility was her first.) A writer can open a play or movie with a party scene, because of the visual element. We are able see the characters, so we don’t need to keep track of what they’re called, at least initially. We can draw distinctions among them easily by means of their looks. In a novel or short story, though, three’s a crowd. By all means stuff your stories with intriguing personalities, but bring them onstage—onto the page—one by one.

Austen recognized as well that storytelling is by definition undemocratic, an idea that novice writers (Americans, at least) can find discomfiting. In other words, the writer should not devote the same amount of detail to every character in her book. Some characters inhabit page after page of Sense and Sensibility, while others show up less frequently, and some barely appear and are soon forgotten by the reader. Is this fair? No. Think of the alternative, though. A novel that lavished an equal amount of attention on every character in it would not only be very long. It also would be difficult for readers to navigate, as we wondered “Whose story is this? Whose story isn’t it?” Perhaps the groom who cares for the horse that pulls Elinor Dashwood’s phaeton has a rich and interesting life, at least emotionally (and twentieth-century writers in particular would explore the inner lives of such previously unsung characters), but Sense and Sensibility isn’t his story. It’s Elinor’s. Even in this, her first novel, Jane Austen understood the fundamental idea that fictional characters occupy three basic levels in stories and in the heads and hearts of readers. Let’s start at the bottom and work our way up:

• Tertiary Characters. If you are writing a scene in which your protagonist and her boyfriend argue over lunch in a restaurant, you need to set that scene, and your setting presumably will include tables and chairs, menus, and perhaps a wine list. Maybe a blackboard on which the specials of the day have been scrawled in chalk. In a diner, a long, formica-covered counter would claim pride of place, while another kind of restaurant might have a raw bar, shellfish spread across hills of crushed ice. And if it isn’t a McDonald’s, or the Automat on 42nd Street in postwar Manhattan, your fictional restaurant will probably need some waiters.

I have nothing against waiters, being a former waiter myself. But unless you are writing The Waiter Diaries, your story’s waiters and waitresses—and its hostess and busboys and coat-check girl—will be tertiary characters in this scene.

Tertiary, or third-level, characters are not especially distinguishable from the furniture, nor should they be. Tertiary characters do exactly what’s expected of them (in this case, taking the orders, bringing the food to the table, presenting the check) and no more. In the words of the great English writer E.M. Forster (in his book Aspects of the Novel), they are flat. These characters are designed never to surprise the reader. More important, though, they never distract us. That is, they never distract us from the main characters in our scene: the protagonist and her lover, squabbling over a meal.

“Flat” sounds like a criticism. But it’s not, at least in this instance. Certain characters in any story or novel should be flat. It’s all right, in this case, for a waiter to be a waiter and nothing else. Actually, it’s preferable. Like a real waiter, the one in our imaginary scene should mainly stay out of the way.

In fact, a flat character can play a major role in a story or novel, though not the major role. The Iliad’s Hector is relatively flat (especially compared to the epic’s protagonist, Achilles), as is Shylock in The Merchant of Venice. The flatness of these characters highlights by contrast the fullness of the protagonists alongside which they appear, without distracting us unduly from those protagonists.

Now think of Sense and Sensibility. As you’d expect, grooms and cooks and maids are tertiary, if they’re mentioned at all in this novel about upper-crust love and marriage. But some of the named characters are tertiary, too. Margaret Dashwood is flat; she’s “just” Elinor and Marianne’s younger sister. Mrs. Jennings, too, is tertiary—not because she’s uninteresting, but because she’s entirely consistent. Once we get to know her, Mrs. Jennings never surprises us. She is who she is. She’s Mrs. Jennings. Even Mrs. Dash-wood is arguably a tertiary character, despite her position near the center of the action. She’s shallow and frivolous, a bona fide ninny. And nothing (not the death of her husband, nor even the near-death of her middle daughter) changes that. None of it causes her to reach for hidden reserves of strength or resourcefulness, much less wisdom.

In these characters and others, Jane Austen has painted a sort of backdrop for the story of Elinor Dashwood’s search for a husband—a backdrop that’s crucial to the success of her novel, since Sense and Sensibility actually contains very little in the way of conventional setting. (What do these houses and grounds actually look like? I often wonder while reading Austen. What are the characters wearing? What do they eat?) She has created the world in which Elinor Dashwood will seek a husband. But don’t look to Margaret and Mrs. Dashwood, or to Mrs. Jennings, for complexity of character—and not because Austen wasn’t up to complex characterization, or couldn’t be bothered. She has kept these characters flat on purpose, knowing that otherwise they would distract her readers, maybe even confuse us. When it comes to your own tertiary characters, you should do the same.

• Secondary Characters. Have you ever known a woman who was beautiful to look at, or a man who was remarkably handsome, and didn’t know it? And I don’t mean modest, or falsely modest. I’m talking about a gorgeous person who quite honestly is unaware of the fact, somehow. I once met a lawyer as thick and slow as clover honey—surprising, because we tend to think of attorneys as bright and analytical. Recently I was hired to edit the work of a scientist whose powers of reasoning appeared to be severely compromised. Or recall Bill Clinton for a moment. Though a two-term president—the most popular man in the country, effectively—he seemed throughout his presidency to be in desperate need of reassurance, approval, love.

All of the above are examples, at least potentially, of secondary characters, qualified to inhabit the foreground of stories, if not quite the center. Like most real people (and of course Clinton is a real person, incredibly), they are inconsistent, but plausibly so. Aristotle wrote in the Poetics that “even if [a character] is inconsistent …it should nevertheless be consistently inconsistent.” Our obliviously attractive beauty shouldn’t behave like a diva in one scene, nor should the dull lawyer mentioned above occasionally proffer an insight sharp as a box-cutter. If these characters are regularly contradictory, however, they will be interesting. Even better, they will be believable.

Consider John Dashwood in Sense and Sensibility. In Austen’s day, wives were expected—instructed—to honor and obey their husbands. Additionally, John is the firstborn son and an older half-brother to Elinor, Marianne, and Margaret; after their father’s death, he’s the man of the (enormous, opulent, and yet poorly heated) house. One might expect John Dashwood to be a figure of strength on not one but two counts. And yet he is comically weak. His wife, Fanny, wears the breeches in their relationship, with consequences that range far beyond their nuclear family. (It’s not an exaggeration to say that Fanny’s greedy scheming results, ultimately, in the marriage of Marianne and Colonel Brandon.) Because of Fanny, John almost literally takes food from the mouths of his sisters and mother.

So John Dashwood is a weak patriarch: an oxymoron. Yet, although it is unusual, this combination of traits doesn’t utterly defy logic. It’s plausible. So we buy it. In other words, Austen has made John Dash-wood a successful secondary character. She’s done the same with John Willoughby. Neither character’s behavior is entirely consistent. Each of them is contradictory in one fundamental respect. And neither steals the spotlight from heroines Elinor and Marianne Dashwood—though God knows, Willoughby tries.

E.M. Forster called characters like this round. He wrote, “The test of a round character is whether it is capable of surprising in a convincing way. If it never surprises, it is flat. If it does not convince, it is a flat pretending to be round.” Unlike poor Marianne, we may be shocked by Willoughby’s treachery initially, yet we don’t refuse to believe it. The signs were there. But think of a second-rate Hollywood movie (or a second-rate book, for that matter), in which heroes are always blandly heroic (= flat)—or one in which apparently unheroic characters rise to heroism with absolutely no prior indication that they were capable of doing so (falsely round). We readers want to be surprised and then, a beat later, to believe.

• Primary Characters. As romantic as her sister Elinor is rational, Marianne Dashwood is, in fact, plainly irrational—and proud of it. “She was every thing but prudent,” according to the narrator at the end of Sense and Sensibility’s Chapter 1. Fundamentally, Marianne is intelligent and sensitive, as well as level-headed enough to marry Brandon, eventually. And yet she is driven by her passion, her moods, to the extent that she is not merely careless but regularly rude. As long as we accept it, such a contradiction makes her round.

Does Marianne Dashwood qualify as a round character? Does she surprise us in a convincing way? Certainly we are surprised by her marriage to Colonel Branden—but do we believe it?

I do. Marianne has been deeply traumatized by the Willoughby affair and the illness it triggered. Arguably at least, what she needs in the aftermath of her trauma is to retreat into the bosom of a strong, supportive parent. Mrs. Dashwood is supportive in her way; however, she is anything but strong. Marianne’s father is dead. Enter Brandon. When round characters take us by surprise, we buy it, and I buy Marianne’s acceptance of the colonel’s proposal of marriage at this vulnerable time in her life. Brandon functions for Marianne as a surrogate parent.

But Austen’s characterization of Marianne surpasses mere roundness. She is a primary character. Primary characters are round, but they’re more than that, with a dimension in addition to height, width, and depth. The fourth dimension of characterization is motivation. I’m surprised by this character’s behavior; I believe it; but why? Motivation is the why.

This doesn’t mean that primary characterization requires a pat, reductive “cause” rooted in childhood trauma. (Our therapeutic culture to the contrary, such explanations are not merely simplistic, but uninteresting. They diminish, rather than enrich, the reader’s interest in and involvement with characters.) And the inconsistencies of a character like Marianne Dashwood are never explained. We can see the roots of her variable personality in Sense and Sensibility if we look for them, however, precisely because Austen planted them there.

I can think of at least three factors motivating Marianne’s extreme behavior:

• Her Age. Marianne Dashwood is a 17-year-old girl, and teenagers by definition can be romantic if not downright melodramatic. They can be downright silly. They flirt with danger, on occasion. So one reason why Marianne is unlike her sister (who’s only 19 herself, but going on 40—Elinor’s own contradictory characteristic) is simply that she’s younger.

• Her Parents. Like mother, like daughter, in this case. Apparently, and quite plausibly, the Dashwood girls identify with different parents: Elinor with her level-headed father and Marianne with Mrs. Dashwood. “The resemblance between her and her mother was strikingly great,” we learn near the start of Sense and Sensibility. More motivation for Marianne’s antics.

• Her Time and Place. Jane Austen has set Sense and Sensibility in England on the cusp dividing the Enlightenment (or Age of Reason) from the Romantic Era. Though Elinor seems immune to the attraction of the day’s fashionable aesthetic (ditto Edward Ferrars), Marianne is swept up in Romanticism, swept away by it, as Willoughby seems to be. She reads and quotes from Romantic writers like Cowper and Scott, and she is more than willing to sing the praises of, say, dead leaves (about which Marianne, Elinor, and Edward have a hilarious conversation at the end of Chapter 18). Marianne is a lot like a flower child, circa 1967, hypnotized by the lyrics of her favorite rock star-poets and excited in general by talk of revolution. (Elinor’s more of a Fifties gal.) In 1800, Romanticism was chic, and young Marianne responds to that.

Of course, Austen never baldly states that the factors mentioned above “explain” Marianne’s behavior—she’s too subtle a storyteller for that. She does scatter these clues for us, however, and even if we remain unconscious of them as we read, we feel as though Marianne Dashwood is fully fleshed-out, something very much like a living, breathing person. This is the achievement of the primary character: encountering one, readers feel as though we know her. And we never forget. Think of the Wife of Bath, Shakespeare’s Juliet, or Emily Brontë’s Catherine. They seem to us like historical figures, if not old friends.

Creating Characters

Let’s say you have an idea in mind for a fictional character. You may have conceived this character out of thin air. Perhaps you have combined the traits of different relatives, friends, and strangers, Dr. Frankenstein-like, to yield a composite character. Or maybe you’ve based this character on someone you know well—on yourself, even.

The choice is yours. Keep the following paradox in mind, however: The characters modeled most faithfully on individuals in the writer’s life often are the thinnest ones on the page. In a sense, you know too much about your brother, your lover, and your mother-in-law to capture them in three dimensions or even two; you are bound to take character traits (and even appearance) for granted, leaving the reader in the dark. Or you might not strive sufficiently to make the unlikely believable, because you know that it’s true. As my former teacher Michael Malone tells his students, however, “Fact is no excuse for fiction.” It doesn’t matter that your slim, shy, scholarly sounding father is a rabid pro football fan if you can’t convince readers of the reality of the fictional character he has inspired.

Also, a character based directly on an individual close to the writer is unlikely to surprise that writer with unexpected yet plausible behavior that might take a short story or novel in unplanned-for yet fruitful directions. Portraits of people you know tend to remain faithful to the facts of their own real lives, rather than serving the story. Besides, unless you’re Anne Tyler, it’s difficult to write compelling fiction about absolutely ordinary people. And even Tyler’s characters inevitably face extraordinary circumstances, forcing them to become equally remarkable, or fail. When you characterize, try to combine the recognizable and the remarkable.

However you proceed, I suggest you compile a dossier on each of your central characters, as Austen perhaps did when creating Elinor and Marianne. (The sisters are so carefully drawn to contrast in every way that it’s difficult to imagine Jane Austen executing her book without some sort of two-column characterization chart.) Then treat your dossier as an iceberg, only the tip of which will intrude into your story or novel. Issues to consider regarding any character you hope will be three-dimensional:

• What is your character’s name (and nickname, perhaps), sex, age, ethnicity, religion? What is her place of birth and region where she was reared, level of education, occupation, income, class, political affiliation?

• Who are your character’s friends and lovers?

• What are her habits, best qualities, worst faults, favorite foods and vacation destinations and sports and books and movies and songs?

• What makes her happy, sad, angry?

• Who or what does your character love and hate the most?

• What is your character’s secret ambition? What is her darkest secret?

• Finally, and perhaps most important of all …

• What does your character want, right now, more than anything else in the world? Just as desire lies at the heart of story structure, it is the essence of characterization, as well. If your protagonist (or other central character) doesn’t want something, and want it badly, you need to prepare more before proceeding.

If Austen drew up a dossier on the elder Dashwood sister, it might have looked something like this:

Name: Elinor Dashwood

Sex: Female

Age: 19

Ethnicity: English

Religion: Church of England

Born and reared in: Sussex

Level of education: Tutored during childhood and early adolescence

Occupation: Gentlewoman

Income: £50 per year, plus presents of fish and game, whenever they are in season

Class: Gentry

Political Affiliation: None

Friends: Her sister Marianne, Edward Ferrars. She likes Willoughby, too.

Habits: Compulsive tidiness (note that although this characteristic is probably true, Austen left it on the cutting-room floor. Then Elinor swept it up.)

Best Quality: Sense

Worst Fault: Sense

Favorite food: ?

Favorite vacation destination: “Town”

Favorite sports: Walking, ballroom dancing

Favorite book: Something very unlike a novel by Sir Walter Scott

Favorite movie: N/A

Favorite song: Unlike Marianne, Eleanor is not especially musical, a characteristic that sets them apart from one another

What makes her happy: Edward’s company

What makes her sad: The memory of her father’s death

What makes her angry: Lucy Steele’s behavior

What she loves the most: Decency

What she hates the most: Gossip

Her secret ambition: To marry Edward

Her darkest secret: Besides Austen herself, who knows? Does Elinor fear disorder or humiliation, with the result that she tries to control her world, herself?

What she wants right now: Interesting question. The easy answer is Edward, but this changes depending on Elinor’s location in the story. Before Edward enters, she wants safety and stability for her family. Later, all she wants is for Marianne to recover from Willoughby’s rejection and the illness it brings on. Edward fades as a result of Elinor’s love for her sister, which speaks well of Elinor’s loyalty and love for Marianne.

Remember, you need not elaborate in the text of your story on every detail of a character as you know her. After all, Austen omitted Eleanor’s explicit level of education and political affiliation, her habits, and her favorite food, book, and song. You should know enough, however, so that your characters’ actions are believable—which, again, is not to be confused with consistent.

Four Ways of Characterizing

Having prepared your dossier, how do you deliver to your readers the character information you’ve spent so much time assembling? You can’t very well include the chart itself in your story. By what means did Jane Austen convert her ideas about imaginary people with the characteristics of Elinor, Marianne, and the rest into what feels to us like flesh and blood? How did she turn characteristics into characters?

Remarkably, she did so using no more than four techniques. That’s right—there are only four fundamental ways by which to communicate what you know about your characters to the readers of your short story or novel, via the printed page. Let’s examine them one by one, with examples of each from Sense and Sensibility:

1. What the character does. Exactly as in real life, this method provides the closest thing to objective information about a character. Remember how Marianne reacts when she learns of Willoughby’s rejection of her—pining for him ostentatiously, then carelessly walking in the rain? Compare that to Elinor’s stiff-upper-lip approach when she believes that the man she loves has left her. We learn so much about these two young women by means of their contrasting reactions to a difficult situation that no explicit distinction by Sense and Sensibility’s narrator is necessary. And we can’t argue with what we’ve seen: Elinor is more stoic than her sister, and that’s that.

A second reason to dramatize characteristics in this way is that if readers have observed an aspect of character in a scene, they will more likely remember it. If a writer merely tells you that a character is cheap, for instance, you might forget that fact within a few pages after reading it. If you watch that character ducking out on the check at the end of a restaurant meal, however, you probably won’t lose track of this characteristic.

2. What the character says (or thinks, if we have access to his thoughts) about himself. “I could not be happy with a man whose taste did not in every way coincide with my own,” Marianne asserts near the end of Chapter 3. Just as Characterization Method #1 provides information that is quite literally objective, this method could not be more subjective. It lacks perspective altogether. What do we really know about ourselves? Not much, I’m afraid. So readers treat characters’ pronouncements about themselves skeptically, or should—and writers should avoid this method if they want the information therein to be trusted. Marianne marries Brandon, after all.

Does that mean you shouldn’t characterize in this way? Of course not. What’s more fascinating (and often entertaining, as well) than discovering how a person sees himself? Whenever somebody begins “I’m the kind of guy who …”, I prick up my ears. Just don’t rely exclusively on this method of characterization, as it’s biased to say the least.

3. What others say (or think) about the character. Elinor characterizes her sister with acuteness in Chapter 17 when she tells Edward “I should hardly call her a lively girl—she is very earnest, very eager in all she does—sometimes talks a great deal and always with animation—but she is not often really merry.” She elaborates a few pages later: “Do you not know she calls every one reserved who does not talk fast, and admire what she admires as rapturously as herself?”

We could call this the most efficient means of characterizing. Why? Because it characterizes not just the spoken-about character, but the speaker herself. We learn about Marianne above, but we learn about Elinor, as well. (We even learn about Edward, by means of his response to Elinor’s evaluation.) Keep in mind that, like Characterization Method #2, this is not objective information. Everyone is fallible. Also like Method #2, however, this can be a fascinating way of learning about a character—about characters, plural.

4. What the narrator tells us about the character. In Chapter 1 of Sense and Sensibility, we read that “Miss [Elinor] Dashwood had a delicate complexion, regular features, and a remarkably pretty figure. Marianne was still handsomer.” Who is telling us this? The narrator. Are we likely to believe it? Yes—even though, strictly speaking, the attractiveness of the Dashwood sisters is subjective, a matter of taste. Excepting the rare story with an unreliable narrator (one example of which, Lolita, we will examine in Chapter 9 of Master Class), tradition in Western storytelling favors believable narrators. There’s no reason to doubt here that Elinor’s figure is indeed “remarkably pretty.”

Of these four techniques, is there a “best” way to characterize? Again, readers will both believe and remember Method #1 best, with Method #4 coming in second place and Methods #2 and #3 bringing up the rear in terms of reliability. Does that mean that you shouldn’t convey character information to your readers via these latter techniques? No. In fact, you should characterize using every available means. After all, don’t we want to know what other characters think of the character in question—by which means they are simultaneously characterizing themselves? And although we might not trust a character’s take on herself, it inevitably speaks volumes about just who she is. In fact, the conflicts and contradictions between the information provided about a character by different sources can provide the most illuminating and fascinating characterization of all. Jane Austen used all four methods. You should, too.

At this point in any classroom discussion of characterization, a student often asks, “What about how a character looks?”

Someone’s physiognomy (his outward features) does not fall under the heading of character and characterization, but of description. (See Chapter 4 of Master Class.) Hair color, eye color, height, weight, and so forth may be important for readers to know (though it’s remarkable how little attention great storytellers like Ernest Hemingway, Henry James—and Jane Austen—devote to it). But don’t mistake these physical characteristics for character. If a woman can be described as tall, with a creamy complexion, high cheekbones, hair the color of anthracite, and ice-blue eyes, do we know anything about who she is, really? No. You can’t, in fact, judge a book by its cover.

On the other hand, the “how” of appearance can characterize both subtly and deeply. How does a character present herself to the world? Does the woman described above slouch in order to downplay her height—or wear high-heels, thereby letting her light shine? Maybe she puts her black hair up in order to highlight those cheekbones. Of course, how she reacts to others’ responses to her looks can tell us much about her, too. Imagine a chubby 10-year-old boy: Is he a wallflower, the class clown, or a bully? His weight isn’t character. The way he lives with it is. All of these behaviors can be classified under What the character does, above.

Telling your readers the brands of your characters’ clothes doesn’t count as characterization. A character wearing a Prada suit isn’t even wealthy, necessarily. Maybe he borrowed the suit—or stole it! Maybe it’s not a Prada suit at all, but a counterfeit he bought on Canal Street in New York City, or had custom-made by a tailor in Hong Kong. But the suit itself—or a character’s address, or what he drives—isn’t character. At most, these things are windows on character, portals that might lead there.

In Tom Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities, shoes don’t make the man but rather make room for deep characterization by the author. Wolfe uses his characters’ footwear as a way into an examination of their social status, background, values. For instance, an assistant district attorney in The Bonfire of the Vanities changes into a cruddy pair of running shoes before commuting from Manhattan to the Bronx County Courthouse, because he’s afraid of being mugged on the subway. Thus we learn that this character is a coward.

Metamorphoses

One issue I haven’t yet addressed is that of change—growth, even—on the part of central characters over the course of the stories in which they appear. In Chapter 1, I defined the denouement of a short story or novel as the part of the story in which the reader observes how the protagonist (or her world) has changed, or refused to change, as a result of the preceding action, remember? The fact that classic story structure includes a component earmarked for the dramatization of character development speaks of character development’s centrality to the storytelling craft.

The protagonist of Sense and Sensibility doesn’t change much. Elinor Dashwood is sensible at the start of Jane Austen’s novel, and she’s sensible at the end of it. She falls for Edward Ferrars near the beginning of the book, and by its conclusion she has married him. Satisfying enough, but how has she developed as a result of the action of the story? How has Elinor grown? True, she could have chosen another man with better financial prospects than Edward—Brandon, for instance, who probably would have been happy to wed her. But to say, as some critics have, that Elinor marries for love is to overstate the case, I think. She does so, but not to the exclusion of security.

Elinor’s failure to evolve over the course of Sense and Sensibility is one of the reasons why some readers resist embracing her enthusiastically, looking to Marianne for satisfaction in this regard. Clearly, Elinor’s sister changes by the end of the novel (though whether that change evinces growth might be debated by twenty-first century readers, who value romantic love more than Austen did). In other words, the writer has anticipated our need to observe character development at or near the center of her book, and because her protagonist comes onstage more or less fully formed, Austen turns to the main character of her subplot to quench this readerly need.

Characterizing by Contrast

We’ve talked about the contrasts between Elinor and Marianne Dash-wood, and the ways in which those contrasts illuminate each. Without Elinor, Marianne would not seem as impetuous and emotional as she does, and without Marianne, Elinor wouldn’t appear to be nearly as considered and rational. Other contrasting pairs in Sense and Sensibility:

• Edward Ferrars versus Robert Ferrars

• Colonel Brandon versus Willoughby—they engage in a duel near the book’s end, though (typically, I’m afraid) Austen shies away from dramatizing it

• Elinor and Marianne versus the Steele sisters

• The John Dashwoods and Robert and Lucy versus Elinor/Edward and Marianne/Brandon

Although Austen is the master of characterization by contrast, many storytellers have employed this technique because of its effectiveness. One variation is to put a somewhat-unattractive character in close proximity to a genuine heel; suddenly the semi-Bad Guy doesn’t look half-Bad.

Anton Chekhov once advised a fellow writer never to judge his characters. Notice how Austen doesn’t really condemn Willoughby, much less punish him, though he is without a doubt the villain of Sense and Sensibility. The following sentences, which appear four paragraphs from the novel’s conclusion, are among the most remarkable in literature for their sheer generosity: “…that he was forever inconsolable, that he fled from society, or contracted an habitual gloom of temper, must not be depended on—for he did neither. He lived to exert, and frequently to enjoy himself. His wife was not always out of humor, nor his home always uncomfortable; and in his breed of horses and dogs, and in sporting of every kind, he found no inconsiderable degree of domestic felicity.”

It is precisely this forgiving acceptance of even her cads (and nearly every Austen novel has one) that allows the author to create an antagonist like Willoughby who is more than flat, a mere mustache-twirling stereotype.

Of course, merely portraying a character you find unattractive, much less sympathizing with her, can challenge a writer, to the extent that only a few of the greats (Shakespeare and Faulkner come to mind) have ever done it unerringly. As Henry James once wrote, “To project yourself into the consciousness of a person essentially your opposite requires the audacity of great genius.” Yet you must make the attempt if you want to write fiction that readers will value.

So don’t neglect antagonists. They characterize protagonists by contrast, and by providing obstacles for protagonists to surmount, thereby showing us what main characters are “made of.” In Sense and Sensibility, Fanny Dashwood, Lucy Steele, and Willoughby all serve as antagonists to Elinor and Marianne, providing hurdles for them to leap (decorously, of course) and helping us to know the Dashwood girls better as a result.

And remember that “antagonist” is not synonymous with glowering, black-hatted villain. In A Severed Head, main character Martin Lynch-Gibbons’s antagonists include his brother Alexander, his wife Antonia, Antonia’s therapist Palmer—and, most of all, Martin himself. I wouldn’t call any of these characters villains, exactly. They simply stand in the way of Martin’s union with his object of desire.

Crisis and Character

Finally, remember another truth of literature, as it is true of real life: Crisis reveals character. The Outward Bound program initiates its participants by assigning them a difficult group task, like scaling a high wall without a ladder, precisely because such a challenge is an artificial crisis. It illustrates immediately just who is who in the group—who is the Leader, who’s the Complainer, who is the Nurse, and so on.

Every man behaves a little bit differently upon discovering, after eating a meal in a coffee shop, that his wallet is still on the dresser at home. One might throw himself upon the pity of the waitress (however many dimensions she possesses), while another would try to charm her. A third man would attempt to bully his way out of the bind. Someone else would offer to wash dishes in exchange for the meal, and yet another individual would leave his counterfeit Prada suit as collateral. Some men would simply get up and leave. Even little crises reveal character. And no writer knew little crises, and knew how to write about them, better than Jane Austen.
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Recommended Film Adaptations of Jane Austen’s Novels

The best movies, whether made in Hollywood or independently, are marvels of efficient, dramatic characterization. All of the adaptations below are instructive in this regard, as well as being structurally rigorous—even if that requires magnifying some parts of the novels and leaving others out. Valuable for storytellers-in-training.

1. Diarmuid Lawrence, dir. Emma. Starring Kate Beckinsale. United Film and Television, 1996. Far superior to the version starring Gwyneth Paltrow.

2. Ang Lee, dir. Sense and Sensibility. Starring Emma Thompson (also the screenwriter) as Elinor, Hugh Grant as Edward, and Kate Winslet as Marianne. Columbia, 1995.

3. Simon Langton, dir. Pride and Prejudice. Starring Jennifer Ehle and Colin Firth. BBC, 1996.

4. Roger Mitchell, dir. Persuasion. BBC, 1995. The most historically accurate Austen adaptation, and one of the most powerful.

5. Patricia Rozema, dir. Mansfield Park. Starring Frances O’Connor. Miramax, 1999. Freewheeling, postmodern Austen.
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Plot:
The Secret Sharer

Introduction

To a certain kind of writer-in-training (as well as quite a few readers), so much as uttering the word “plot” is practically taboo. These writers and readers look down on plot as the stuff of chubby paperbacks by the likes of Robert Ludlum and Jackie Collins, the sort of book you’d find in the spin-rack at an airport newsstand. They believe that “real” writers, writers of literary fiction, artists, are beyond plot, above it, focusing instead on characterization and description, style, and above all, voice.

As we’ve learned already, real writers (Jane Austen, for example) do indeed attend to characterization. Description, style, and voice concern them as well. Dialogue, too. But do the students of writing mentioned above think Sense and Sensibility lacks a plot? Do they believe “Araby” to be plotless—or Jane Eyre, or Hamlet? What about the Odyssey? And what led to this devaluation of plot in storytelling that aspires to the condition of literature, anyway?

In a word, Modernism. During the late nineteenth century, partly as a consequence of the invention of photography, painters—serious painters—turned their attention away from representing the world faithfully and began an explicit investigation of the formal elements of visual art: line, shape, space, light, dark, color. Before long this investigation yielded paintings that were purely abstract. That is, they represented nothing besides the elements of line, shape, space, light, dark, and color themselves. Although these were certainly pictures, they weren’t pictures of anything. Art music (sometimes called “classical” music) underwent a similar transformation, from a gradually increasing amount of atonality and/or dissonance in the music of Wagner, Debussy, and Stravinsky to a lack, in the compositions of Schoenberg and others, of anything recognizable as tonality or harmony. Most conspicuous by its absence was precisely the thing that makes music recognizable as music, at least to most followers of the “classical” genre: melody.

Fiction-writing lagged behind painting and music. Anton Chekhov began in the 1880s to write short stories that stressed characterization at the expense of plot. From Hemingway through Raymond Carver and beyond, the “literary” short story followed suit, and it would remain distinctly Chekhovian—that is, Modern—for the better part of a century. Novels, however, were another story. (Pardon the pun.) In 1900 Henry James’s so-called Major Phase, composed of his novels The Ambassadors, The Wings of the Dove, and The Golden Bowl, was still ahead of him, and despite his reputation as difficult to read, James knew how to write a plot. (This is why his novels and novellas make surprisingly good movies.) And the writing career of Joseph Conrad had just begun: His plot-rich novella The Secret Sharer, which we will discuss in this chapter, lay 10 years in the future. In other words, though melody was disappearing from music and representation from painting at the turn of the twentieth century, the most accomplished writers of serious novels still considered plot worthy of their prodigious gifts.

It was following the First World War that Modernism and novel-writing positively collided. Though critics continued to take plot-rich books seriously (The Great Gatsby, for instance), Ulysses paved the way for a different kind of story. As we know from reading “Araby,” James Joyce was capable of writing a conventional if low-key plot, but after completing Dubliners he became more interested in language itself than in storytelling per se. He also began investigating the ways in which the human mind operates, or fails to. And so the exploration of consciousness, begun as far back as Madame Bovary (not to mention Shakespeare) became the raison d’etre of long fiction that wanted to be art. What followed in the short run was an outpouring of novels (by Virginia Woolf, Marcel Proust, William Faulkner, and others) that devalued plot and so attempted to obscure it. Eventually, some books (by the French nouveau-roman writer Alain Robbe-Grillet, for instance) would try to dispense with it altogether. Thus for 60-plus years, just as representative painters and composers who wrote melodies were seen as middlebrows at best, many believed tightly woven plots to be incompatible with serious book-length fiction.

The pendulum has swung the other way, thank goodness. Among the youngish writers of literary fiction about whom the most excitement percolates these days, some continue to work within the Modernist tradition. (Examples: Junot Diaz, Jhumpa Lahiri, ZZ Packer, and Colson Whitehead.) Many others, however (Monica Ali, Jeffrey Eugenides, Jonathan Safran Foer, Jonathan Lethem, Gary Shteyngart, Zadie Smith, and David Foster Wallace) have embraced plot to varying degrees, writing literary fiction that happens to take the (plot-intensive) form of science fiction, family saga, or picaresque adventure. Others modify the level of their reliance on plot with each project. While Jonathan Franzen’s The Corrections is close to plot-free for long stretches, his earlier novel Strong Motion borrows elements from one of the most plot-intensive genres of all, the detective novel—as do Wallace’s Broom of the System and Lethem’s Motherless Brooklyn.

Notice that all of the plotters mentioned above are first and foremost novelists. Because of its abbreviated length, the short story has always been freer to play down plot in favor of the other elements of craft—thus Chekhov and his progeny. Like novels, however, short stories can be both plotted and serious.

Plot, Defined

But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. What exactly is meant by plot, anyway? Most of us sense that plot is what happens, versus who makes it happen / whom it happens to (that’s character)—but there’s more. Isn’t there? From the time all of us wake up in the morning to the moment we turn out the lights that night and, with any luck, drift towards unconsciousness, many and varied things happen. Is that plot?

Most likely, no. As Aristotle wrote in the Poetics, a plot must be unified to be worthy of the name—and it is not unified merely because it involves a single character. The Odyssey (Aristotle’s example of a unified plot) doesn’t contain every event experienced by Odysseus, just the ones related to his journey home and its consequences.

The majority of beginning memoirists suffer from an inability to understand this distinction. They believe that faithfully recording all of the events of potential interest they have participated in or witnessed during their lives, in chronological order, will make a book. But although those events themselves might astonish—thrill, even!—most readers will come away from such a narrative dissatisfied. As we read, we wonder, What is the relationship between these goings-on? What connects them, besides happenstance? A distinction must be made between events that occur as a result of other events—and those events that merely take place after other events, Aristotle cautioned. He called the latter arrangement episodic, in which the order of events dramatized or described is “neither necessary nor probable.” Cause-and-effect is central to plot. In fact, it is plot’s very essence.

E.M. Forster, who taught us about flat and round characters, called a series of events arranged episodically a story, by which I think he meant an anecdote. If I told you, in order, the events of my day, that would be a story to Forster—the story of my day. It would not be a plot, however. Forster illustrates the distinction between story and plot with the following analogy:

“The king died and then the queen died” is a story, he writes in Aspects of the Novel.

Now here’s a plot: “The king died, and then the queen died of grief.”

See the difference? The plot contains precisely the relationship between events that we discussed above. The story (anecdote) does not—which is another way of saying that it feels arbitrary, shapeless. Now, much of life is arbitrary and shapeless. But that doesn’t mean your fiction should be. In fact, humans make art precisely to repair the random and amorphous, to order and mold it. Far from being beneath the writer who aspires to make art, plot is actually one of the most artful techniques at her disposal. Indeed, Aristotle himself insisted in the Poetics that plot is the most important element of storytelling—more important, even, than character. I’m not sure I’d go that far, but his fundamental lesson is sound: Plot occupies a central place in storytelling, or should. Besides, thanks to the “causality” (Forster’s word) included in the second example above, we learn about the relationship between the king and queen (she loved him), something that the episodic anecdote left out altogether. Often plot contains, or at least implies, characterization.

So: Plot is more than what happens, a series of events related by the character who participates in or witnesses them, arranged according to the times when those events transpire (“The king died and then the queen died”). It is, rather, a series of events connected by causality: One thing happened, which caused another, which led to yet another thing, and so forth. Think dominoes.

To someone reared on a diet of Modernist literary fiction, the work of Joseph Conrad can astonish by virtue of its sheer eventfulness. Conrad’s fiction was first published in his late thirties. Like the Russian Vladimir Nabokov in the latter half of his career, Polish-born Conrad wrote in English (his third language, after Polish and French). Prior to that he spent many years as a seaman traveling from one side of the globe to the other during the last days of the Age of Empire, and it sometimes seems as if he put all his own experiences, as well as variations on every sailor’s yarn he ever heard, into his work. Though unarguably philosophical—spiritual, even—Conrad’s work never skimps on the dramatic. Exotic in setting, mysterious in effect, and often frankly violent, his books and stories brim with action, in the colloquial sense of the word. Remember how Jane Austen recoiled from including a duel in Sense and Sensibility? Conrad includes the duel.

Set aside a couple of hours to read his novella The Secret Sharer. Because the work (arguably a very long short-story) is only 60 or so pages in length, you can finish it in one sitting, and doing so allows Conrad’s tale a unity of effect that’s lost if the reading experience is fragmented. Think, while you read, about plot as we’ve defined it so far. But don’t forget structure and characterization, either. In fact, before we investigate the plot of The Secret Sharer, let’s eyeball the character at its center, and the need of that character that gives the story its shape.

The Captain’s Conflict

As James Joyce taught us in Chapter 1 of Master Class (and Jane Austen reiterated in Chapter 2), a successful short story or novel requires a conflict, a dramatic need on behalf of the protagonist. The unnamed captain of the ship on which The Secret Sharer takes place is clearly the protagonist of Conrad’s novella. (He is also the story’s narrator, years after the events described are supposed to have occurred.) What does the captain need?

Certainly he must “take the ship home,” which he can only accomplish with the full cooperation of his crew—an especially daunting task in this case because at the start of the story the captain is unacquainted with not merely that crew but the ship itself. Moreover, he lacks experience; excepting the second mate, the captain is the youngest man on board, and this is his first command. As a result, the first thing we hear him utter aboard ship is not an order but a question: “Are you aware that there is a ship anchored inside the islands?”

The need to return home, however, recalls the boy’s need for the love of Mangan’s sister in “Araby,” which is not as specific as it might be—until Joyce introduces the bazaar, and the boy’s promise to get a gift there. Or think of Elinor’s entirely believable but rather general need for a husband. Not until Edward enters Sense and Sensibility do we have the makings of a truly compelling story. Conflicts require specificity.

Thus this story’s activating incident: the appearance of Leggatt, the ex-chief mate of, and fugitive from, the nearby Sephora, whom the captain helps aboard and offers asylum in his stateroom. Because he harbors an accused murderer, the captain’s own career is now at stake—“all my future,” he tells us, “the only future for which I was fit.” In addition, the very life of his Secret Sharer is in the captain’s hands. He therefore needs to conceal the stowaway from the prying eyes and ears of the crew (who would surely disapprove of this highly unorthodox act—they’re hostile to the captain as it is) as well as anyone who might come looking for Leggatt; these will be the central character’s antagonists. Now The Secret Sharer has a conflict that is concrete and specific. And Conrad has the makings of a story.

In The Secret Sharer, the development section consists of the captain’s attempts to hide Leggatt from anyone who might discover him, especially characters inimical to the captain himself (the bewhiskered, beta-dog of a chief mate) and those actively seeking the fugitive (the Sephora’s skipper). As I mentioned in Chapter 1, one benefit of a well-conceived conflict like The Secret Sharer’s is that it suggests the story’s development—in this case, a series of tense and yet nearly farcical scenes of almost-discovery by the aforementioned antagonists. A proper conflict also implies a climax. Either Leggatt will escape the ship without being discovered …or not. And so it goes.

Putting, and Keeping, the Plot in Motion

Conrad recognized that what makes a story “literary” is not banishing plot, but rather forging a close connection between plot and the character or characters that enact it. Though it might sound facile, in the best storytelling (once again, think Homer, Shakespeare, Emily Brontë), character is plot, and plot, character. And indeed, the initial action of The Secret Sharer, the captain’s offer to take “five hours’ anchor-watch,” is an effect of the cause that is his character: The captain’s inexperience is surpassed only by his empathy. Look at his rationale for this …unconventional (to say the least) first order to the sailors under his command: “For the last two days the crew had had plenty of hard work, and the night before they had very little sleep.” In the history of work, has management ever been so sensitive to the plight of labor?

Of course, the captain’s decision to dismiss the crew on their first night aboard ship also yields consequences, which could barely be more far-reaching for this story. As the captain himself realizes, it is precisely because he has generously, naïvely “let all hands turn in without setting an anchor watch” that he finds himself in a position to observe that the ship’s rope side ladder has not been hauled in:

 

I reflected that I had myself peremptorily dismissed my officers from duty, and by my own act had prevented the anchor watch being formally set and things properly attended to. I asked myself whether it was ever wise to interfere with the established routine of duties even from the kindest of motives.

Which brings us, and him, to the story’s activating incident, the discovery by the captain of a man in the water at the bottom of that ladder. Not only that; the man in question somehow resembles the captain himself to such a degree that the latter can refer to him as “my double,” “my other self,” “my secret sharer.” They even attended the same naval academy: the Conway, a training ship for cadets based in Liverpool.

Here Conrad teaches us an invaluable storytelling lesson: A story can begin (for this is where The Secret Sharer begins in earnest—prior to this point it is not a story but a situation, the energy of which is mainly potential rather than kinetic) with almost any kind of happening, no matter how initially implausible. The ghost of the father of a university student instructs that student to kill his uncle … A traveling salesman awakens to discover that, overnight, he has been transformed into a giant insect … The fugitive rescued and harbored by an inexperienced ship’s captain seems uncannily like himself.

To the surprise of many novice writers, stories—literary stories, and realistic ones at that—can even begin with highly unlikely coincidences. After all, coincidences (“the chapter of accidents which counts for so much in the book of success,” in Conrad’s words) do occur in life. Why shouldn’t they take place in fiction? In life, most of these fortuitous events have low-key consequences if they have any consequences at all. What coincidences don’t do in life, and what they, as well as magical transformations and ghostly apparitions, mustn’t do in storytelling, is solve problems. Hamlet’s father doesn’t reappear in the final scene to rescue his son from death at the hands of Laertes. Gregor Samsa doesn’t awake at the end of The Metamorphosis, having been transformed overnight back into an ordinary human. And no one appears beside the ship (or anywhere else) in The Secret Sharer to undo the complications arising from the captain’s rescue of Leggatt.

We call such an unlikely event at or near a story’s end, descending into the story to solve problems rather than growing out of it organically, a deus ex machina (“god from the machine”), after the fairy godmother-like deities in bad classical drama who were hoisted onstage to sort things out and ensure a happy ending. Bad contemporary fiction has its dei ex machina too. Good storytelling, by contrast, eschews them altogether. An unlikely event can create complications in a story, but it shouldn’t untangle them. That’s a job for the characters themselves.

As The Secret Sharer (and Hamlet and The Metamorphosis) demonstrate, there are almost no restrictions on how you can begin a story—so long as you pay attention to the consequences of these semi-outrageous premises, following through on them with consistency and care. What makes Kafka’s novella successful is not the premise of The Metamorphosis (breathtakingly imaginative though it is) but rather the writer’s scrupulous attention to the details of what follows: Gregor Samsa’s post-transformation difficulties in turning over on his bed, crossing the floor of his room, and turning the key in his locked door; as well as his disgust with the foods he once loved, and the way his thorax expands after a meal, making asylum under the sofa uncomfortable. Conrad too “sells” his premise with food: the wonderful list of “all sorts of abominable sham delicacies out of tins” on which Leggatt subsists while hidden in the captain’s quarters. The Romantic poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge coined the expression “the willing suspension of disbelief” to describe what writers of frankly incredible material (like Coleridge’s own “Kublai Khan”) require of their readers. It is attention to the consequences of their premises that makes our suspension of disbelief not only willing but eager when we read The Metamorphosis and The Secret Sharer.

With the appearance of Leggatt, Conrad introduces an element into his story that combines the likely and the less so. Considering the captain’s inexperience and empathy, we accept that he would relieve his crew of the anchor watch on the first night aboard ship. Nor do the events aboard the Sephora, as described to the captain by Leggatt, raise readers’ eyebrows. It is the uncanny similarity between the two men, referred to again and again by the story’s narrator, that we find bizarre—if not quite Metamorphosis bizarre, then close. Conrad’s trick is to make us believe. Like Kafka, he does so via close attention to detail, not just initially but throughout The Secret Sharer.

He is explicit, for instance, about his story’s geography, carefully describing the captain’s quarters as follows:

 

…my cabin had the form of a capital letter L, the door being within the angle and opening into the short part of the letter. A writing desk and the chronometers’ table faced the door. But anyone opening it, unless he stepped right inside, had no view of what I call the long (or vertical) part of the letter. It contained some lockers surmounted by a bookcase; and a few clothes, a thick jacket or two, caps, oilskin coat, and such like, hung on hooks. There was at the bottom of that part a door opening into my bathroom, which could be entered also directly from the saloon. But that way was never used.

This material qualifies as background or exposition: information that we need to understand the story and value its effects. Without it, we won’t appreciate just how close the close calls are between Leggatt, the ship’s crew, and the Sephora’s skipper. Similarly, we must know that there are coats to hide behind and a bathtub to crouch in. Still, Conrad delays introducing this background until absolutely necessary—he could lead us on a tour of the ship in the second paragraph of his novella but doesn’t.

Actions and Consequences

After he has brought aboard a criminal (for that’s what Leggatt is) and observed their resemblance superficially—a resemblance confirmed in its essence, for him and for us, by the sleeping suit that fits—the captain’s natural tendency to empathize manifests itself fully. But for the grace of God, this man could be he, and he this man! What could the captain possibly do besides offering Leggatt asylum? This leads, in turn, to the story’s development section: the series of attempts on the part of the captain to keep his Secret Sharer hidden.

Let’s walk in chronological order through the actions and consequences that make up the plot of The Secret Sharer’s first two-thirds or so, from the events that occur first (even though they are not introduced to us first) through the departure of the Sephora’s skipper from the ship, significant because it constitutes the vanquishing of the story’s most dramatic antagonist. (Terrible Whiskers, the second mate, and the Steward antagonize the captain as well.) Note that Conrad inserts only a few of the story’s components from without (I’ll label these Premises); everything else follows from those relatively few givens. Note as well the close relationship between events that follow logically from these premises, and from their interaction. (See Figure 3-1.)

[image: image]

Figure 3-1. Cause and effect in The Secret Sharer, through the departure of the Sephora’s skipper.

And so we have reached a turning point in our tale. Now, having triumphed over one antagonist, the captain will face even more focused opposition from the antagonist that remains—his crew. It is at this juncture that Conrad introduces one more situation from without, presaged by footsteps and a knock on the door: “There’s enough wind to get under way with, sir.”

The arrival of the wind does not qualify as a deus ex machina for two reasons. Not merely prepared for, it has in fact been long awaited. Conrad describes the stillness on the first page of The Secret Sharer and follows that with the captain’s promise to the crew on their first night aboard ship: “Of course at the slightest sign of any sort of wind we’ll have the hands up and make a start at once.” If, before he disappeared from the rampart, Hamlet’s father had promised “I’ll be back,” and if indeed he had returned to save his son from death at the hands of Laertes, the latter action would not be a deus ex machina, but rather an integral plot element. So it is with the wind.

Second, the wind doesn’t untangle any complications. It only provides the captain with the opportunity to do so. In fact, the wind provides an additional complication: The ship is about to head for the open sea, away from land on which Leggatt might find asylum, so the captain must act—but how? The arrival of the wind, far from repairing the protagonist’s problems, intensifies them. Thus his plan to sail perilously close to Koh-ring after dark and release his Secret Sharer, a plan that triggers 1) the near-mutiny of the crew and 2) the offer to Leggatt of a floppy sunhat, evidence to the last of the captain’s almost superhuman gift for empathy. Ultimately, the appearance in the water of that hat will provide the captain with the necessary sign by which to navigate (“the expression of my sudden pity for his mere flesh …meant to save his homeless head from the dangers of the sun …was saving my ship, by serving me for a mark to help out the ignorance of my strangeness”), which in turn will win him the admiration of his crew. “And then the queen died of grief,” indeed: The captain’s generosity, which manifests itself from the start of the story onward is here repaid. No deus ex machina, this, but rather the all-but-inevitable consequence of what has come before—the consequence, really, of the captain’s character.

All told, Conrad’s story has been built on five premises. The proximity of the two ships is a given without which The Secret Sharer could not exist, but it is perfectly plausible—why shouldn’t two ships lie in anchor in the Gulf of Siam, two miles distant from one another? The introduction of the wind is prepared for, and only creates further complication when it is introduced.

And the other three premises? All of them are matters of characterization. The story’s protagonist is remarkably empathetic, a characteristic that is dramatized immediately (with his offer to take the watch so the crew can sleep) and reiterated throughout. The Sephora’s skipper, his most dramatic antagonist, is also the protagonist’s foil, a character who illuminates the captain by contrast—Lucy Steele to his Elinor Dashwood. The skipper of the Sephora is everything the captain fears becoming, and less, and it is his weakness that sets the plot in motion, when it intersects with Leggatt’s intolerance of incompetence.

“A boy’s adventure tale” (Conrad’s words)? Perhaps. But The Secret Sharer is a wholly literary one—a story, that is, with character at its very center.

Plot’s Potential

I have tried to demonstrate here not only how a well-wrought plot can be constructed, but that plot and literary fiction are by no means mutually exclusive. Closer in length to a short story than it is to a novel, The Secret Sharer nevertheless offers readers novelistic richness of characterization; nor does it skimp on description, dialogue, or distinctiveness of style and voice.

The story offers inexhaustible potential for interpretation, as well, if the reader is so inclined. Thus, like Kafka’s Metamorphosis, like Hamlet, The Secret Sharer rewards repeated readings. Does the captain’s double even exist? Maybe Leggatt is a particularly vivid dream. He appears at night, after all, while the captain should be asleep and even wears his sleeping suit. Is Leggatt a ghost? Our protagonist himself wonders this more than once: “Can it be, I asked myself, that he is not visible to other eyes than mine? It was like being haunted,” for instance. Also: “It occurred to me that if old ‘Bless my soul—you don’t say so’ were to put his head up the companion and catch sight of us, he would think he was seeing double, or imagine himself come upon a scene of weird witchcraft; the strange captain having a quiet confabulation by the wheel with his own gray ghost.”

Or perhaps the captain suffers from mental illness of some kind. The word “crazy” appears in the story’s first sentence, and later the narrator tells us that “the dual working of my mind distracted me almost to the point of insanity … It was very much like being mad, only it was worse because one was aware of it.” Finally he says, “I think I had come creeping quietly as near insanity as any man who has not actually gone over the border”—leaving us to wonder if the border has been left far behind, in Siam somewhere. Certainly his crew thinks he’s out of his mind. Maybe they’re right.

Various external events (the visit of the Sephora’s skipper, the steward’s report of movement in the captain’s cabin when the latter was on deck, the hat in the water at story’s end) appear to indicate that Leggatt is real (within the fictional world of The Secret Sharer, that is). It’s certainly possible, however, that other than their wearing the same-size sleeping suit, he and the captain don’t look similar at all, much less identical, because we have no one but our narrator to trust in this matter. Perhaps the captain’s empathic nature has caused him to project a sameness onto Leggatt that isn’t actually there. Indeed, the narrator admits as much at one point. He avers of Leggatt that “He was not a bit like me, really;”—then continues, with what seems a kind of perverseness, “yet, as we stood leaning over my bed-place, whispering side by side, with our dark heads together and our backs to the door, anybody bold enough to open it stealthily would have been treated to the uncanny sight of a double captain busy talking in whispers with his other self.”

Like The Metamorphosis, The Secret Sharer feels archetypal, metaphysical, mythic. Recall the positively dreamlike landscape against which the story is set, especially the breathtaking descriptions of Koh-ring near The Secret Sharer’s climax. Think of the presence in the novella of so many doubles: the captain and Leggatt in their matched sleeping suits; the captain then and now, years later, as he tells the story; and two ships with two captains, two chief mates, two second mates, and two stewards. Two peaks on Koh-ring loom over The Secret Sharer’s conclusion. These bring to mind Cain and Abel, Castor and Pollux, and especially Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Though some might add Narcissus and his beguiling reflection to that list, The Secret Sharer is a story about the redemptive power—the karmic, if not cosmic, necessity—of selfless giving, the way that generosity toward one’s fellow man is necessary to a sense of direction in life. “Take this anyhow,” the captain says to Leggatt, pressing three coins on him just prior to the story’s climax. “I’ve got six and I’d give you the lot, only I must keep a little money to buy some fruit and vegetables for the crew…” (emphasis mine). A few lines later we read this:

“A sudden thought struck me. I saw myself wandering barefoot, bareheaded, the sun beating on my dark poll [head]. I snatched off my floppy hat and tried hurriedly in the dark to ram it on my other self.”—Not “I saw him wandering barefoot,” but “myself.” Remarkable.

I’ve made a detour into meaning here, flirting with interpretation to demonstrate something: The Secret Sharer is a “heavily plotted” story, at least when compared to the typical contemporary “literary” short story or even novel (so much hiding behind coats and in bathtubs!)—but that doesn’t rule out complexity and contradiction, subtlety and nuance. And, oh yes, sheer power. In fact, the plot of The Secret Sharer is largely responsible for the story’s impact on the story’s readers.

Value characterization above all, as characters make short stories and novels worth remembering. Attend, as well, to the other elements of the storyteller’s craft. But don’t fear plot. Look “in the dark amongst all them islands and reefs and shoals” for the land wind, the premise or premises that will provide your stories with forward movement, propelling them toward safety. Toward home.

Suggestions for Further Reading: Plot

Aristotle. Poetics. Translated by Malcolm Heath. Penguin: London, 1996.

What If …?

One way to create plots, or at least begin them, is to ask, What if …? What if time ran backward instead of forward? What if, banished from the dinner table, a little boy climbed a backyard tree and swore never to come down …and never did? What if a traveling salesman woke up one morning having been transformed overnight into a giant insect?

1. Martin Amis, Time’s Arrow.

2. Italo Calvino, The Baron in the Trees.

3. Franz Kafka, The Metamorphosis.

4. Richard Powers, Galatea 2.2.

5. Alice Sebold, The Lovely Bones.

Borrowed Plots (and Characters)

If you lack altogether the imagination (or, more likely, the will) to posit a premise or premises and then explore their consequences, consider “borrowing” a plot and/or characters from a story already told—preferably one in the public domain. It worked for Shakespeare.

1. Woody Allen, “The Kugelmass Episode” (inspired by Madame Bovary).

2. Donald Barthelme, Snow White.

3. Jorge Luis Borges, “Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote.”

4. T. Coraghessan Boyle, “Greasy Lake” (inspired by the Bruce Springsteen song “Spirit in the Night”).

5. Angela Carter, The Bloody Chamber (inspired by the Grimms’ fairy tales).

6. John Gardner, Grendel (inspired by Beowulf).

7. Jean Rhys, Wide Sargasso Sea (inspired by Jane Eyre).

8. Salman Rushdie, The Ground Beneath Her Feet (inspired by the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice).

9. Jane Smiley, A Thousand Acres (inspired by King Lear).

10. John Updike, Gertrude and Claudius (inspired by Hamlet).

…Or hijack a plot from history—which, of course, also worked for Shakespeare:

1. Don DeLillo, Libra.

2. E.L. Doctorow, Ragtime.

3. Susan Sontag, The Volcano Lover.

4. Robert Graves, I, Claudius.

5. John Edgar Wideman, Philadelphia Fire.
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Description:
Rabbit, Run

Introduction

Many writers think of description as at best a necessary evil, and at worst a chore: the bathroom-tile grouting of storytelling.

But more writing than you probably realize is descriptive in nature. Often, the shortest, plainest sentences describe a person, place, or thing; an act or state of being. “See Spot run” describes Spot’s situation. He is moving fast under his own power. And we can see Spot run, so we know he isn’t doing so beyond a tree-lined ridge or on the other side of a row of parked cars; Spot isn’t a mile in the distance or halfway around the world. He’s smack in front of us. (Consider some alternatives: “See Spot go.” “I believe Spot is running.”) In its minimalist way, “See Spot run” describes how Spot is moving and where.

Granted, some writing serves primarily to identify or instruct: directions to the country house of a friend, or for the assembly of a mail-order rocking chair. Other writing tends toward the analytical or argumentative: How, exactly, did the United States become involved in the First World War? Why should the testing of cosmetics on animals be discontinued? And, of course, certain sentences link other, more descriptive, sentences: She won’t. Or, That was precisely Dave’s point. The majority of what you write as a storyteller, however (including much of your dialogue), is likely to be at least partially descriptive—and if it isn’t, it can be.

So try to break the habit of thinking about description as decoration. It isn’t an option, like an eight-track tape player in a 1979 Pontiac Firebird. Description comes standard, or should. Without description, the universe a writer creates (or tries to) is likely to be insufficiently evocative. Imagine if I had just written, It isn’t an option, like a sound system in a car. A lack of proper descriptive writing forces readers to bring their own remembered sights, sounds, smells, textures, and tastes—their own knowledge and memories—to the page, and these reader-supplied details might differ markedly from what the writer had in mind. (A reader of sound system in a car might well imagine a CD player in an SUV, for instance.) Worse yet, the reader might fail to project much of anything onto sentences lacking description, with the result that characters and the settings they inhabit, as well as the ways in which these characters behave, remain fuzzy, like photographs shot through a lens coated in vaseline. Description, correctly applied, makes words a world.

I want to stress the phrase “correctly applied.” Students of mine, as well as many published writers, regularly call a halt to the forward movement of their short stories and novels in order to lay in a discrete passage of obviously “descriptive” writing, seemingly because they feel obligated to do so:

• A head-to-toe catalogue of a character’s looks when that character enters the story, sometimes occasioned by a glance into a convenient bathroom mirror or plate-glass window.

• A rote survey of a room’s appearance before any action takes place there, in the manner of the italicized material at the start of a scene in a play script.

• Weather reports, when the action moves outdoors.

• Or something self-consciously “poetic” (as distinct from genuinely poetic). Typically this pseudopoetry consists of words that are abstract, vague, and Latinate, and the more it fails actually to describe anything, the better certain misguided readers (and perhaps the writer himself) like it.

Other readers regularly and un-self-consciously speak of skimming “descriptive” passages, or avoiding them altogether, in published books they otherwise admire and enjoy. I sympathize with the impulse. Some bad “descriptive” writing lurks out there in Storyland, and almost all of it takes this form: stand-alone and static. First the writer slams on the brakes of narrative (to resume the automotive metaphor). Then she makes a kind of list—the more pretentious, the better.

This is not the way the best descriptive writing works. Ideally, description imbues every page of storytelling, because the words on that page have been chosen with care. Sure, some passages are more overtly descriptive than others—more self-conscious about their potential to affect the reader’s eye and ear, mind, and heart—less purely workmanlike. And you should by no means strain to replace every “said” with an alternate from the thesaurus. But each sentence in your short story or novel has the potential to describe. Being a good descriptive writer means seizing that opportunity.

The chapter to come will focus on four attributes shared by the best descriptive writing: It is concrete, specific, original, and careful. Here, I will be illustrating my observations and suggestions with passages from John Updike’s 1961 novel Rabbit, Run.

Rabbit, Run tells the story of Harry “Rabbit” Angstrom, a 26-year-old former high-school basketball star who lives and works (as a door-to-door salesman for the MagiPeel Peeler Company) in the fictional city of Mt. Judge, Pennsylvania. A pickup game with some teenagers on a makeshift neighborhood court reminds Rabbit of past glories and thereby throws into relief the smallness—the meanness—of Rabbit’s life with his pregnant wife Janice and their young son Nelson. As a result, Rabbit flees town as darkness falls, fantasizing about driving all the way to Florida. He soon becomes lost, however, and before the night is through he has returned to Pennsylvania. He does not go home, however—at least, not for good. Instead he reconnects with his old coach, Tothero. He also takes up with a prostitute named Ruth and forms an unlikely friendship with Eccles, a young minister. All the while, however, Rabbit rejects responsibility. Rabbit, Run tracks that choice’s consequences.

Though its structure is somewhat amorphous thanks to a conflict that’s more abstract than it should be (Rabbit wants to be a hero again), Rabbit, Run serves as an excellent example of characterization and plot. Indeed, with regard to these elements of craft (as well as dialogue, style, and voice) it could hardly be more exemplary. Attend to Updike’s handling of them as you read. And focus especially on description, which we will discuss below. Page numbers refer to the 1988 Fawcett Columbine edition of the novel.

Let’s begin with a few words about observation.

Observation

Your descriptive writing will never be adequate, much less truly sparkle, unless you observe the world closely, carefully. Constantly. The best descriptive writers are the best observers—of sight and sound, smell and taste, of texture.

As a graduate student in the 1950s, John Updike was trained as a visual artist, and artists aren’t taught merely to draw and paint and sculpt. They’re taught to see. Reading a description of Ruth’s apartment, on page 67 of Rabbit, Run, it’s easy to imagine that Updike might have succeeded as a painter of genre scenes in the manner of Vermeer. “The shade is half-drawn, and low light gives each nubbin on the bedspread a shadow”: Who but a painter would notice this?

A proper descriptive writer, that’s who. Proper descriptive writers pay particular attention to light and its effects. Of course, they pay attention to sounds, too, and the textures of things (nubbiny bedspreads and the like), tastes, and—perhaps most challenging of all to describe—odors. The next time you smell freshly baked bread, gasoline, a glass of beer, or a lawn that was recently mowed, ask yourself what each of those things smells like, besides itself. In other words, try to experience the fragrance rather than merely identifying it. The exercise will improve your abilities as an observer.

Another Updike word-painting evokes Rabbit’s rundown neighborhood. Rather than a genre scene, this one (on page 8) is a streetscape influenced by the Ashcan School:

“The frame homes climb the hill like a single staircase. The space of six feet or so that each double house rises above its neighbor contains two wan windows, wide-spaced like the eyes of an animal, and is covered with composition shingling varying in color from bruise to dung. The fronts are scabby clapboards, once white. There are a dozen three-story homes, and each has two doors. The seventh door is his.” If we even noticed this scene on the margin of our own lives, most of us would turn away from its “scabby” squalor in something like revulsion. Updike looks hard, and as a result he truly sees. He sees, among other things, that the apparent colorlessness of the houses actually forms a sort of antirainbow.

Would-be storytellers also must learn to notice human behavior in all its infinite variety. In the next chapter, we will examine the many ways in which people talk. How do they walk—trudging or tiptoeing, swaggering or skipping? How do they sit? Do they slouch in rigid desk chairs, perch primly on the arms of Barcaloungers? How do seated people cross their legs? (There’s an uproarious riff on this in The Bonfire of the Vanities.) In The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald uses gesture to differentiate one character from another and make each of them believable and memorable. Tom Buchanan stands with his legs apart, like a Colossus astride the world, or at least East Egg. When the book’s narrator first sees the professional athlete Jordan Baker, she appears to be balancing something invisible on her chin. Perhaps it goes without saying, but in order to include these descriptions of gesture, Fitzgerald had to notice them, or something like them.

The same goes for Updike’s characters. We never see Rabbit more vividly than during his abortive migration south, when he gets lost and consults a road map. “He claws at it and tears it; with a gasp of exasperation he rips away a great triangular piece and tears the large remnant in half and, more calmly, lays these three pieces on top of each other and tears them in half, and then those six pieces and so on until he has a wad he can squeeze in his hand like a ball.” (33) Like a ball. Finally, something Rabbit can relate to. He promptly tosses it out the window of his car.

No other character in Rabbit, Run would handle a map exactly the way Rabbit does. Poor Janice, for instance, might briefly try to fold it before giving up and deciding to shove the ragged results inside the glove compartment. Unable to open the glove compartment, she then would backhand into the back seat the unfolded map, and there it would remain, out of sight and way, way out of mind.

Spy on two couples saying goodbye after a meal together sometime, only mute the audio and just watch. What can you learn about the relationships among the four by means of facial expressions and, especially, body language? Have the couples segregated themselves by gender for those last words before farewell? Who clearly wants to hurry home, as evinced by steps backward and wrap-it-up nods? Who—feet firmly planted, torso tipped forward—hopes the encounter will go on and on? Who sets up another meeting in a date book or Palm Pilot? Do handshakes end it, or hugs—or that handshake-hug combo that certain men favor?

How do different individuals hold things—hold each other, and themselves? How do they eat, drink, drive cars? When they watch television, are they reading a newspaper at the same time? Maybe they’re munching on a sandwich, talking on the phone, or knitting. How do they fight? Real people don’t fight the way they do in the movies. If punches are thrown, one usually ends things. How do they dance? How do they have sex? (John Updike’s sex scenes are renowned.) Forget what you’ve seen and heard in the movies and on TV, or read in bad books. Forget what you’ve read in good books! Stop, look, and listen. Smell. Touch. Taste.

Observe.

The Best Descriptive Writing Is Concrete

As I said in Chapter 1, if something is concrete it can be experienced by way of one or more of the senses. Abstract means the opposite. Something abstract cannot be seen, heard, smelled, touched, or tasted. It can only be apprehended via thoughts or feelings or both.

“Frightened” is an abstraction. Eyes squeezed shut, teeth chattering: That’s concrete. “Generosity” is an abstraction, while paying a stranger to buy the turkey in the butcher’s window for Bob Cratchitt’s family is concrete. Reading, we can see Scrooge hail the boy in the street from his bedroom window. The Cratchitts can smell, touch, and taste the turkey. They can’t deny it, and neither can we: Ebenezer Scrooge is generous.

The best descriptive writing—the best writing in general—is primarily concrete. It appeals to our senses first, and then to our emotions and thoughts. If you’ve read any other books on creative writing or taken a writing class, no doubt you have heard the maxim “Show, don’t tell.” Though novelists and writers of short stories would be ill-served by following this advice obsessively, its essence is sound. Begin with the concrete. All other things being equal, favor it over the abstract. If your readers want to leap from the dramatic to the thematic, they are welcome to do so. But don’t put the cart of theme before the horse that is story. Philosophers often tell stories to illustrate their abstractions, yet philosophy’s focus and its ultimate goal is abstraction. (Life is “nasty, brutish, and short” —Hobbes.) The fiction writer shares a straightforward, if often difficult job with Moby-Dick’s Ishmael: to tell the tale. Philosophy’s means to an end is storytelling’s raison d’être.

I’m not forbidding you to include the odd abstract observation in your short stories and novels. In fact, the best advice to writers might be, “Show and tell.” On page 58 of Rabbit, Run, we read of Rabbit that “It puzzles him, yet makes him want to laugh, that he can’t make the others feel what was so special.” Pretty abstract, isn’t it? But this abstraction follows a highly concrete description (which happens to appear in dialogue) of Rabbit’s “best night” as a high school athlete, at Oriole High—as well as Tothero’s too-literal reactions to what Rabbit recalls and the silence of Ruth and her friend Margaret. The writer has thereby earned the right to his abstraction. He has shown. Now he can tell.

Similarly, we learn of Rabbit’s mother-in-law Mrs. Springer that “Her house is expensively but confusedly furnished; each room seems to contain one more easy chair than necessary.” I’m not wild about that “confusedly,” but the way Updike supports his abstraction (the clause preceding the semicolon) with the concrete (the part that comes afterwards) works just as it should.

The Intimate Senses

The same goes for the author’s description of Rabbit’s nostalgia at the playground with his son Nelson, on page 193. Rabbit “feels the truth: the thing that has left his life has left irrevocably; no search would recover it.” A sentence about “the truth” is by definition at least partly abstract. Rabbit feels the truth, though. And here’s how he feels it: “Over at the pavilion the rubber thump of roof ball and the click of checkers call to his memory, and the forgotten smell of that narrow plastic ribbon you braid bracelets and whistle-chains out of and of glue and of the sweat on the handles on athletic equipment is blown down by a breeze laced with children’s murmuring.”

This passage illustrates something important about concrete description: Sight and hearing are senses, of course, and thus something visible is concrete, as are audible things. But smells and textures, as well as tastes, are more concrete. I call smell, touch, and taste intimate senses, in that someone has to be physically near the sensed object to experience them. As such, their use in writing creates the illusion that the reader inhabits the scene in which these intimate sensations appear. Depending on the amount of detail with which it is described, the look of an Irish fisherman’s sweater (its bulk and creamy color) can leave readers feeling as far as 20 or 30 feet from the character wearing it. Describe the smell of wet wool, however, and these readers will find themselves right next to that character, onstage instead of sitting in the audience. Favor the concrete over the abstract. If you have the opportunity, favor smell, touch, and taste over sight and sound.

In fact, strive to include at least one intimate sensation in every scene you write: the smell of coffee left too long on the burner, the texture of an infant’s hair, the distressing metallic aftertaste of antibiotics. In at least one small way, this will bring that scene alive for your readers—and possibly bring it alive for you, the writer, yielding a better-written scene altogether.

Similes and Metaphors

You can make your writing more concrete—as well as more poetic, less generic—by using similes and metaphors. A simile is an indirect comparison between two dissimilar things that thereby illuminates one of them: Tim ate like a pig rather than Tim ate an enormous amount very rapidly. A metaphor is a direct comparison between two dissimilar things: Tim was a pig or Tim buried his blunt, pinkish snout in the meal before him or even Tim squealed. Because of its greater compression, the metaphor is in a sense even more poetic than the simile, and at least potentially more powerful. Either way, the more original the poetic device, the better—a good reason, ultimately, to avoid writing Tim ate like a pig. It’s a cliché. (See below, under “The Best Descriptive Writing Is Original.”) Things to bear in mind when using similes and metaphors:

• Similes and metaphors must differ sufficiently from what they are intended to illuminate. Paradoxical, isn’t it? But, The delivery truck tore down the highway like a horsedrawn ice-wagon without a driver, for example, lacks impact, because delivery trucks and ice-wagons aren’t fundamentally dissimilar. Better, more evocative: The delivery truck tore down the highway like a racehorse in the homestretch.

• Similes and metaphors must correspond sufficiently to what they are intended to illuminate. The taxicab wove through stalled crosstown traffic like a racehorse in the homestretch doesn’t work. Even if the racehorse in question is fighting for position in a crowded field, the other horses don’t stand still the way this traffic does.

• Similes and metaphors must match tonally with the writing in which they appear. The delivery truck tore down the highway like an armored knight’s Arab charger, galloping toward a beautiful princess locked high in a tower of stone compares two things so dissimilar that the effect is comical—which is fine, if that’s what you intend. Otherwise, pay attention to the tone of your poetic devices.

• Similes and metaphors must be internally consistent. In “Araby,” Joyce writes “my body was like a harp and her words and gestures were like fingers running upon the wires”—not “my body was like a harp and her words and gestures painted it every color of the rainbow.”

• Finally, never include a poetic device simply because it sounds nice or makes you look good. If you use too many similes and metaphors, your writing will begin to resemble a parody of a bad hard-boiled detective novel. When it comes to similes and metaphors, a little goes a long way.

The Best Descriptive Writing Is Specific

Concrete and specific might seem at first to be synonyms. But while concreteness and specificity often overlap, by no means are the two terms interchangeable. The word food is concrete, identifying something we can see, smell, touch and taste—but it could hardly be vaguer. (Hush puppies, collard greens, and black-eyed peas are specific.) Similarly, the term cardiovascular fitness, though specific, is rather abstract. (The ability to avoid all crowded elevators: concrete.) In this section I will focus on the need for writing to be specific.

Action Verbs

Specificity in writing should not depend on modifiers: adjectives (which modify, or describe, nouns) and adverbs (which modify verbs, adjectives, and other adverbs). Instead, nouns and verbs, especially action verbs, ought to drive your writing. Compare the belabored quality of “He walked slowly and disconsolately” to “He trudged.” English contains the most words of any language, past or present. If you’re tempted to write a phrase like walked slowly and disconsolately, ask yourself, Can I locate a one-word synonym for this adverb-heavy phrase, a perfect verb? You probably can—not necessarily during the writing of your first draft, but eventually. To write “trudge” is to write descriptively in not one but two respects; because it’s impossible for a joyous person to trudge, you’ve said something about the state of mind of the trudger as well as her gait. Similarly, one can’t tiptoe carelessly, swagger with modesty, or skip in despair. Evocative description does not necessarily depend upon a string of modifiers (always a bad idea) or even a single adjective or adverb. In description, often, less really is more.

I wrote above that “nouns and verbs, especially action verbs, ought to drive your writing.” It is almost always easiest to write a sentence that has some form of the verb “to be” or “to have” in it. (So easy, in fact, that I just did it.) But sentences like this have little going for them, because they are by definition static. (Oops. I did it again.) She was sad doesn’t do anything, go anywhere. It stands in place, like a stump of stone in a petrified forest.

Such sentences also encourage precisely the overreliance on modifiers I warned against above. A novice writer types She was sad and rightly thinks, That’s pretty lame. This writer’s mistake is to embroider sad rather than replacing was, and the resulting sentence reads something like, She was often and unexpectedly sad.

Instead, replace was (the simple past, third-person singular form of “to be”) with an action verb, and replace the adverbs often and unexpectedly with adverb phrases including concrete, specific nouns: She cried at the farmer’s market, in the copy shop, and on the F train home from work.

Look again at the first page of Rabbit, Run, in which Updike has chosen his verbs (including leaps, lands, catches, startles, stare, sights, and get) with particular care. Verbals (verbs used as nouns and adjectives): rocketing, hushed, squinting, setting, wiggling, jiggling. This passage moves—which, of course, suits a description of a basketball game. But action verbs can evoke stillness, too, as on page 40: “Sunlight strikes blond squares into the drawn tan shades above a low radiator dyed black with dust.” If we even thought of including such a description in the first place (let alone applying blond to anything but hair-color and maybe wood), most of us would write something like “There were blond squares in the drawn tan shades from sunlight, above a low radiator with black dust on it.” Updike’s use of strikes and the verbal dyed brings this motionless scene to life. Two pages later we come upon a description of a man (Rabbit) sleeping, a relatively static scene brought to life by action verbs: switch, move, shudders, turn, knifes, cuts, vanishes.

Now, I would never go so far as to suggest that you should excise all forms of the verbs “to be” and “to have” from your storytelling. If writers had always done so, we would have been deprived of many immortal sentences (from the logocentric In the beginning was the Word through To be or not to be? and It was the best of times, it was the worst of times … to That’s some catch, that Catch-22 and beyond). I do recommend, however, that you try to avoid relying on “to be” and “to have.” Their use leads to less-than-dynamic sentences, which in turn yields less-than-compelling stories.

Telling Details

Specificity follows too from choosing what we might call the perfect noun: sedan rather than two-doored car, sycamore instead of slim tree with smooth, mottled bark. Learn the names of things, and you will earn the trust of your readers. Fiction writers need legwork as much as do newspaper reporters. Indeed, they might need it more, because journalism is assumed to be factual, while the writer of short stories and novels must convince her readers of the truth of what she’s written. Becoming a competent storyteller requires that you go online, go to the library, and most of all, go out into the world—what I’ve heard computer programmers refer to as The Big Room—and educate yourself in its components and processes. (We’re back to the need for observing again.)

Of course, you can’t name everything, or your stories will become vast catalogues of undifferentiated detail: that is, unreadable. Therefore, avoid the insignificant and pick what Chekhov called telling details for inclusion in your fiction. A telling detail provides crucial information about a character or situation, and does so with efficiency and grace. Remember how Rabbit can’t open the closet door, in the apartment he shares with Janice and Nelson, without that door hitting the TV? This is a telling detail. It is meaningful, and what it means is that Rabbit’s home is crowded to the point of claustrophobia—his life, too. As much as the pickup basketball game with which the novel begins, the inability of this door to function as it should causes Rabbit to run. Not to mention the rest of the apartment, described on page 14.

It might seem here as though Updike has included every detail of the room Rabbit occupies. But of course he hasn’t. What does the ceiling look like, or the back of the television? The writer has omitted these details, as well as many others that he might have mentioned, because they are neither cramped nor cruddy. They don’t tell us anything about Rabbit’s repulsed reaction to this place—which is the essence, after all, of the scene. No reason, therefore, to use them.

Note the specificity within this passage: Rabbit sees not merely a glass, while stopping in at the apartment he shares with Janice and Nelson, but an Old-fashioned glass. The piece of cardboard has been bent. The fuzz under the radiators comes in rolls. Also notice the way the concrete precedes the abstract—Updike pays for continual crisscrossing mess with the sense details that come before it. Finally, although we recognize the situation described here, it’s novel in little ways, too. Have you ever thought of newspapers as “slippery”? Thus to our third category:

The Best Descriptive Writing Is Original

Exhausted Words and Phrases

With the exception of dialogue (which we will investigate in Chapter 5 of Master Class), your writing should be free of clichés, words and phrases that have become exhausted through overuse. Because Rabbit, Run tells the story of an ex-basketball player, let’s begin by looking at some clichés that have entered the daily discourse of ordinary Americans by way of sports and games:

by a nose
dropping the ball
going to the mat
ground rules
Hail Mary pass
in my corner
in the homestretch
a knockout
making an end run
neck and neck
on target
out of left field
pulling your punches
raising (or lowering) the bar
running out the clock
slam-dunk
striking out
take your best shot
throwing a curveball
trying another tack

The paradox of clichés is that although many are concrete and specific, repeated use has rendered them, in effect, abstract and vague. When somebody first said, or wrote, “It’s raining cats and dogs,” that person’s listeners or readers presumably pictured cats and dogs falling from the sky. The same is probably true to this day of children, the first few times they hear the phrase, and foreigners unfamiliar with the idiom. It’s not merely raining small animals, which would be concrete, but cats and dogs—concrete and specific. Because the metaphor is concrete and specific, it’s pleasurable, memorable. That, in turn, explains why it has lasted so long.

But do adult Americans imagine a heaven-sent deluge of cuddly house pets when they hear or read or even say “It’s raining cats and dogs”? No. They think, It’s raining hard. Or consider the phrase pitch black. Who thinks black as pitch (that is, tar) when using this common simile? No one. Instead, writers/readers/speakers/listeners mean and understand, Very dark. Pitch black is a victim of its own success. The phrase has been neutered by its concreteness and specificity. Thus the first reason you should avoid using clichés: They lack impact altogether. Clichés are wasted words, squandered page-space—lost opportunities for expression.

The second reason: You didn’t write that cliché. Someone else did. I don’t know why, but weather especially lends itself to cliché. It’s a challenge not to compare clouds to cotton, not to see snow as fundamentally like a blanket. Sunsets look bloody to many of us, and stars twinkle, if the sky is clear. But when you write that “The cottony clouds parted to reveal a blood-red sunset, and soon the stars were twinkling above fields blanketed with snow,” you haven’t really written anything. You’ve rewritten it—rewritten the work of another writer or writers, albeit writers lost to anonymity. The same is true if you (re)write that a character’s stomach “grumbled.” Someone else wrote that. You didn’t. One of the duties of a writer is to struggle to say things in original ways—as Ezra Pound advised, to “make it new.”

Speaking of which, remember that clichés are coined all the time. The culture constantly invents fresh ways of describing itself, which a novelty-desperate populace adopts and promptly divests of their newness. In the late 1970s, Tom Wolfe’s The Right Stuff introduced the general public to the phrase pushing the envelope, which comes from the subculture of 1950s American test-pilots. A quarter-century after the publication of Wolfe’s book, the phrase has not only been leeched of all potential for impact; it is also widely misunderstood and misused. The envelope is the sound barrier, and the jet pilots in Wolfe’s book pushed the outside of it. That is, their ever-faster aircraft strained against what felt, in the 1950s, like a physical container. Pushing the envelope does not mean using a mail slot.

Clichés in descriptive writing are like mortal wounds that will kill a reader’s interest in a story eventually if not right away. I once read, in a detective novel by a respected writer, that a character’s politics situated him “to the right of Attila the Hun.” How often have we encountered this description in lazily written newspaper columns and the monologues of late-night talk-show hosts? I put the book down, reasoning that if the writer couldn’t be bothered to contrive a more original way of saying “politically conservative,” I couldn’t be bothered to read his novel.

A word of caution: Most clichés don’t announce themselves as obviously as “cats and dogs” and “Attila the Hun.” Instead, they are ordinary-sounding turns of phrase that nonetheless have been eviscerated through overuse. Last but not least and few and far between are clichés, as are deliriously happy and patently obvious, contrary to popular opinion and for what seemed like an eternity.

Clichéd Situations

Remember, too, that not only words and phrases become shopworn. The same goes for characters, settings, and entire dramatic situations. Even if you use original language to describe him, a man who salves his midlife crisis with a red sportscar is a cliché. Sounds and images from popular culture, including not only the movies and TV, but books written to resemble movies and TV, as well pop-psychology and -sociology, positively saturate the world in which we live. As a result, digging past all the versions of a thing we’ve seen and heard during our lifetimes and excavating the thing itself can challenge the writer to the point of exhaustion. We know what houses in the suburbs look like in the movies and on television, in the pages of popular novels: white picket fence, blah blah blah. But how do they really look? Children aren’t 100 percent innocent—nor are they fire-starting progeny of the Devil (another, equally easy, cliché). The truth about children lies somewhere in between—exactly what makes it so difficult to apprehend, much less describe or dramatize. Calling snow a blanket prevents one from examining (or, if there’s no snow handy, recalling) what snow really looks like. Sure it’s blanketlike, but only up to a point. Struggle to avoid the use of cliché and you will find yourself describing the world better, more truly.

What’s most pernicious about clichéd words and phrases is the way in which they perpetuate our unexamined reactions (or the lack of reactions altogether) to the very world in which we live. Writing “midlife crisis,” as I did above, discourages readers, and the writer himself, from thought. Do men truly have midlife crises? If so, what qualifies as midlife—and what’s a crisis? The term dismisses the phenomenon it identifies, not to mention the crisis sufferer himself.

Perhaps Rabbit Angstrom, who is only 26, suffers from a midlife crisis—and a 26-year-old who feels as though his best years are behind him is intriguing and potentially tragic. But Updike hasn’t used the phrase. (Had it even been coined when he wrote the book?) Instead, the writer has thought hard about how, exactly, such a situation would develop and manifest itself, as well as the consequences it would most likely yield. He has dramatized his ideas in language that is concrete and specific, and that solidity and focus encourages originality—which is to say that it discourages cliché. Originality of phrasing in turn prevents the lazy reliance on third-hand “truths” about people. The result: something (the novel Rabbit, Run) that is at the same time sui generis and universal-seeming. “Don’t write about Man,” George Bernard Shaw cautioned. “Write about a man.” What he might have said was “Write about a man and thus about Man.” Focus on the concrete, specific, and original, and with a little luck your stories will transcend their own particularity.

The Best Descriptive Writing Is Careful

A talented former student of mine wrote the following sentence in her otherwise wonderful novel-in-progress: She tossed her head at me.

Of course I knew what this writer meant. At the same time, while reading, I couldn’t help but picture someone unscrewing her noggin and heaving it at the narrator like a medicine ball. John Gardner, the most famous creative writing teacher of all time, give or take Aristotle, compared the effect of well-wrought fiction on its readers to “a vivid and continuous dream.” By distracting me momentarily from her story, the imprecision of my student’s words had, in effect, awakened me from that dream. In this case, not much effort was required to reignite the illusion—the novel-in-progress contained so much charm and originality that soon I was happily dreaming again. But imagine if this student’s work had contained a similar slip of the pen every page or so. I probably would have tired, eventually, of the interruptions …and stopped reading altogether.

A particular kind of writing student dismisses such criticism as nit-picking. In spite of its inaccuracy, we understand what the sentence means, after a beat or two. Who cares if it distracts us, briefly, from the story we’re reading? After all, She tossed her head at me is just …words.

True. On the other hand, as writers, words are all we have. Shouldn’t we treat them—not to mention our readers—with respect? Taking care to avoid dream-interrupters of the She tossed her head at me kind is about respecting words and readers. So beware of words, phrases, and sentences that are inaccurate or even imprecise.

A final word about “creative” writing: The short-story master Raymond Carver wrote that anyone can express him- or herself. When my infant son cries, for instance, he’s expressing himself. (Self-expression isn’t even limited to humans. Ulysses, my dog, can do it, too.) Carver went on to say that it takes a writer to communicate, a much more difficult task. Remember Rabbit’s frustration regarding his “best night,” at Oriole High? “It puzzles him,” Updike tells us, “yet makes him want to laugh, that he can’t make the others feel what was so special.”

In Rabbit, Run, John Updike can make his readers feel what was—what is—so special. So can Raymond Carver. Can you?

Suggestions for Further Reading: Description

Descriptive Nonfiction

1. John Stillgoe, Outside Lies Magic. More successfully than anything else I’ve read, Stillgoe’s book considers the apparently banal—strip malls, for instance, and superhighways—noticing, examining, describing, and explaining these phenomena with such acuity and insight that when you have finished reading, you will find yourself experiencing the ordinary world in a new way altogether. Invaluable for descriptive writers-in-training—as are three books of reportage by writers for The New Yorker:

2. Adam Gopnik, Paris to the Moon.

3. John McPhee, The John McPhee Reader.

4. Susan Orlean, The Bullfighter Checks Her Makeup.

These writers are great not because their voices on the page are big, but because of what they observe and then bring to our attention, using the same tools available to the writer of properly descriptive fiction. That is, the writing of Gopnik, McPhee, and Orlean is concrete, specific, original, and careful.

Descriptive Fiction

Another tasting menu—this time of twentieth-century novels and short stories that include passages of successful, if very different, descriptive writing:

1. Nicholson Baker, Room Temperature.

2. Frederick Barthelme, “Driver.”

3. T. Coraghessan Boyle, World’s End.

4. Richard Ford, Independence Day.

5. Ernest Hemingway, “Big Two-Hearted River.”

6. V.S. Naipaul, In a Free State.

7. Padgett Powell, Edisto.

8. Arundhati Roy, The God of Small Things.

9. James Salter, The Hunters.

10. Amy Tan, “Rules of the Game.”

Suggestions for Further Reading: John Updike

Has any contemporary American author of literary fiction written more published books than John Updike? Since Updike’s collection of poems The Carpentered Hen appeared in the 1950s, he has produced on average a book a year, including novels, short-story collections, literary criticism (five fat volumes and counting), a memoir, a play, and children’s books. He’s written as well about art and golf, for a total of more than fifty books to date.

How does he do it? Updike’s formula could hardly be simpler: He writes two typed pages of new material a day. Doesn’t sound like much, does it? But two pages times six days a week times 52 weeks minus Christmas (Updike takes the day off. Slacker.) equal 623 manuscript pages per annum. Even accounting for false starts and discarded passages, he still is likely to accrue more than enough for that yearly book.

Write one page a day—just one. Take Saturdays or Sundays off. If you begin on January 1, you’ll have 300 pages written by the following New Year’s Eve. Three hundred pages.

When he lived with his family in an apartment on New York City’s Upper East Side, Updike’s friend John Cheever used to dress every morning in a suit and tie. (A hat, even, I think.) He then rode the elevator to the basement of his building, where he’d placed a portable typewriter on a card table near the furnace. Stripping down to his underwear for comfort’s sake, Cheever then set to work. After a few hours, he donned that suit again and commuted homeward—that is, upward. The result: dozens of classic stories and a handful of strange and beautiful (if somewhat misshapen) novels. Show up for work—forgive the cliché—and the pages will accumulate.

This is crucial. For writing to be any good at all, much of it must be deleted. The courage to cut comes only with the confidence that you can write more. That, in turn, is a simple consequence of amassing words, phrases, sentences, paragraphs—amassing pages. If you’ve written a total of 20 pages of fiction ever, the necessary decision to eliminate even one of them can rend your heart; you’re cutting fully 5 percent of your life’s work, after all. Write 200 pages, though, and that one page will be vastly less significant, proportionally. Factor in the confidence that you’ll write another tomorrow (based on those 200 pages under your belt), and suddenly deletion is bearable.

In any case, if you enjoyed Rabbit, Run and want to read more of Updike’s work, you nevertheless might find the sheer number of volumes in Updike’s oeuvre daunting. Where to begin? Some suggestions:

1. Rabbit Redux, Rabbit Is Rich, Rabbit At Rest, and “Rabbit Remembered” (in the short-story collection Licks of Love)—the sequels to Rabbit, Run, published one per decade. All but the last have been collected in a single volume entitled Rabbit Angstrom: A Tetralogy, published like all of Updike’s hardcovers by Alfred A. Knopf.

2. The Centaur. Conceived as a companion novel to Rabbit, Run and inspired by Updike’s childhood in rural Pennsylvania, this novel tells the story of a man who cheerfully faces up to responsibility rather than fleeing from it à la Angstrom. As tender and nostalgic as Rabbit, Run is hard and forward-thrusting.

3. Couples. Undervalued at the time of its publication thanks to the sensationalism of its ostensible subject matter (infidelity in upper-middle-class suburbia), Couples has emerged over time from its own notoriety as a sprawling and yet closely observed book about …a town. Enthusiastically recommended.

4. Trust Me. The best single volume of Updike’s short stories to date, including even the gargantuan, recent Early Stories 1953

5. Self-Consciousness. Updike’s memoirs, organized topically rather than chronologically, with notes throughout directing readers to the fiction inspired by the events described.
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Dialogue:
A Severed Head

Introduction

By dialogue, of course, we mean conversation in storytelling: words said aloud by one character to another. We might expand this strict definition to include gestures within these conversations, as well as the silence that sometimes occurs when people are trying to communicate with one another—or trying to avoid doing so. Dialogue does not include what characters think, or even what they “say” to themselves, silently. Everything in a short story or novel that doesn’t qualify as dialogue is called narration.

Dialogue can—should—propel the plot, increase dramatic tension, convey information, and add veracity. To take dialogue for granted in the writing of a short story or novel, as many novice and intermediate-level writers do (some experienced writers, too), is to miss not one opportunity but many.

The brilliant and prolific British novelist Iris Murdoch wrote books crowded with engaging and memorable characters. Though indisputably a “literary” writer, she didn’t fear plot. Nor did Murdoch hesitate to include humor in her books, ranging from sophisticated wordplay to irony worthy of Jane Austen to farcical goings-on to sheer slapstick. She also could be a wicked satirist, as in her masterpiece, The Sea, The Sea, which skewers the British theater world. And indeed, irony, satire, farce, and slapstick all appear in the book we are about to discuss. As Murdoch’s husband, the novelist and critic John Bayley has written, “She wanted, through her novels, to reach all possible readers, in different ways and by different means: by the excitement of her story, its pace and its comedy, through its ideas and its philosophical implications, through the numinous atmosphere of her own original and created world …”

Murdoch also was an accomplished writer of dialogue. In fact, the dialogue in her marvelous novel A Severed Head is so well-written that (in collaboration with the English playwright and novelist J.B. Priestly) she easily adapted the book for performance onstage. As we discuss dialogue, we’ll be looking mainly at examples from A Severed Head (the novel, not the play), so you should read it before proceeding with this chapter. Otherwise, Murdoch’s strategies, and her achievements, will be neither as comprehensible nor as edifying as they might. All page numbers in the chapter to come refer to the Penguin paperback edition of the book.

First, though, a warning: Most likely you haven’t read a novel quite like this before, though you probably have encountered the form Murdoch adopted for the telling of her story. A Severed Head is a comedy in the Shakespearean tradition. In fact, the novel’s characters quote Shakespeare with some regularity, saying “All’s well that ends well,” or “To sleep! Perchance to dream …” The book contains allusions to the plays of Shakespeare, too—as when, post-attempted suicide, Georgie reminds Martin of a drowned girl, which reminds us in turn of Ophelia in Hamlet. Or when he compares the two of them to survivors of a shipwreck, like those in Twelfth Night, A Winter’s Tale, or The Tempest. With its shifting pairs of mismatched lovers and frequent references to dreams and dreaming, A Severed Head particularly recalls Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream (source of Alexander’s reference to “The ousel-cock so black of hue, / With orange-tawny bill”). Here Oberon the fairy king is played by Palmer Anderson, with psychoanalysis as the misapplied magical love juice. Or does Palmer’s androgynous half-sister Honor portray Rosalind, the cross-dressing, stage-managing heroine of As You Like It? You decide.

Propelling the Plot

Dialogue can push the plot of a short story or novel forward—introduce a story’s conflict, complications to the satisfaction of its protagonist, and attempted and achieved resolutions. In other words, story events and their consequences needn’t appear in narration exclusively. They can take the form of conversations between and among characters, too. Remember The king died, and then the queen died of grief? Another version of that vest-pocket plot might read as follows:

“I’m dying,” the king told the queen.

“I’ll kill myself, then,” she said. “Life without you is not worth living.”

A Severed Head opens with dialogue (between the novel’s protagonist, the wine dealer Martin Lynch-Gibbon; and his lover, Georgie Hands), and it is with dialogue that Murdoch announces the novel’s activating incident: Martin’s wife Antonia is leaving him for her psychiatrist (and his friend), Palmer Anderson. In fact, as dialogue reveals, Antonia wants a divorce. Here are some of the additional turns in the plot of A Severed Head that appear by means of dialogue:

• Martin learns that Antonia and Palmer know about his affair with Georgie.

• Martin introduces Georgie to Antonia and Palmer.

• Martin learns that Georgie was introduced to his brother Alexander by Palmer’s half-sister, Honor Klein.

• Martin confronts Honor about introducing Georgie and Alexander.

• Palmer forbids Martin to tell Antonia about finding him and Honor in bed together.

• Palmer demands that Martin hand over Antonia, and Martin refuses to do so.

• Martin learns that Antonia wants to return to him.

• Martin and Antonia learn that Georgie and Alexander are engaged.

• Palmer invites Martin to join him and Honor on their world travels, and Martin demurs.

• Martin learns that Honor is indifferent to his love.

• Martin learns that Antonia has been involved with Alexander since before her marriage to him.

• Martin learns that Honor has left Palmer in order to be with him.

In fact, the last line of A Severed Head is written in dialogue …just as the first line is.

It might be hard to recall after reading the above, but dialogue isn’t the sole way to propel a story’s plot. There’s also pure narration. (The king died, and then the queen died of grief, remember?) No one tells Martin that Palmer and Honor are sleeping together; he catches them in bed and narrates the scene for us. Ditto Georgie’s flight to America, which Martin deduces when he sees her at the airport. And Honor figures out by means of his behavior that Martin is in love with her.

Dialogue isn’t even the only way in which fictional characters can communicate with one another on the page. One alternative is indirect discourse: Instead of “How are you doing, Nancy?” I asked, you could write I asked Nancy how she was doing, which is not dialogue, strictly speaking. In A Severed Head, Martin writes a series of letters—also not dialogue, though an exchange of letters between two characters in many ways resembles dialogue. Martin communicates with Honor, and later with Palmer, by attacking them physically. And Georgie tells Martin by means of a box full of her own hair that she has tried to kill herself.

A word about the, shall we say, frenetic plot of the novel is perhaps in order at this point. On a first reading, it can seem as if very few of the story’s events grow organically from the characters and their relationships. Rather than cause-and-effect, authorial whimsy seems to control what Martin, Georgie, Antonia, Palmer, Alexander, Rosemary, and Honor say and especially what they do. But that’s only because Martin is the story’s narrator, and Murdoch has made him so blissfully clueless. If we think about the happenings in the novel in something like the order in which they occur or occurred (rather than the order in which Martin finds out about them), things turn out to be much less aggressively arbitrary than they first appear. Here’s a chronological litany of couplings in A Severed Head:

• Palmer and Honor

• Martin and Antonia

• Antonia and Alexander

• Martin and Georgie

• Antonia and Palmer

• Georgie and Alexander

• Georgie and Palmer

• Martin and Honor

It’s a long list, isn’t it? Consider, however, that all but the last three liaisons have begun prior to the time during which the book takes place. Also, Antonia and Palmer’s liaison leads to Honor’s appearance in London, a result of which is Georgie’s introduction to Alexander, who takes up with her to punish Antonia for her affair with Palmer. In other words, Georgie/Alexander is a consequence of Antonia/Palmer. So, of course, is Martin/Honor, as without Antonia/Palmer they never would have come together. It is Alexander’s actual indifference to Georgie (and Martin’s return to Antonia) that yields Georgie’s suicide attempt, which connects her to Palmer, who offers treatment. Ultimately, there’s nothing at all in the way of dei ex machina in A Severed Head, and lots of old-fashioned, cause-and-effect plot.

Back to dialogue. Granted, this book is a relatively extreme case of its centrality in the plotting of a novel. Yet dialogue looms large in the plots of other stories we have examined, as well. “Araby” too is set in motion by dialogue: the conversation between the story’s protagonist and Mangan’s sister in which she tells him about the bazaar. The last line of their talk (“‘If I go,’ I said, ‘I will bring you something.’ “) states precisely this short story’s conflict. The conflict of Sense and Sensibility’s plot and that of its subplot—Elinor and Marianne’s need for husbands—are created by English law and the death of the girls’ father. But those conflicts are intensified by John’s conversation with his wife, in which Fanny discourages his inclination to share his inheritance with his half-sisters. In The Secret Sharer, it is dialogue that convinces the captain to bring the fugitive on board, after which Leggatt’s dialogue convinces the captain of their similarity to one another as well as the justice of the Secret Sharer’s case. And dialogue causes Rabbit to jump ship in Rabbit, Run: his conversation with Janice following the pickup game of hoops at the story’s start. It’s not so much the memories stirred up by his time on the court that make Rabbit run, as it is the contrast between these memories and the dullness of this interchange with his wife.

Increasing Dramatic Tension

Dialogue can crank up the dramatic tension within a story—especially when characters disagree. This is the case throughout Sense and Sensibility, whenever Elinor and Marianne appear in a scene together. Or think of the Severed Head scene in which Martin reluctantly introduces Georgie to Antonia. Antonia wants to be friends; Georgie rightly thinks that’s nonsense; the push-and-pull between them, augmented by Martin’s periodic interjections on Georgie’s behalf, yields enormous dynamism. Then Palmer enters the fray, siding of course with Antonia. The result is a scene we can’t stop reading.

Tension rises, as well, when one character in a conversation knows something another does not. The information withheld creates imbalance, which in turn piques readers’ interest. Look again at the scene on page 22 in which, with understandable difficulty, Antonia divulges to Martin that she and Palmer have been conducting an affair. Note the use of “Wait a minute” three times and “Sorry” four times in the following exchange: Antonia is in extreme discomfort, and soon the reader is in a kind of delicious discomfort as well. What is she trying so hard to say? Martin tunes in with typical slowness, but eventually even he grows suspicious.

 

“Wait a minute,” said Antonia. Her voice sounded thick, almost as if she were drunk. She was taking slow deep breaths, like someone collecting his powers.

I said sharply, “What’s the matter, Antonia? Has something bad happened?”

“Yes,” said Antonia. “Wait a minute. Sorry.”

She sipped her drink and then poured the rest of it into my glass. I realized that she was inarticulate with emotion.

“For God’s sake, Antonia,” I said, beginning to be thoroughly alarmed. “Whatever is it?”

“Sorry, Martin,” said Antonia. “Sorry. Wait a minute. Sorry.” She lit a cigarette. Then she said, “Look Martin, it’s this …”

As in the many Secret Sharer scenes in which the captain talks to characters (his mates and steward, and the captain of the Sephora) who don’t know that Leggatt is on board, the tension mounts the longer one party remains ignorant of what the other knows.

Conveying Information

As thousands of years of drama have demonstrated, it’s almost impossible to include too much dialogue in a story, if that dialogue is competently written. (For proof, see the dialogue-rich short stories “Hills Like White Elephants” by Ernest Hemingway, “Here We Are” by Dorothy Parker, Irwin Shaw’s “The Girls in Their Summer Dresses,” and Raymond Carver’s “What We Talk About When We Talk About Love.”) This is due to the fact that dialogue is action instead of mere information. It’s concrete (we can hear it, in our minds) rather than abstract. And action and the concrete make for successful storytelling, as their very lack at the start of Sense and Sensibility demonstrates so memorably. Omit, however, what we might call connective conversation from your short stories and novels: hello and goodbye, as well as the empty chitchat that greases the wheels of society. By all means write this dialogue, if it helps you warm up for the stuff that counts—anything goes in a first draft. Then cut it.

I wrote above that dialogue is action rather than mere information, and that “mere” is essential. Arguably at least, dialogue’s primary purpose in storytelling is to convey information to the reader. But be careful.

Narrative is preferable to dialogue so stuffed with exposition that it is not believable as the talk of anyone but an insufferable pedant: “I don’t care for Atlanta, which was originally known as ‘Terminus’ and now goes by the nicknames Hotlanta and The ATL.” If your story requires these facts in order to function (and it probably doesn’t), don’t ram them into the mouth of a character, the way a day-camp counselor once force-fed me forkfuls of breaded veal cutlet. They don’t belong there.

Additionally, there’s no need for your characters to repeat information already presented to the reader in one way or another, unless we want to observe the listener’s reaction to that information. Chapter Ten of A Severed Head begins not with Martin telling Georgie about Antonia and Palmer’s liaison, but with Georgie’s response to the news. We know what happened, so there’s no need for Murdoch to go there again. Or you can briefly summarize conversations of this kind, as when Martin reports of Antonia that she forced him to recount his affair with Georgie.

Logically enough, information should be written as narration rather than dialogue when that information is already known to the character being spoken to. Lines like “Sweetheart, I’m going to take a walk across the Brooklyn Bridge, where I proposed to you on October first, nineteen ninety-eight” are beloved of soap-opera writers, who need to remind occasional viewers of complicated relationships between characters as well as Byzantine turns of plot, and lack the luxury of narration. Unless you’re writing daytime drama, follow the sensible advice of Edith Wharton, who wrote, “When, in real life, two or more people are talking together, all that is understood between them is left out of their talk.”

In the conversation that opens A Severed Head, the relationships mentioned in dialogue are either explained in the narration, alluded to by Martin or Georgie, or merely implied by them. These relationships are not made explicit in the characters’ talk. On page 6, Martin tells Georgie that Antonia’s analysis is going well, that she’s got “tremendous transferrence.” The next lines read as follows:

 

“Palmer Anderson,” said Georgie, naming Antonia’s psychoanalyst, who was also a close friend of Antonia and myself. “Yes, I can imagine becoming addicted to him …”

Murdoch doesn’t have Martin say to Georgie, “Antonia is experiencing transference in regard to her psychoanalyst, Palmer Anderson, her friend and mine.” The difference is the difference between good dialogue and bad.

Remember the four methods of characterization discussed in Chapter 2? Two of them rely on dialogue. Another way of putting this is to say that in any short story or novel, dialogue underlies 50 percent of characterization, at least potentially. Readers learn about characters by means of what they say, when and how they say it—and what they don’t say.

What Characters Say

Sometimes people say precisely what they mean. In A Severed Head, for instance, Murdoch characterizes Georgie Hands as insightful, articulate, and honest. When Georgie speaks, therefore, we generally can trust that her words reflect what she’s seeing, thinking, feeling.

Most often, however, people say something like, but not identical to, what they intend to communicate. Some of us simply fail to recognize or appreciate fine distinctions, and our speech is correspondingly hazy. Others lack the eloquence or perhaps just the energy to state exactly what’s what. Though your narration must never suffer from this sort of imprecision, your characters are allowed to talk a bit vaguely. “My most hearty blessing!” Antonia says to Georgie on page 161, using a slightly mixed metaphor. Of course, these characters being these characters, Antonia corrects herself: “Can blessings be hearty? My blessing anyway.”

Similarly, although you should avoid clichés in your narration, your characters can use them in their speech. At least in part, people communicate orally by exchanging clichés, and dialogue in fiction is allowed to reflect this. A Severed Head’s Palmer Anderson, a psychotherapist, speaks in the clichés of psychotherapy. Although Antonia is not a psychotherapist, her adoption of this way of talking follows believably from her love and admiration for Palmer.

Martin eschews cliché. Instead, he jokes, especially when uncomfortable. After Antonia tells him that she intends to marry his brother Alexander, Martin responds that at least she won’t have to change her name. As in real life, the jokes of fictional characters often express hostility. And sometimes they betray a character’s unconscious feelings, as when Martin jokes on page 192, “It only remains …for me to fall madly in love with Rosemary and then we can all go and live happily together at Rembers!” As Martin’s ice-skating dream makes plain, he fears an incestuous relationship with his sister. Perhaps, at some level, he desires one as well.

Of course, there are the times when we say not what we mean or even something like it, but another thing altogether. We change the subject. For instance, Martin responds to Rosemary’s expression of sorrow regarding the breakup of his marriage by asking about the hat she’s wearing. On page 50 of A Severed Head, in a hilarious send-up of English reserve—and human nature generally—Martin thinks he is in love with Antonia, but does not tell her so, reasoning, “That was too mad. I said instead, ‘Look, sweetie, we must make those arrangements about the bloody furniture and so on.’ “

In this case, the conflict between what a character says and what he means is made explicit in the narration. But the gap between words and feeling also can be indicated by means of gesture. When Antonia meets Georgie, for instance, she exudes the usual bravado. But Martin notices that she has dressed up for the meeting, and when Antonia puts her hand on Martin’s sleeve, he senses she is trembling. Later, when Martin professes his love for Honor, she tells him he’s talking nonsense. Then she pours them some sherry, and her hand shakes.

When he returns from his visit to Palmer’s at the start of Chapter Twenty-Five, Martin tells Antonia that Palmer was “terribly depressed and disappointed,” which the reader knows to be untrue. Martin is trying to spare Antonia’s feelings. Like real people, fictional characters don’t merely change the subject. Sometimes they lie. Indeed, on occasion we say precisely the opposite of what we are thinking and feeling, wanting and dreading. “Well, what a lovely surprise!” Antonia says on page 161, when told of the engagement of her ex-lover, Alexander, to her husband’s ex-lover, Georgie. Oblivious so far to the Antonia-Alexander affair, Martin observes that Antonia’s voice sounds higher-pitched than usual. Then she begins to babble about hearty blessings.

With the exception of the occasional character like Georgie (exempt because Murdoch has striven to make her believably observant, verbal, and candid), when characters say exactly what they think and feel, want and fear, it’s called melodrama. Melodrama is unbelievable. More to the point, it repels anyone older than the age of 18, or ought to. Unless you are writing a so-called Y.A. novel, avoid it.

What Characters Don’t Say

A character’s silence can mean as much as her words. In fact, explicit silence in dialogue usually signifies more than what characters say. So don’t hesitate to write He said nothing. Or describe what a character does rather than speaking. As Sigmund Freud wrote, “Mortals can keep no secret. If their lips are silent, they gossip with their fingertips; betrayal forces itself through every pore.”

When Characters Say What They Say

Have you ever known someone who always says what she says at precisely the right time? That’s more than dumb luck. It’s sensitivity to the feelings of others, as well as to the ebb and flow of social intercourse generally. We call this emotional intelligence. Though the central characters in A Severed Head are a Cambridge don, a lecturer at the London School of Economics, a psychoanalyst, and a military-history buff, they seem to lack emotional intelligence altogether; or perhaps they recognize one another’s feelings but are too selfish to care. In any case, they possess a remarkable (and hilarious) knack for saying what they say at precisely the wrong time.

With respect to emotional intelligence, are your own characters prodigies or dolts? Something to think about as they begin talking to each other.

How Characters Say What They Say

Most fundamentally, dialogue is made up of only two components: diction and syntax.

Diction

Diction means word choice—as distinct from the way or ways in which those words are strung together to form sentences, which I’ll address below. What words do your characters choose to express their ideas and feelings?

The Great Divide in the English language separates the words with Anglo-Saxon roots from those derived from Latin. Think of “after” and “subsequent to”: Which characters would use the latter phrase rather than the former? A police officer, perhaps? And would our hypothetical cop say after in certain situations (at home and with his or her fellow officers) and subsequent to in others (testifying in court)? How about use and utilize? The two words are exact synonyms, but they connote vastly different situations. Engineers and businesspeople, and those in government and the armed forces, utilize things. The rest of us mostly just use.

Whether favoring the Anglo-Saxon or Latinate, some people speak with more specificity, and perhaps more accuracy, than do others. What character A calls a couch, character B would identify as a divan. Character A’s brights are character B’s high beams. Sometimes occupational expertise explains such precision; a baker knows a torte from a cake, for instance. There are others to whom precision (or pedantry, depending on your point of view) comes naturally. Which of your fictional characters can tell a blazer from a sport coat—and what does this signify about them?

Regional differences manifest themselves in diction: Californians call tennis shoes what Easterners know as sneakers. Soda in New York City is pop in Chicago. Porch, piazza, verandah, gallery: What you say depends on where you’re from. Many Southerners and some African-Americans call a pen an ink-pen. This makes sense when you realize that they pronounce pen “pin”—the “ink” part distinguishes it from a needle.

Of course, some of us intentionally season our talk with words and phrases from other places. Such foreignisms (Zeitgeist, joie de vivre) are another subset of diction. Ask yourself which of your characters might use words and phrases of this kind, as well as how (Naturally or with self-consciousness? Do they mispronounce, to the mortification of their more sophisticated companions?) and when (Consistently? Or on occasion, in order to impress?). In Lolita (examined in Chapter 9 of Master Class), Charlotte Haze mangles the foreign words and phrases that she self-consciously affects in order to wow Humbert Humbert. But he’s no better, resorting to the same technique in his narration—particularly when he’s feeling insecure. Using foreignisms restores Humbert’s feeling that he is superior to the rest of humanity, or at least middle-class Americans. The characters in A Severed Head use words and phrases from other languages less than one would expect, considering their sophistication. Martin does say “Elle ne vous aime plus” (“She doesn’t love you anymore”) on page 165, perhaps an index of his fear that Antonia doesn’t love him anymore, either.

Avoid using foreign words and phrases in dialogue unless your story requires them. Never include them simply to demonstrate your own savoir faire. And be sure that context makes meaning clear—as it does, for instance, in Ernest Hemingway’s short story “Wine of Wyoming.” Much of the story’s dialogue is in French, and yet a reader unfamiliar with that language can follow it with ease.

Americans are addicted to jargon: words and phrases specific to a particular interest, profession, or way of life. Academia has its jargon (academics speak of “unpacking” and “interrogating” “texts”), as do the subcultures of marketing and sales (“go-to guy,” “thinking outside the box,” “price points”), hip-hop (“back in the day” and “keeping it real”), the 12-step recovery movement (“don’t beat yourself up”), and computers (“interface” as a verb). Once a student in one of my adult-ed classes used “journal” as a verb. Then she used “incest” as a verb.

Think hard about which words your characters choose to say. Or perhaps, just as greatness has been thrust upon Brutus in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, diction has been thrust upon them—by class, family, education, occupation, and popular culture—and they passively adopt the words and phrases they hear and read most often. I’m amazed by the extent to which the real estate business has trained the American public to substitute home for house, when the two are by no means synonymous. (An apartment or a dorm room, an igloo or a yurt can be a home; a house is not a home if no one lives there, and even if someone does, that doesn’t make the house his home.) My mother-in-law says star when she means celebrity, regardless of whether the celebrity in question has ever been the star of anything—she’s watched Entertainment Tonight for too long. Someday I’ll use this in a short story or novel.

Syntax

Syntax is sentence structure. Does a character express himself in simple sentences (“Retrievers love fetching thrown sticks. Pugs prefer sitting on laps.”) or compound sentences (“Retrievers love fetching thrown sticks, while pugs prefer sitting on laps.”) or complex sentences (“While retrievers love fetching thrown sticks, lap-sitting is preferred by pugs”)? With respect to diction, the last example is identical to the first: We haven’t changed “love” to “adore” or “fetching” to “retrieving,” for instance. And yet, thanks to syntax, “Retrievers love fetching thrown sticks. Pugs love sitting on laps.” and “While retrievers love fetching thrown sticks, lap-sitting is preferred by pugs” sound very different—that is, they sound like the speech of two characters as different as the two who use “after” and “subsequent to.”

Diction, Syntax and Phonetic Dialogue

In carelessly written dialogue, characters speak with diction identical to that used by the narrator and the story’s author. Similarly, every character in writing of this kind employs the same sentence structure. Just as your characters should choose words appropriate to their situations and backgrounds, each of them should combine those words in ways that are unique. They should sound distinct from each other, as well as from yourself. Think of …

• A 5-year-old: limited vocabulary, simple sentences, and the occasional compound sentence, but no complex sentences

• A young advertising copywriter: nouns used as verbs (“to impact”), brand names, the latest catch-phrases, aggressive metaphors (“dropping the ball”), simple sentences or fragments

• A middle-aged liberal-arts professor: references and allusions to high culture, foreignisms, the jargon of the academy, complex sentences

Now conjure up characters less obviously distinct from one another, and less easily pigeonholed:

• An Internet technology expert from the rural South

• The Ivy League-educated daughter of a factory worker and part-time cop

• A former tapdancer from middle-class London, now a New Age healer

• A Cuban-American geologist, educated in the Soviet Union

• The 14-year-old son of a Colombian-American cleaning-woman

• A marine biologist and ordained Jesuit priest

• A former pop singer and TV actress from Taiwan, now a fashion designer in New York City

In what ways might they sound similar, different? Why?

Here’s an example of how diction and syntax combine to create an impression of a character through dialogue. A native New Yorker might order his lunch from a curbside cart by saying, “Could I get a couple franks with everything and a regular coffee? I been waiting on line an hour over here.”

Not “May I have …” or “I’d like …,” but “Could I get …”—a turn of phrase I haven’t heard in any other part of the country, or the world. (Surprising, in light of how confrontational New Yorkers are supposed to be. What’s more passive and noncommittal than “Could I get …?”) Not “I have been waiting,” not “I’ve been waiting,” but “I been waiting”. And not “two hot dogs” or even “a couple of franks” but “a couple franks”—our speaker is so hungry, apparently, that he has swallowed the of, perhaps as a sort of hors d’oeuvre. With regard to coffee in New York City, “regular” means flavored with milk and sugar. Finally, though nobody’s quite sure why, New Yorkers have been waiting “on line” (not in line—strictly a kind of skating, in the Five Boroughs) since decades before Al Gore invented the Internet.

Notice that I didn’t write “Could Oi gedda couple franks wit every-ting enna regyuluh cawfee?” Ignore accents, as Iris Murdoch does, and the phonetic spelling required to render them on the printed page. (By phonetic spelling, I mean spelling a word the way it sounds when said: “Fluffya is moi haome” instead of “Philadelphia is my home.”) Why? Because phonetic dialogue is difficult to comprehend and therefore irritating to read. In fact, most phonetic dialogue only coheres when read aloud—and who wants to read a book (other than The Cat in the Hat) aloud? Also, pulling this off consistently taxes the writer. Once a character asks “Vut’s det?,” instead of “What’s that?”, the writer must not only render the rest of her what’s as vut and her that’s as det—but every w the character speaks as a v, and all her short a’s as e’s: a real burden. True, some great American novels (Huckleberry Finn, Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God, and Call It Sleep by Henry Roth) include dialogue written phonetically. But Twain, Hurston, and Roth were master storytellers. And even so, their novels challenge the reader, line after line after line.

The final reason why I discourage the use of phonetic dialogue is that it tends to discriminate against characters, and therefore people, from certain backgrounds. With the exception of actors and newscasters trained in elocution, no one speaks English (or any other language) precisely as written. And yet we rarely see the dialogue of doctors and lawyers and suburban housewives rendered phonetically. Guess what? These folks too have accents. Nevertheless, it is generally inhabitants of the inner-city or the Deep South, immigrants and farmhands, whose speech is written as it sounds. Think of The Great Gatsby, a novel peopled by characters from a plethora of regions and classes. And yet, the words of Memphian Daisy Buchanan aren’t distorted to reflect their presumably less-than-standard pronunciation, while those of Meyer Wolfsheim are. (He famously pronounces Oxford as “Oggsford.”) This seems to me unfair, unethical, and perhaps downright immoral.

If you must use phonetic dialogue, use it in very small doses, as Dickens does in Great Expectations when he replaces Joe Gargery’s v’s with w’s. Or tell us once that a character draws out “Right?” so it sounds like “Raaaaa?” and leave it at that. Focus instead on diction and syntax, the words—rendered conventionally—that a character uses and the manner in which she uses them: “Could I get a couple franks with everything and a regular coffee?,” not “Could Oi gedda couple franks wit everyting enna regyuluh cawfee?” Look how much mileage one can get from a few strategically placed punctuation marks: “So I went to the Galleria? And I met this cute guy? And we had, like, frappucinos or whatever at the Starbucks in the Food Court?”

The working-class Jewish-Americans in Portnoy’s Complaint by Philip Roth salt their English with Yiddish words (bonditt, dreck, tsura). Yiddish syntax manifests itself not only in idiosyncratic turns of phrase (“polio doesn’t know from baseball games”—emphasis mine), but in the very construction of their spoken sentences, with the verbs left until the end in the German manner (Yiddish is a form of German): “Why you want to pay for insurance and garage and upkeep, I don’t even begin to understand” (instead of “I don’t even begin to understand why …”). The result: a book that sings with the sound of its characters’ speech. And yet Roth almost never resorts to the phonetic approach. The addition of a few accented words might add to a reader’s experience of precisely how a character sounds, but at the expense of that reader’s need to slow down and read the words aloud—not to mention the writer’s need to render all the other speeches by this character in precisely the same manner. It’s not worth it.

Considering dialogue’s limited number of components, it’s remarkable that people sound so different from one another—until you realize how many variables in turn affect diction and syntax:

• Age

• Sex (men and women communicate differently, according to the linguist Deborah Tannen and legions of standup comics)

• Ethnic and cultural background

• Nationality and region of origin and upbringing

• Class

• Education

• Occupation

• Interests (sports, computers, alternative medicine, rock and roll, surfing)

And don’t forget the catch phrases people adopt as their own and often become known by: Winslow Berry’s “Jesus God!” in The Hotel New Hampshire, for instance. Not to mention Jay Gatsby’s “old sport,” which is more than an identifying tic—it’s genuine characterization. “Old sport” speaks, literally, of Gatsby’s pathetic need to pass as a scion of Old Money, when he comes from anything but.

A test of dialogue’s specificity: Take away the attributives, and see if you can you tell, by means of the content and style of the talk within the quotes, who’s saying what. Do Murdoch’s characters sound distinct from each other, for instance? Not particularly. If you think about this, though, you’ll realize it makes sense. After all, among our seven central characters, we have two sets of siblings (Martin, Alexander, and Rosemary; Palmer and Honor). You’d expect brothers and sisters to speak with similar diction and syntax, wouldn’t you? Additionally, five of the players (Martin, Alexander, Rosemary, Antonia, and Georgie) seem to come from precisely the same claustrophobically close British upper-class subculture. Of the variables listed above, they share ethnic and cultural background, nationality and region of origin and upbringing, class, education, and interests. Finally, Palmer and Honor do indeed sound different from the rest, more genuinely intellectual—though not necessarily less decadent.

Dialogue and Relationships

Writers characterize not only people, but relationships, and the precise nature of a relationship in a short story or novel can be established for the reader by dialogue. Jane Austen did this particularly well—remember the scene in which Elinor, Edward, and Marianne converse?—but Iris Murdoch deftly characterizes relationships through dialogue too, as in this exchange between Martin and Georgie on page 9 of A Severed Head:

 

“River goddess,” I said at last.
“Merchant prince.”
“Do you love me?”
“Yes, to distraction. Do you love me?”
“Yes, infinitely.”
“Not infinitely,” said Georgie. “Let us be exact. Your love is a great but finite quantity.”

Murdoch accomplishes so much by means of this hilarious early exchange. She shows us that Martin and Georgie have passed through the same rarefied environment (boarding schools and elite universities), one in which references to history and mythology (literature, too—Martin later refers to Les Liaisons Dangereuses) take the place of the baby talk with which lovers usually stoke the flames of their intimacy and exclusivity. She also nails the exact quality of Martin and Georgie’s illicit love. It’s a kind of controlled delirium. In doing so, she introduces one of the central ideas of her novel, which will be reiterated in nearly every one of the novel’s scenes: that love is fabulously irrational. It is delirium beyond controlling, a wildfire.

Adding Veracity

Dialogue can contribute substantially to the plausibility of fiction writing. If your characters talk the way real people do, they will be more believable, and so will the story in which they appear.

How don’t real people talk? Novice storytellers to the contrary, they don’t say the name of the person they’re talking to aloud:

“David, will you pick up my drycleaning on your way home from work?”

“I’d be delighted to, Biffy.”

Exceptions to this generalization include moments of passion, including arousal (“I want you, Linda.”) and anger (“Ned, get down off that roof!”). Also salespeople (“Kira, I’d like to talk to you about an exciting investment opportunity.”)

Also, we don’t use two-word phrases that can be condensed into one-word contractions. We say “I’ll be waiting at the bar” rather than “I will be waiting at the bar.” An exception to this rule: moments of high drama, at which times we tend to enunciate for the sake of emphasis: “I did not have sexual relations with that woman.” Nor do we speak in gorgeously grammatical complex sentences worthy of the narration in a Henry James novel. (Unless, of course, we’re Henry James.) Err, when writing your characters’ spoken sentences, on the side of brevity. Fragments, even. Avoid complete sentences that are so shapely they defy belief. Your characters shouldn’t speak in monologues, either—long-winded, uninterrupted speeches. Except in the mouths of certain characters (PowerPoint presenters and clinical narcissists), speeches are implausible. They are tiresome to read, too. Break up monologues, thereby disguising them, with action, description, and responses by the listener: “Really?” or “I don’t understand.”

You can violate these rules for comical effect, as in Palmer’s speech to Martin about Georgie on pages 78 and 79. Particularly considering the circumstances (a man confronting the husband he has cuckolded) this speech is hardly believable: it’s too constructed, too polished, and too long. Which is precisely the point. Palmer’s dialogue is beyond belief—side-splittingly so. Murdoch has defied plausibility for the sake of comedy. You are welcome to do the same. Otherwise, your characters’ speech should tend more toward the naturalistic. That is, it should resemble (though by no means duplicate) real talk.

The best dialogue generates the shock of recognition: Yes, we think, reading, people do talk that way! They do say “The hell you talking about?”—dropping What and are—and I never realized it until Elmore Leonard pointed it out to me! Or this, by Richard Price, in his novel Samaritan:

 

“What was the guy’s name?” Tom rapped his cane on the floor. “Roy. Roy. Ray. No, yeah. Ray. Ray.”

I hear the oddly contradictory “No, yeah” often, but I didn’t home in on it until seeing it in print in Samaritan. Price, who I believe is the greatest living writer of dialogue in American English, is a wizard when it comes to hearing the things people say in the spaces between the things they mean to say, and then evoking them on the page in a manner that always manages to escape being belabored.

Attributives

Don’t write overly descriptive attributives or dialogue “tags”: She affirmed with conviction … or …he offered sarcastically. Dialogue tags of this kind are like parti-colored pennants flapping gaily in the breeze of your writing, alerting your readers to the fact that you are a beginner.

Instead, ask yourself the following question: Can I imply the attributive information within the quote itself? When Murdoch writes Palmer’s dialogue, she takes care to construct it from phrases, clauses, and sentences that communicate the man’s maddening reasonableness. (Palmer is almost psychotically reasonable—that is, until he is discovered in bed with his sister and loses his lover. Then Palmer’s cool starts melting.) As a result, there is no need to follow his quotes with …Palmer said reasonably. For the most part, Murdoch simply tags his dialogue with Palmer said or he said. The quotes themselves make the reasonableness more than apparent.

In fact, he said and she said (along with he and she asked) should be your default settings (to …utilize a bit of computer jargon). Despite the fears of novice writers, the repetition of these phrases distracts readers no more than multiple commas or periods do. This is especially the case if you can insert your tags midquote, thereby camouflaging them. The reader will skip past the attributive while absorbing the information it contains unconsciously, as in this passage on page 6: “Antonia’s session ends at five,” I said. “I should be back at Hereford Square soon after that.”

Or leave out tags altogether, making the speaker clear via action and paragraphing. Instead of “She said enthusiastically, ‘I can try, my darling, I can try!’” Murdoch writes “She put her two hands on my knees and leaned forward with glowing eyes. ‘I can try, my darling, I can try!’” (52) In contemporary stories and novels written in English, the writer conventionally begins a paragraph every time a different character speaks, and is allowed to include the action of that character alone inside the same paragraph. A new paragraph therefore implies a new speaker, and even without attributives we can usually figure out who’s talking, as in this conversation between Martin and Palmer on page 28 of A Severed Head:

 

“Marriage is an adventure in development,” I said.
“Exactly.”
“And it is time for Antonia to take a more advanced course.”
Palmer smiled. “You are charming to put it so!” he said.

Murdoch has omitted I said and he said from the second and third lines of this exchange. In fact, she should could have cut he said from the fourth line, since Palmer smiled makes it explicit that he is the one saying “You are charming to put it so!”

At least two novels, Vox by Nicholson Baker and Philip Roth’s Deception, have been written in untagged dialogue exclusively, while Manuel Puig’s Kiss of the Spider Woman features long passages devoid of anything but talk. That’s right: No narration, no attributives. Just quotes. These read like storytelling stunts more than fully realized books, but they demonstrate the relative unimportance of attribution in dialogue that has been carefully composed. The reader never loses track of who’s speaking in Baker’s, Roth’s, and Puig’s novels, which is quite an achievement—one that you can imitate, if not necessarily reproduce to perfection.

I’ll offer a final technique for eliminating descriptive dialogue tags, which I have seen in only two places: Lolita…and A Severed Head. A character can actually provide a dialogue tag for the person he or she is speaking to—as on page 49, when Antonia says that she and Palmer “think of nothing else” than Martin:

 

“Sweet of you,” I said. I began to fill my pipe.
“Please darling,” said Antonia, “don’t do that.”
“Don’t do what, for Christ’s sake?”
“Be so sort of blank and sarcastic …”

Murdoch could have written “‘Sweet of you,’ I said, sort of blankly and sarcastically.” Of course, she didn’t.

And one last suggestion: “DON’T overuse UPPERCASE LETTERS and exclamation points!!!”—in dialogue, or anywhere else. They belong in fiction no more than do smiley-face icons and i’s dotted with miniature hearts.

Getting the Knack of Dialogue

We speak about a “knack” or even a “gift” for writing dialogue, and certainly Murdoch, as well as other successful writers of dialogue like Elmore Leonard and Richard Price, Joan Didion and Tom Wolfe, seem blessed when it comes to this often-neglected aspect of storytelling. But like every other component of fiction writing, dialogue is a craft that can be learned. (Note that Leonard and Price have written screenplays, and Didion and Wolfe apprenticed as journalists.) You can get better at it—and you should. Wooden dialogue can destroy a reader’s interest in your short story or novel even more quickly and effectively than a lack of story structure, or inept characterization, both of which take a while to become apparent. Bad dialogue announces itself immediately.

How can you improve your dialogue? First, listen: to the people closest to you and to perfect strangers, to callers on talk-radio and TV news men-in-the-street, to yourself. Not to meaning, which is what we’re accustomed to listening for. (This can be a challenge at first.) Nor should you listen for accents. In fact, accents are a distraction that you should do your best to ignore, because as I wrote previously, reproducing them on the page is a losing proposition. Instead, listen to the words themselves that people use and don’t use, and the seemingly infinite number of ways in which they daisy-chain these words together. Then take notes on phenomena you observe and particular words and phrases you encounter. I repeat: Take notes. If you don’t, you will lose everything you have so diligently gathered.

A long time ago I overheard someone refer to the physical year when he meant fiscal—and promptly wrote it down, which is why I’m able to share it with you here. A Harvard-educated physician with a Park Avenue practice once offered his diagnosis of my orthopedic condition with a shocking lack of grammatical correctness: He told me that as long as I stayed off my injured leg, it wouldn’t be long before I’d be “running real good” again. Turned out he worked part-time as the official doctor of the New York Giants football team, from whom he’d picked up a kind of jocktalk. My guess is that he knew better but enjoyed sounding like one of the athletes for whom he worked.

A creative-writing teacher of mine unconsciously inserted “you know” into practically every sentence he spoke, to the extent that my fellow students and I recorded and ranked the most egregious instances of this unfortunate tic. (Tied for first place: “Ford you know Madox you know Ford” and “King you know Lear.”) When they disagreed with him, my father’s colleagues at the English company he used to work for would begin, “One would have thought …”—a lack of directness that amused and irritated him in equal measure.

And a friend of mine regularly begins sentences this way: “The thing is is, is that I’m going to be out of town that day.” Is (is is) it really necessary to use “is” three times in a row? Couldn’t she say, “The thing is, I’m going to be out of town that day”?

No, yeah.

Each of these examples is capable of bringing to life a fictional conversation or even an entire invented character—as Dickens animates Joe Gargery almost exclusively by means of his v/w transposition and Joe’s catchphrase: “What larks!” Remember, though, that actual conversation and successful dialogue are by no means the same thing. Dialogue is more focused and consistently relevant, or should be. For evidence of this, take a look at a word-for-word transcript of an interview, meeting, or panel discussion. Or make a tape recording of a conversation with a friend and transcribe it yourself. The result will be a practically unreadable tangle of inexpressiveness, redundancy, digression, interruption, and plain old illogic, not to mention hemming and hawing. Additionally, real conversations lack shape—beginnings, middles, and ends—and the focus and impact that shape can provide. This is not what we seek as writers of dialogue. Rather, the best dialogue reminds us of real speech without reproducing it. Instead of “Uh, I actually, um, never learned to, you know, type,” write “‘I never learned to type,’ he stammered.” Then move on.

The dialogue in Raymond Carver’s masterly “What We Talk About When We Talk About Love” contains repetition, interruption, unfinished sentences, slips of the tongue, errors in fact, characters correcting themselves and even taking back what they said (alas, too late!), jargon and cliché, jokes, characters talking past each other, significant things left unsaid, and gestures—each in small doses, and all in a four-character short story that takes place entirely within an ordinary kitchen. Dialogue is one of the elements that make Carver’s short story unforgettable, a classic. Think of it as an opportunity. Many (though by no means all) published writers write dialogue adequately. Very few do it really well. Those writers, however, are positively cherished by the readers to whom they bring insight and pleasure. Why not join their ranks?

Suggestions for Further Reading: Dialogue

1. Nicholson Baker, Vox.

2. Raymond Carver, “What We Talk About When We Talk About Love.”

3. Alice Elliott Dark, “In the Gloaming.”

4. Joan Didion, Democracy.

5. James Ellroy, The Black Dahlia.

6. Ernest Hemingway, “Hills Like White Elephants.”

7. ________, “Wine of Wyoming.”

8. William Kennedy, Ironweed.

9. Elmore Leonard, City Primeval.

10. ________, Glitz.

11. Jonathan Lethem, The Fortress of Solitude.

12. Iris Murdoch, The Sea, The Sea.

13. Iris Murdoch and J.B. Priestly, A Severed Head (playscript).

14. Dorothy Parker, “Here We Are.”

15. Manuel Puig, Kiss of the Spider Woman.

16. ZZ Packer, “Our Lady of Peace.”

17. Richard Price, Freedomland.

18. ________, Samaritan.

19. Philip Roth, Deception.

20. ________, Portnoy’s Complaint.

21. Irwin Shaw, “The Girls in Their Summer Dresses.”

22. Sam Shepard, Great Dream of Heaven.

23. Ardashir Vakil, Beach Boy.

24. Tom Wolfe, A Man in Full.

25. Tobias Wolff, The Night in Question.

Also Recommended: Elegy for Iris

Not merely a great novelist, Iris Murdoch was also an accomplished philosopher and an esteemed professor at Oxford University. Thus it is a particularly cruel irony that she suffered from, and eventually died of, Alzheimer’s disease. Elegy for Iris is an account by her widower, the writer John Bayley, of his marriage to Murdoch, which ends with her mental and emotional deterioration. More than that, however, it is a stirring tribute to their unique love for one another, which outlasted the disease. I recommend the film as well, which stars Kate Winslet and Judi Dench as Murdoch during different phases of Murdoch’s life, and Jim Broadbent as Bayley.
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Point of View I—Participant Narrators:
As I Lay Dying

Introduction

In fiction writing, the term point of view (often abbreviated POV) denotes the relationship between the event or events dramatized in a particular story, the story’s teller, and its audience. Who relates these events? To whom is this storyteller telling them? And what precisely are the distances, in space and time, between events and teller, events and audience, and teller and audience?

It is a writer’s chosen point of view strategy that provides access to the heads and hearts of many characters (as in As I Lay Dying by William Faulkner, which we will be reading shortly), only one of them (in “Araby,” The Secret Sharer, and A Severed Head), or none at all. POV encourages readers to identify with one of those characters instead of the others (Elinor rather than Edward, in Sense and Sensibility)—despite differences between character and reader that can verge on the extreme. It’s point of view that generates the feeling in readers that a story is unfolding before its narrator as it unfolds before the reader (in the case of Rabbit, Run)—or that it happened well before the telling of the short story or novel.

Because POV can be complicated and counterintuitive, as well as supremely subtle, it is the element of the storytelling craft that inexperienced writers most often mishandle. In fact, through the end of the nineteenth century, many of the masters themselves violated what we now consider to be the rules of point of view. Madame Bovary, for instance, begins in the first-person-plural perspective before shifting to omniscience and finally settling, for the most part, into limited-third. (I’ll define each of these terms presently.) When Gustave Flaubert wrote the book, POV hadn’t yet been standardized.

In order to mimic human perception, the elements depicted in many European paintings created prior to the Italian Renaissance appear larger to indicate proximity to the viewer, and smaller to imply distance from that viewer. If, in a medieval altarpiece, a person takes up more space than a building, we understand that the person is meant to appear closer to the viewer than the building, because most buildings are far bigger than people. But the relationship between large and small, near and far, feels both exaggerated and inconsistent in these pre-Renaissance pictures, with the result that the scene depicted doesn’t mirror reality closely, even if the artist has rendered the individual elements within it (the person, the building) with something like accuracy. Linear perspective, in which the landscape and the relative sizes of the figures in it seem to diminish gradually toward a single point on the picture’s horizon line, hadn’t been invented yet, and wouldn’t be until the fifteenth century. That was when Piero de la Francesca refined a system, which we take for granted now, providing artists with easily followed rules for creating realistic-looking pictures, at least with respect to near and far. From that time forward, artists in the West have had the option of ignoring the conventions of linear perspective—and since the late 1800s, many have chosen to do so—but the technique has been available to them. A contemporary painter or draftsman who mangles perspective unintentionally can blame no one but himself.

Before the early 1900s, no one had really codified perspective—that is, POV—in storytelling. Certainly conventions had evolved since the publication of the first novels in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, or perhaps earlier (the time of Chaucer? Homer?), but they developed haphazardly, with the result that a writer as great as Flaubert could write a novel as great as Madame Bovary and manage to bungle the book’s point of view. (For an example closer to home, recall Sense and Sensibility. At one point, and only one point, in that book-length story, the narrator seems to step forward and identify herself as “I.”) The result: short stories and novels something like those pre-Renaissance paintings. Who is that “we” at the start of Flaubert’s novel, readers wonder, and why do “we” never reappear thereafter? Who is the “I” in Sense and Sensibility?

In the early twentieth century, however, when Henry James published what are known as the New York Editions of his novels and short stories, each volume appeared with a newly written preface addressing various elements of the writing craft, including perspective. There James not only argued for the centrality of point of view to the effectiveness of the greatest short stories and novels but also laid out the dos and don’ts of POV. Since then, various writers have expanded upon James’s work, with the result that a point-of-view menu has emerged, offering storytellers a range of distinct options concerning perspective. In this chapter and the next, I will consider the fundamental POV choices available to the storyteller, explaining their advantages and disadvantages as well as offering examples of the use of each strategy in published short stories and novels.

First, however, a few words about the term narrator. In Chapter One, I defined the term as synonymous with storyteller. Let me add a crucial caveat: A short story or novel’s narrator is by no means the same as its author. Martin Lynch-Gibbons, English aristocrat, wine merchant, and man, narrates A Severed Head, while Iris Murdoch, a female Oxford don from the Irish lower-middle class, is the novel’s author. James Joyce and Joseph Conrad somewhat resemble the narrators of their stories we’ve studied. But Joyce grew up with his parents and siblings rather than an aunt and uncle, and while Conrad did serve as a ship’s captain in the South Seas, to my knowledge he never lent his spare sleeping suit to a Secret Sharer. Again, narrator and author are separate entities. Even the unidentified narrators of Sense and Sensibility and Rabbit, Run aren’t precisely interchangeable with these books’ authors.

Try not to confuse audience with reader, either. The narrator’s audience might simply be the reader of the short-story or novel—indeed, unless we learn otherwise, we can assume that the storyteller addresses that reader. But sometimes narrators talk (or write) to themselves, and readers merely eavesdrop. In other stories, the narrator writes or speaks to another character. That character, therefore, is his audience.

As I Lay Dying

When Anse Bundren’s wife Addie dies, he and his children (sons Cash, Darl, Jewel, and Vardaman, and daughter Dewey Dell) must transport her body by mule-drawn wagon from their farm to her family’s plot in the town of Jefferson, Mississippi, for burial. In addition to the journey itself and their own grief, the members of this poverty-stricken farming family have to overcome flood, fire, and bodily injury (not to mention extreme discord within the family itself) in order to resolve their collective conflict: Bury Addie in town. As in “Araby,” time antagonizes, too. First the family hurries to get on the road before expected torrential rains come, and soon the Bundrens must endure the decomposition of the unembalmed corpse.

William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying is as instructive an example of classic story structure as “Araby”—as instructive as the Odyssey, maybe. This novel contains three subplots: Anse, Dewey Dell, and Vardaman Bundren have additional reasons of their own to visit Jefferson that might actually supersede their desire to bury the family matriarch. It is the need these three share with Cash, Darl, and Jewel Bundren, however, that drives the story forward and the reader through the pages of As I Lay Dying. Like so many great tale-tellers before and since, Faulkner understood that nuance and profundity are as achievable in a story with a clear conflict as in a story without one.

The writer has drawn every character in the novel with consummate skill: not just the Bundrens (all of whom emerge as three-dimensional, surprising us plausibly à la Forster), but neighbors Vernon and Cora Tull, Samson and Armstid, as well as Dr. Peabody and the minister Whitfield. Remarkably, though a large ensemble occupies the center of this short novel, we never confuse one Bundren son with another. Cash is the stoic, the obsessive craftsman who wordlessly sublimates his grief over his mother’s death in the building of her coffin. Darl, a silver-tongued Faulkner stand-in like Quentin Compson in The Sound and the Fury and Absalom, Absalom, plays the role of artist-figure—a seer, literally, who appears to possess the power to observe events occurring miles away. He’s also crazy. Addie’s favorite, charismatic Jewel Bundren has an equally preternatural way with animals—or at least his horse, once thought to be untamable. (The loudly simmering enmity between Darl and Jewel threatens constantly to burst into flame—which, at last, it does.) And baby brother Vardaman applies a kind of post hoc, ergo propter hoc illogic to the world that results in the belief that his mother is a fish.

As I Lay Dying’s plot? (Pun intended.) The queen died, and then the king and the princes and princess toted her across Yoknapatawpha County to be buried. Darl tells us at one point that “the road vanishes beneath the wagon as though it were a ribbon and the front axle were a spool.” He could have said the same about the way this story flows inexorably from its strongly dramatic premise through events tightly knotted, one to the next, by cause and effect. The dialogue throughout As I Lay Dying does precisely what it should: It propels that plot, conveys information, adds veracity, and most of all, increases dramatic tension. (Think in particular of exchanges between Darl and Jewel; Dewey Dell and Mosely; passive-aggressive Anse and anybody.) Because he steadfastly refused to see the world through the eyes of those who’d written about it before, but rather observed it afresh, Faulkner’s finest descriptive passages have never been surpassed, from As I Lay Dying’s bravura opening pages to its breathtaking centerpiece, the river-fording scene, and beyond. (Because we have yet to examine the topic explicity, I won’t even address the famous Faulkner style and voice, most evident in Darl’s sections of the novel.) William Faulkner’s genius defies dispute. Less often celebrated is his command of craft, which leaves me gasping every time I read his novels.

Up to now, I have suggested that you read the book on which each chapter of Master Class focuses before reading that chapter. Because point of view is so complex, though, I am going to recommend that you tackle As I Lay Dying only when you have completed most of Chapter 6. (I’ll tell you when that time has come.) Additionally, because Faulkner’s novel utilizes but a single point of view strategy (albeit a complex one), I have borrowed the examples in this chapter of alternate POV approaches from other published short stories and novels. As always, an extended list of models appears at chapter’s end.

All point of view strategies fall into one of two groups: those with narrators who participate in the stories they tell, and the strategies featuring narrators who remain outside their stories. This chapter will examine the former.

First-Person: “I” and “We”

In a novel or short story employing this point of view, the narrator appears as a character in the story she tells. The story’s audience can be the narrator herself, as in “The Yellow Wallpaper” by Charlotte Perkins Gilman, which is told as diary entries. The audience can be another, silent, character, as in The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger—or Dorothy Parker’s “A Telephone Call,” the narrator of which addresses God. Finally, directly or by default, the audience of a first-person short story or novel can be simply the reader. If we learn what characters besides the narrator are thinking and feeling in stories like these, we do so strictly by means of those characters’ speech and actions—as relayed to us by the narrator. If information is altogether unavailable to this narrator-character, it will be unavailable to the reader as well.

Here are the different types of first-person narrators available to you as a storyteller: first-person central, first-person peripheral (singular and plural), and serial first-person (central and/or peripheral).

First-Person Central

In this case, the narrator of the short-story or novel also serves as its protagonist, or main character. He tells his own story. Examples discussed so far in Master Class include “Araby,” The Secret Sharer, and A Severed Head. Jane Eyre, too—she’s sharing the story of her life, not that of Rochester or the madwoman in the attic.

Pros. Each of us tells stories from this point of view dozens of time each day. When we write an e-mail about something we have done or hope to do, or share a thought, feeling, desire, or fear in that e-mail, we are using the first-person central POV. When we say “I couldn’t find a parking space on the street” or “I hope Law & Order SVU isn’t preempted tonight by the President’s speech,” whether via the Internet, on the phone, or face-to-face, we are storytelling from this perspective. The simplest point of view, the most natural, it is thus difficult to violate unwittingly in fiction writing.

Other than that, the great advantage to this POV is the first-person central’s intimacy. We feel close not only to the action described, but also to the private thoughts and feelings of the character experiencing that action—his reactions. I …I …I …, readers hear in our heads as we read—just as we hear I …I …I … when we speak and even think about our own lives.

Such intimacy encourages intense identification between reader and protagonist. This identification in turn keeps us moving forward through a story, flipping the pages to see the protagonist’s conflict resolved. After all, that conflict feels like the reader’s conflict. It is partly through his use of the first-person central point of view that Joyce causes us to identify with the unnamed narrator of “Araby,” and thus to want what he wants: a gift for Mangan’s sister. Most of us read “Araby” to the end because we long, somehow, for the boy to get the gift. That “somehow” is the first-person central POV.

Cons. Intimacy cuts both ways, however. We don’t necessarily want to feel close to certain characters: a murderer, for instance, or a pedophile. Though successful short stories and even novels about murderers and pedophiles have of course been written from the first-person central point of view (Lolita contains both, as we shall see—in one character/narrator, yet!), bear in mind that readers generally prefer not to identify so closely with a character whose behavior they deplore: I …I …I … seduced my stepdaughter and shot her ex-lover to death. Additionally, I was complicit in the accidental death of my wife. Unless you’re Vladimir Nabokov, resist the temptation to write a novel about such a character from the first-person central POV—though you might try your hand at a short story of this kind, like Edgar Allen Poe’s “Telltale Heart.” Readers identify with Poe’s guilt-ridden murderer, but only for a few pages, after which the story ends …along with their burgeoning discomfort.

Also, no point of view has more limitations than the first person. How is it limited? First, with respect to information. Again, the narrator of a short story or novel written from the first-person POV can only report on things he has experienced or else learned about. In a first-person story, unless a character other than the narrator shares her thoughts and feelings with that narrator, the narrator can’t be certain about those thoughts and feelings. If the story maintains this perspective, readers will never know her inner life as well as they know the narrator’s.

Though our understanding of the narrator herself would appear to be limited by that narrator’s self-knowledge, it isn’t—at least, not completely. Think of A Severed Head, in which Martin tends to be blissfully blind to his own shortcomings. That doesn’t mean readers remain unaware of these flaws, though. After all, we’re capable of observing and then evaluating Martin’s behavior ourselves. Just to be safe, Iris Murdoch has her other characters (primarily Palmer and Honor, but also Antonia and even Georgie) tell Martin what’s wrong with him regularly. The result is a reader’s understanding of Martin far more complex than the character’s own limited perspective would seem to allow.

The first-person POV’s second limitation involves language. Remember: In a story told from this perspective, it is the protagonist himself—not the author—who tells the story. The narration of A Severed Head therefore must adhere to Martin Lynch-Gibbons’s diction and syntax. Although Martin is relatively articulate, he is less so than Iris Murdoch herself, and she had to bear this in mind as she wrote. (Murdoch also had to hew to Martin’s resigned and yet oddly cheerful tone; a shift to the regretful tone of “Araby,” by turns sentimental and self-lacerating, would extrude from the rest.) Rabbit, Run was not written from the first-person POV, I presume, because of Harry Angstrom’s limited vocabulary and rudimentary sentence structure (on view in Rabbit’s dialogue)—especially as compared with Updike’s. If the writer allowed Rabbit to tell his own story in his own words and sentences, the first novel in the Angstrom tetralogy most likely would have been the last. On the other hand, a version of Sense and Sensibility told to the reader by Elinor herself would probably delight readers. Austen simply chose not to present her material in that fashion, perhaps because according to the conventions of nineteenth-century England, no young lady would expose her life, and the lives of those close to her, in such a way. Austen tells Elinor’s story because Elinor herself would never do so.

Like Iris Murdoch in A Severed Head, if you tell a story using this point of view you will have to remain vigilant regarding the differences between your own diction and syntax and that of your narrator. And the more different this narrator is from you, the more care you will have to take. Use a word or phrase your narrator wouldn’t, or construct a sentence in a way she’d be unlikely to do, and your readers will notice. At that point, they might become your former readers.

First-Person Peripheral (Singular)

In this case, the narrator of the story appears as a character in it, but not the main character. This narrator tells some other character’s story: the protagonist’s, which he has heard (from said protagonist or other characters), witnessed himself, or both. We haven’t examined a book or story written from the peripheral perspective in Master Class because of this POV’s relative rarity. However, not one but two candidates for the title Great American Novel employ this off-center strategy, a fact that argues for its effectiveness and appeal. The narrator of Moby-Dick, Ishmael lives to tell not his own tale but that of Captain Ahab. Ahab’s conflict (to find and exterminate Moby-Dick) shapes the story and propels it forward; Ishmael merely reports that story. The Great Gatsby concerns Jay Gatsby and his epic love for Daisy Buchanan. Though neighbor and narrator Nick Carraway has desires of his own, those desires don’t drive us through Fitzgerald’s crowd-pleaser of a novel. Gatsby’s conflict does that.

Cons. Why employ such a storytelling strategy? After all, though the first-person peripheral POV establishes intimacy and identification between reader and narrator, it does not create that connection with the story’s protagonist—the character about whom we care most, or ought to. By definition, that protagonist will always remain at one remove from the reader, a degree of separation away from us.

Pros. When it comes to certain storytelling situations, however, that distance can be beneficial. In Moby-Dick, we share narrator Ishmael’s thoughts and feelings, not those of Ahab, the novel’s protagonist. As Ahab is a madman, however, that might be for the best. Imagine how myopic and distorted, not to mention downright exhausting, a version of Moby-Dick told by Ahab himself would be. Ditto Gatsby’s version of Gatsby. In stories with highly flawed protagonists, the first-person peripheral POV allows readers intimacy (with Ishmael or Nick, in the cases discussed) and distance (from Ahab and Gatsby, for which we’re grateful) at once.

Additionally, if Ahab and Gatsby told their own stories, the reader would enjoy access to their private thoughts and feelings, but we would lack other information: namely, what Ahab and Gatsby look and sound like from the outside. Ahab probably doesn’t know how frightening he appears. But Ishmael does, and he shares that impression with his readers. Does Gatsby consider himself to be slightly phony-sounding? Not likely. Nick, though, can make us aware of this characteristic. When readers live inside the head of a fictional character exclusively, they must struggle to know just how accurately that character is perceiving and presenting not merely the world around him, but himself. Of course, the Ishmaels and Nicks of the world (and the world of fiction) suffer from their own prejudices, but a trustworthy narrator like Ishmael can see Ahab better than Ahab can see himself. By definition, Ishmael can’t observe Ishmael with any objectivity, but he isn’t the protagonist of Moby-Dick, so who cares? Unquestionably, Nick can’t perceive some of his own weaknesses—he’s only human. But that doesn’t matter much if he can paint Gatsby properly.

When you read As I Lay Dying, look for sections of the novel told by Cora and Vernon Tull; Dr. Peabody and the Reverend Mr. Whitfield; Samson, Armstid, Mosely, and MacGowan. These characters don’t tell their own tales, even when offered the opportunity to testify. Instead, they relate the story of the Bundren family, as they have observed or heard about it. Like those of Ishmael and Nick, their perspectives are limited—to what they have seen and what they have learned from others (including the Bundrens themselves). However, the Bundrens’ neighbors provide readers with what we colloquially call “perspective” on the family—a sort of reality check that helps us to interpret and judge the Bundrens’ behavior as described by the family members themselves. When they set Cash’s twice-broken leg in concrete, it seems idiotic to the reader. Dr. Peabody’s POV assures us that it is.

Writers have used the first-person peripheral point of view’s distance from the protagonist for a contrasting purpose, as well, employing it to create or intensify mystery. It’s not quite clear at the opening of The Great Gatsby just who Jay Gatsby is. Nick finds out clue by clue—which is half the fun for a reader of the novel he narrates. The same goes for the title character in Sophie’s Choice by William Styron: Who is she? What, exactly, is her secret? Narrator Stingo doesn’t know, at first. This piques his interest and ours.

The peripheral approach to the first-person POV also preserves plausibility. Gatsby dies at the end of the novel that bears his name, and Ahab goes down with the Pequod after it is rammed by his cetaceous antagonist. The narrator of Alice Sebold’s Lovely Bones notwithstanding, dead men (and women) tell no tales. In one of the first classes I ever taught, a student asked if the narrator could tell a story as he is breathing his last breaths …and then die. (Must …reach …laptop …) Well, no. Stories of this kind seem contrived. The protagonist of Conrad’s Lord Jim is dead at the time his story is told, but he doesn’t tell that story. His friend Marlowe does.

Also, though a peripheral narrator tells someone else’s story, he may himself be changed by that story and his relating of it. This is true of Nick Carraway, certainly, as well as the narrators of Sophie’s Choice and Christopher Isherwood’s Berlin Stories. As a result, we observe a pair of transformations rather than the single one offered to us by most short stories and novels. In all three of the books just mentioned, the result satisfies the reader doubly, a two-for-the-price-of-one deal.

Last but by no means least, the first-person peripheral POV strategy can liberate a writer with respect to language. Gatsby and Ahab are men of action—doers, not thinkers …much less tellers. Enter Ishmael and Nick, as perceptive and eloquent as Melville and Fitzgerald themselves. These characters narrate Moby-Dick and The Great Gatsby as eloquently and insightfully as their authors can—something Ahab and Gatsby couldn’t do even if they happened to survive their own stories.

First-Person Peripheral (Plural)

Another first-person option plays a variation on the one just discussed. Short stories and novels can be told from the plural first-person peripheral point of view. Instead of “I,” the narrator of such stories is “we,” a group of characters within the story rather than a single one—though (unlike the serial narrators of As I Lay Dying) these characters speak in unison.

The best-known instance of this POV strategy? William Faulkner’s short story “A Rose for Emily,” the shocking narrative of a woman in a fictional small town (the same Jefferson that figures so prominently in As I Lay Dying) who lives with and apparently loves the corpse of her fiancé. Unremarkably, “A Rose for Emily” is related to the reader from the first-person perspective. But Emily, the necrophiliac in question, doesn’t tell her own tale. Nor does a single neighbor, in the manner of Gatsby’s Nick Carraway. Instead, all of Emily’s neighbors tell her story—at the same time. The townspeople are so passionately unanimous in their outrage over the incident that they form one compound organism, like a coral reef.

One of the most-anthologized American short stories ever, “A Rose for Emily,” has been read by hundreds of thousands of junior-high and high-school students and their teachers, very few of whom, it would appear, have ever objected to its unusual storytelling perspective (not to speak of its taboo subject matter). Perhaps emboldened by Faulkner’s success, other storytellers have adopted the approach, most notably Jeffrey Eugenides in his Virgin Suicides. Faulkner himself might have borrowed from Flaubert, who begins Madame Bovary with the technique before wandering away, toward other, more conventional perspectives.

Pros and Cons. The first-person plural’s advantages and disadvantages resemble those of the other first-person techniques, with an additional drawback specific to this particular perspective: Even when free from dissent, people don’t speak with one voice unless they occupy a house of worship or pledge allegiance to the flag. The first-plural perspective simply isn’t realistic. As such, it requires a substantial suspension of disbelief on the part of the reader.

Its lack of realism might be the first-person plural POV’s very strength, however. When done right, the technique transcends realism, approaching the realm of the mythic, the archetypal. There’s a Greek chorus quality to the compound narrator in “A Rose for Emily,” and to that of The Virgin Suicides—despite the fact that the chorus singing of the Lisbon sisters in the latter book is made up of pimply teenage boys.

I encourage you to attempt a short story written from the plural first-person peripheral point of view, as I encourage you to try your hand at all the perspectives outlined here. Just keep in mind that it doesn’t fit all storytelling situations. In fact, it probably suits only a small minority of those situations.

Serial First-Person (Central and/or Peripheral):

A group of characters tells a story written from the serial first-person point of view, but these multiple narrators don’t speak as one about the event or events on which they report. Instead, each testifies in turn about the facts of the case as he or she perceived them (or simply thinks about these facts) and, like multiple witnesses to a real-life accident or crime, they most likely disagree about just what happened. This disagreement is precisely the point of a serial first-person story, which dramatizes the subjectivity of experience. “What really happened?”, we wonder as we read. Eventually we come to doubt that we will ever know for sure, which is the intent of most authors who choose this technique for the telling of their short stories and novels.

Though not without predecessors (including epistolary fiction, popular during the eighteenth century), the first narrative to use this strategy to full effect was probably William Faulkner’s 1929 novel The Sound and the Fury, which traces the decline of a fictional Southern family from the radically different (as well as stylistically discrete) perspectives of three brothers and their African-American housekeeper. First Benjy Compson speaks, then brother Quentin, then Jason Compson, and finally housekeeper Dilsey (whose section Faulkner presents from the third-limited POV—see Chapter Seven). Although The Sound and the Fury certainly deserves to be called a masterpiece, the book is nearly as difficult to read as Joyce’s Ulysses—a major influence on it, and on Faulkner’s writing generally. One of the brothers is hyperliterate and acutely obsessive, while another is retarded, and the thoughts and feelings of both come to us unmediated. The novel moves forward and back in time. Significantly, it also lacks a clear conflict.

Perhaps this is why Faulkner wrote a second novel using the same POV strategy as soon as he was done with The Sound and the Fury. This time he built his story on an external, dramatic conflict. He also divided the book into many short chapters instead of a few long ones, and for clarity’s sake, he named each of these for its narrator. The result is a highly readable novel written in the serial first-person point of view, one that has influenced writers around the world and up to the present day. If you’ve read a book broken up into chapters or sections entitled with characters’ names (“Ann,” “Lillian,” “Carol,” and “Adele,” in the case of Mona Simpson’s Anywhere But Here), or seen the films Rashomon or The Thin Blue Line, you have passed through the long shadow cast by William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying.

With regard to point of view, the book teaches many lessons. First, its individual chapters serve as models of the first-person POV, either central (in the case of the Bundrens, each of whom is telling his or her own story—the series of attempts to transport Addie to Jefferson, and bury her there) or peripheral (the chapters named after the Bundrens’ neighbors and other onlookers). Thus, each of Jewel’s chapters offers an example of what is and isn’t possible in the first-person central point of view, while Peabody’s exemplify the first-person peripheral. Beware Darl’s sections, however. Because he can imagine vividly (and perhaps even see) events that take place elsewhere, Darl consistently violates the conventions of the first-person perspective.

As I said before, As I Lay Dying has served as a template for every serial first-person novel written since. Thus, if you are contemplating such an approach to perspective in a book-to-be of your own, you must read it; neglecting to do so would be like filming a slasher movie without having screened Psycho. Then keep the following in mind:

• Faulkner has chosen a big event—the premature death of a wife and mother, a matriarch—as his story’s center of gravity. (In The Sound and the Fury, it is the selling of the Compsons’ ancestral land to pay for Quentin’s college education.) Without a happening of comparable weight, the book’s component pieces will fly apart rather than continuing to compose an orderly system. Writing a novel with this POV strategy about a piece of carrot cake that’s missing from the dormitory refrigerator would be unwise—unless, of course, you intend to make your readers laugh.

• The competing perspectives must differ sufficiently from one another—otherwise, why bother with this point of view at all? Four brothers (among others) tell As I Lay Dying, but there’s no confusing Cash, Darl, Jewel, and Vardaman. Each of the Bundren Bros. uses particular language and sentence structure to express himself. Moreover, each of them views life as a whole in a strikingly different way from the rest. Cash is the empiricist, Darl the mystic. In keeping with his unique origins, Jewel’s relationship to the world is sensual. Vardaman is not only a child but perhaps retarded or mentally ill. Add sister Dewey Dell and father Anse, as well as Addie Bundren herself, briefly, plus all the neighbors and other witnesses mentioned earlier, and you have a peacock’s tail of a story that appears more multihued the wider it opens.

While reading As I Lay Dying (which I recommend you do now), consider the point of view strategies we’ve discussed so far and how well each might have worked as a perspective from which to tell this story. What would be gained and lost in a version of the novel told from the perspective of a single one of the Bundrens—Darl, say? Why didn’t Faulkner do as his contemporary Fitzgerald did in The Great Gatsby and use the first-person peripheral POV here, perhaps allowing Dr. Peabody (a man of science, and therefore trustworthy in a certain way, though by no means truly objective) or sensible Cora Tull to tell the story from beginning to end? What would be gained and lost in the use of the first-person plural, the “we” perspective—a version of As I Lay Dying told in the unanimous voice of the Bundrens’ neighbors?

For that matter, what would “Araby” be like if told by the boy’s aunt? What might we know about him, and the events described, that we don’t in the version Joyce actually wrote? Elinor’s version of Sense and Sensibility wouldn’t differ dramatically from the book we have read—but what about Marianne’s? Or consider The Secret Sharer as related by Leggatt. As we have discussed, Rabbit Angstrom is not the ideal candidate to tell his own story; Eccles, however, might serve nicely as Nick Carraway to Rabbit’s Gatsby. Honor Klein could share A Severed Head with us in something very much like Iris Murdoch’s own diction and syntax.

This is more than a parlor game. With every story you write, you need to decide who will tell that story. Second-guessing the POV choices of the great storytellers improves your own ability to make what is invariably an important decision, and often a difficult one.

When you have finished reading As I Lay Dying, we will continue to make our way through the POV menu.

Unreliable Narrators

No first-person narrator is entirely reliable. Like Nick Carraway, who assures us on the first page of The Great Gatsby that he’s loathe to pass judgment, a character can strive for fairness and accuracy in storytelling. But a fictional character (or a real person, for that matter) telling his own or someone else’s story is by definition subjective: He sees the world, as Carraway admits, “from a single window.” With its competing versions of what happens after the death of Addie Bundren, As I Lay Dying makes this truth about storytelling and life dramatic and therefore memorable.

Still, like the inhabitants of Orwell’s Animal Farm with respect to equality, some characters are more reliable than others. Though As I Lay Dying’s Cash certainly suffers from a kind of tunnel vision in the days following his mother’s demise, he seems disinclined to imagine anything, or even embroider the facts. Empiricism is Cash’s philosophy, if not his religion. As a result, we believe him, or should. By contrast, nearly everything Anse tells us is suspect: an exaggeration, a rationalization, or an outright lie. We discover this in part by sharing the contrasting perspectives of his wife, children, and neighbors. Even if Faulkner chose not to offer their points of view to us, however, we could deduce Anse’s unreliability from his manner of thinking and speaking.

The first-person narrators of more conventional stories and books form a similar spectrum of reliability and lack thereof. Jane Eyre appears to be completely trustworthy. Nothing in her story suggests that the reader should question Jane’s version of events. His crew presumes the protagonist of A Secret Sharer insane, and the reader might concur, at least initially. The story of the captain’s double is just so darn hard to believe. Its components add up, however. Ultimately, I think Conrad intended his tale to be spooky but plausible. A Severed Head’s Martin Lynch-Gibbons admits to infidelity, cuckoldry, and eventually, violence against women. What could he possibly be hiding? Well, Martin’s understanding of his own character couldn’t be more rudimentary. Though not intending to deceive us, Martin deceives himself constantly, and we must bear this in mind as we read. As I said above, Nick Carraway tries hard to be objective in the telling of Gatsby’s story—too hard, perhaps. His clockwork avowals of not just trustworthiness but downright goodness eventually put us in mind of the Player Queen in Hamlet, who “doth protest too much.”

And then there are the maniacs and deceivers. The narrator and protagonist of “The Telltale Heart” plainly has lost his mind. Less obviously insane, but motivated by guilt to tell us a distorted version of his story, is Lolita’s narrator and main character, Humbert Humbert. These narrators are unreliable in the extreme.

The pleasure in reading a short story or novel told by an obviously untrustworthy narrator is threefold, I think. First, such a story offers a master of characterization like Poe or Nabokov the opportunity to illuminate the very workings of the human mind—especially the less-than-sound mind, or one subject to extreme stress. How, precisely, do we distort the truth, to ourselves and others?

Second, readers take satisfaction in observing between the covers of a book what we suspect to be true in life: People lie, often at length and in great detail. We exit a story told by an unreliable narrator smugly cynical about the versions of events we hear and read in our daily lives.

And finally, like a crossword puzzle or a TV whodunit, attempting to disentangle such a story can provide the reader with pleasure. What “really” happened in Poe’s short story, or Nabokov’s novel? Which events have been exaggerated by the narrator, or played down? Which have been hallucinated, or spun from gossamer?

Remember: The demands on the writer’s craft are no less rigorous in a story told by an unreliable narrator than in a more straightforward story. As always, you must design and build a load-bearing structure, a page-turning machine. Don’t succumb to what’s known as the imitative fallacy, reasoning that a crazy person would tell a shapeless, incoherent story—and then writing such a story. Is this logical? Yes. Is it self-defeating? Absolutely. Nobody wants to read such a story.

In addition, even if the unreliable narrator describes a situation of questionable validity, she must do so concretely, specifically, creatively, and with care. Otherwise, no matter how flamboyantly deceitful or unbalanced your narrator, the characters and setting that surround her will seem bland and less than compelling, undermining not only her story but your own. And attend as usual to the opportunities and challenges of dialogue. Though writing a story that takes place entirely within the mind of a character might tempt you, to do so would be foolhardy. Whatever your story’s premise, its protagonist should engage the world: acting, reacting, interacting with other characters in a series of attempts at getting what he wants—even if, like the main character and narrator of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, he does so only in memory.

Finally, it seems to me that the characterization of an unreliable narrator asks more of a writer than the alternative. Can you portray a liar convincingly? What about someone who suffers from mental illness? Can you make such a narrator, if not wholly sympathetic, then at least sufficiently so to avoid alienating your readers altogether? Humbert Humbert charms us; the protagonist in “The Telltale Heart” fascinates. Anse Bundren repels the reader—but he only commands the stage in As I Lay Dying for a few pages at any given time.

And that might be the secret to the successful use of unreliable narrators, at least for those of us less experienced and adept than the great Nabokov: Keep it short. Do try writing a story of this kind, but bear in mind that a little unreliability goes a long way.

Second-Person: “You”

You might be surprised to learn that you can tell a story from the second-person point of view. Do not confuse this approach with first-person stories like The Catcher in the Rye or Joyce Carol Oates’s “…and Answers,” addressed to another fictional character within the world of the story who never responds explicitly. Nor am I referring to the occasional direct address to readers favored by many eighteenth- and nineteenth-century novelists (“Reader, I married him.”—Jane Eyre) as well as contemporary writers influenced by these big old books (Salman Rushdie, Tom Robbins). Instead, in a short story or novel written from the highly idiosyncratic second-person point of view, the narrator, a character in the story, addresses him- or herself (as “you”); we listen in and, thanks to the use of “you,” feel included. There are two types of second-person stories:

Second-Person Anecdotal

This strategy resembles a perspective discussed above, the first-person central, almost exactly—with the sole difference that all the “I”s are replaced by “you”s. The second-person anecdotal POV was used to great effect in a short novel by Jay McInerney called Bright Lights, Big City that has been popular among writing students since it was published in 1984. Here are the first sentences from that book:

 

You are not the kind of guy who would be at a place like this at this time of the morning. But here you are, and you cannot say the terrain is entirely unfamiliar, although the details are fuzzy. You are at a nightclub talking to a girl with a shaved head.

I believe Hemingway invented this point of view strategy (or variation), though he only used it briefly and intermittently in works otherwise written in the first-person—A Farewell to Arms, for instance, where we read the following:

 

If you lay on your left side you could see the dressing-room door. There was another door at the far end that people sometimes came in by. If any one were going to die they put a screen around the bed so you could not see them die.

Jonathan Lethem uses the same technique in his novel The Fortress of Solitude. I call the perspective “anecdotal” because it sounds, when read, like an anecdote or even a joke.

Pros. Again, the narrator addresses himself in Bright Lights, Big City rather than another character, or the reader. McInerny, however, refuses to name his narrator/protagonist—to identify you. The result: Readers feel included in the story, as they do in one told from a first-person POV.

Theoretically, in fact, this point of view creates even more intimacy than the first-person options discussed above. After all, the main character of Bright Lights, Big City and any other story or passage told from this perspective is you. Finally, this perspective feels pleasantly casual, colloquial. Though of course it is anything but, it feels improvised—jazzy.

Cons. But remember how reading works—at least the silent reading that adults do, except at their children’s bedtimes. I …I …I … we “hear” while reading Jane Eyre, “Araby,” The Secret Sharer, A Severed Head, As I Lay Dying, and (as you will see) Lolita. Arguably at least, because of the “I”-dentification thereby created, the reader actually feels closer to these narrators than to the you protagonist of fiction told from the second-person anecdotal perspective.

Other disadvantages of McInerney’s technique: Especially over the length of a novel, it feels contrived rather than organic, which readers find distracting—the reason, I’d wager, why Hemingway dropped you after a couple of paragraphs. By contrast (as readers of Proust know), I can go on more or less forever.

Finally, just as movie characters who break through the fourth wall to address the audience directly can’t help but recall Alvy Singer in Annie Hall, a story written from the second-person anecdotal point of view will rekindle readers’ memories of Bright Lights, Big City…and thus feel a tad “pre-owned,” to adopt the jargon of used-car salesmen. A potential agent or editor of your work therefore might have difficulty accepting such a story on its own merits.

In summary, the utility of the second-person anecdotal POV is highly circumscribed. The advantages to its use don’t come close to matching the perspective’s drawbacks. Adopt it at your own peril.

Second-Person Instructional

A story written from the instructional point of view, none of which we have examined in Master Class, takes the form of directions by the narrator to him- or herself (again identified only as you). It is a story shaped like a how-to guide. In fact, one instance of this point of view, is a short story by John Updike entitled “How to Love America and Leave It At the Same Time.” Perhaps inspired by Updike’s example, the prodigiously talented contemporary American writer Lorrie Moore wrote a book, Self-Help, consisting for the most part of deliciously wry stories (with titles like “How to Become a Writer”) from this obscure perspective. Other writers in turn have been motivated by Moore’s success with the form to try their hands at the second-person instructional POV, with the result that a storytelling point of view altogether unknown to Henry James has been added to the writer’s menu of perspectival choices.

Pros. This point of view’s primary advantage is novelty. Encountering it for the first time can not only surprise readers but refresh and delight them. Here is the first paragraph of Moore’s story “How to Be an Other Woman”:

 

Meet in expensive beige raincoats, on a pea-soupy night. Like a detective movie. First, stand in front of Florsheim’s Fifty-seventh Street window, press your face close to the glass, watch the fake velvet Hummels inside revolving around the wing tips; some white shoes, like your father wears, are propped up with garlands on a small mound of chemical snow. All the stores have closed. You can see your breath on the glass. Draw a peace sign. You are waiting for a bus.

Charming, isn’t it? There’s something stuntlike about the strategy, as well—it’s a bit like juggling while riding a unicycle. Can the writer offer instructions (no matter how facetiously) and tell a story …at the same time? We read on partly in order to find out.

Cons. Storytelling doesn’t get much more contrived than this. Granted, the impulse to instruct comes easily to most humans. Even those of us who aren’t teachers by trade regularly explain to others how to reach desired destinations and what to do there; how to assemble, operate, and cook things; how to play various sports and games; how to react to life- or merely comfort-threatening situations. But we don’t generally construct narratives out of such instructional material.

In the next chapter of Master Class I will discuss the use of narrators who remain outside the stories they tell: that is, the third-person point(s) of view. If you haven’t finished reading As I Lay Dying, do so now, before proceeding into our exploration of the most subtle and difficult perspectives of all.

Suggestions for Further Reading: Point of View I

James Moffett and Kenneth R. McElheny, editors, Points of View. If you’re striving to understand perspective in storytelling (and most beginning and intermediate writers are), you will find this book a unique resource. Points of View is an anthology of American short stories with a twist: The editors organized it neither chronologically nor topically but according to POV strategy. Though Moffet and McElheny’s categories don’t parallel my own precisely, their book makes the many storytelling possibilities offered by POV concrete and therefore available for close study. I have included some selections from Points of View in the lists that follow, as well as those at the end of Chapter Seven.

First-Person Central, Singular

1. Saul Bellow, Henderson the Rain King.

2. Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man.

3. Jeffrey Eugenides, Middlesex.

4. Charlotte Perkins Gilman, “The Yellow Wallpaper.”

5. Kazuo Ishiguro, The Remains of the Day.

6. Norman Mailer, An American Dream.

7. Joyce Carol Oates, “…& Answers.”

8. Dorothy Parker, “A Telephone Call.”

9. Ivan Turgenev, First Love.

10. Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.

First-Person Peripheral (Singular)

1. Margaret Atwood, “Betty.”

2. Saul Bellow, Ravelstein.

3. Italo Calvino, “The Aquatic Uncle.”

4. Louise Erdrich, “Scales.”

5. Joseph Conrad, Lord Jim.

6. F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby.

7. Barry Hannah, “Testimony of Pilot.”

8. Herman Melville, Moby-Dick.

9. William Styron, Sophie’s Choice.

10. Amy Tan, “The Voice from the Wall.”

First-Person Peripheral (Plural)

1. Jeffrey Eugenides, The Virgin Suicides.

2. William Faulkner, “A Rose for Emily.”

3. Tova Mirvis, The Ladies’ Auxiliary.

Serial First-Person (Central and/or Peripheral)

1. Russell Banks, The Sweet Hereafter.

2. Alice Munro, “A Wilderness Station.”

3. Mona Simpson, Anywhere But Here.

Second-Person Anecdotal

Jay McInerney, Bright Lights, Big City.

Second-Person Instructional

1. Carlos Fuentes, Aura.

2. Lorrie Moore, Self-Help.

3. John Updike, “How to Love America and Leave It at the Same Time.”

Suggestions for Further Reading: William Faulkner

As if his writing itself weren’t intimidating enough, William Faulkner’s body of work fills volume after volume on the shelves of libraries and bookstores, and even the experts on his oeuvre disagree about which of the writer’s works was the greatest. The majority of critics, however, concur that Faulkner did his best writing in the late 1920s and early 1930s, when he wrote not one but four masterpieces—and four years later, William Faulkner wrote what might be his finest novel of all. Here are these books, in the order in which they were written …

1. The Sound and the Fury (1929): Faulkner’s original, uncompromisingly radical experiment on the subjectivity of perspective in storytelling and in life.

2. As I Lay Dying (1930)

3. Sanctuary (1931): An attempt at commerciality (in the form of pulp fiction) that is bizarre and brilliant at once, but never anywhere near as shallow as Faulkner seems to have hoped it would be—though Sanctuary did prove to be the writer’s only bestseller.

4. Light in August (1932): Here Faulkner offers up a big, stylistically conventional novel in the manner of the great European storytellers of the nineteenth century (Tolstoy, Dickens, Hugo), seemingly to show he can do it. (He can.)

5. Absalom, Absalom (1936): The culmination of everything Faulkner learned about the writing craft during the prior seven years, combined into a seamless (though forbiddingly dense) whole. The Great American Novel?

…plus an additional, often overlooked, Faulkner gem:

The Portable Faulkner, edited by Malcolm Cowley. Amazingly, the five books above failed to make Faulkner’s reputation; his editor, Cowley, did so in one stroke with this anthology. The genius of the book is that it collects much of the best of Faulkner’s work—including short stories; excerpts from The Sound and the Fury, Sanctuary, and Absalom! Absalom!; even a map of the mythical Yoknapatawpha County by Faulkner himself—and arranges the pieces chronologically by fictional event, to tell the saga, in time order, of the writer’s fictional universe.

Finally, although the author of any novel (and there are hundreds) containing chapter headings named for the characters in it ought to pay royalties to Faulkner’s heirs, let me recommend a pair of very different recent novels clearly inspired by As I Lay Dying:

1. Suzan-Lori Parks, Getting Mother’s Body.

2. Graham Swift, Last Orders.
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Point of View II—Exclusively Observant Narrators:
Beloved

Third-Person: “He,” “She,” “It,” “They”

Many readers and novice writers believe that the terms third-person and omniscient mean the same thing. They do not. Actually, four third-person POV options are available to the storyteller: limited, intrusive omniscient, neutral omniscient, and objective. Significantly, the narrator does not appear as a character in a story told from any of these perspectives.

Third-Person Limited

The third-person limited may be the most popular post-James POV, not to mention the point of view that seems to have been best-liked by Henry James himself. At the same time, because it mimics no real-world perspective closely, it is the most patently artificial way of all to tell a story. As a result, writers often violate its rules inadvertently.

Those rules restrict the narrator of a short story or novel told from this POV to a single character’s perspective, forbidding that narrator access to other characters’ private thoughts and feelings. Such a storyteller is privy to no more information than would be available to the POV character him- or herself—and unlike the intrusive omniscient storyteller (see below), this narrator may not judge, interpret, or even explain. Here is the great Peruvian novelist Mario Vargas Llosa, in his book Letters to a Young Novelist, on the philosophy behind the third-limited point of view: “Commentary, interpretation, and judgment represent intrusions of the narrator into the story and are signs of a presence (in space and reality) different from the presences that make up the reality of the novel; the intrusion of the narrator destroys the illusion of self-sufficiency, betrays the accidental, derivative nature of the story, and shows it to be dependent on something or someone external to itself.…”

Because this perspective admits the observations, thoughts, and feelings of but a single character, it actually recalls the first-person singular POVs more than the other third-person options. In fact, the two perspectives (third-limited and first singular) are almost interchangeable. The third-limited point of view is exactly as restricted, with respect to the information available to its central consciousness (James’s term for the character whose mind and heart filter the events of the story) and thus to the reader, as is the first-person. We can’t read the mind of another character in a given scene. Nor can we know what’s going on behind the POV character’s back, if the POV character doesn’t. Convention forbids our narrator as well from explicitly telling us things about the central consciousness of which that character himself is unaware: that he’s selfish in little ways, maybe, or not as gracefully athletic as he assumes. It doesn’t matter that, like the omniscient narrators I will describe below, this narrator stands outside the story, disembodied and unidentified. This narrator can read only one character’s mind. (That’s why we call this point of view the limited third-person.) And yet the narrator and that character are separate entities. Odd, isn’t it? It gets odder.

The first-person points of view discussed in Chapter 6 of Master Class are limited with respect to language. Naturally enough, a character can use only his own diction and syntax to tell a story, whether that story is his own (“Araby,” A Severed Head) or another character’s (The Great Gatsby, Moby-Dick). As I said previously, a short story or novel narrated from the limited third-person point of view is restricted to the information available to the POV character. This character, though, is not telling the story—an external narrator is. Therefore, diction and syntax are unrestricted. The narrator can use any word choice, any sentence structure, to relate a story in the third-person POV, as long as that narrator never includes any information unavailable to the character whose perspective the story adopts.

Suppose you wanted to tell the story of a child’s first day of kindergarten—in the present tense, for immediacy’s sake. If you told that story from the first-person point of view, you would be forced to write in something like baby talk: limited diction, rudimentary syntax. I don’t want to go to school, your story might begin. My tummy hurts. I’m scared of the big building. I’m scared of the other boys and girls.

If you wrote the story from the limited third-person POV, it could start like this: She dreads attending school, a dread that manifests itself physically as nausea. The public-school building, its façade looming blankly above the sidewalk and lawn before it, oppresses her; the alien faces, voices, gestures of her new classmates—at least as she has imagined them—intimidate her.

Young children can’t label states like oppression and intimidation, but that’s not to say they don’t experience them. Therefore, the first-person POV forbids their inclusion, while the third-limited allows it. Note that the latter perspective never shares information with the reader that is unavailable to the girl herself: what her parents privately feel on this momentous day, the architectural style in which the school was designed and built, or the physiological reasons why we often feel anxiety in the gut. It allows only her thoughts, feelings, and observations. With respect to the language in which those things are expressed, however, it is absolutely free.

The most instructive example of this technique that I have ever encountered—and the most audacious—is a short story by Bruce Jay Friedman called “Post Time.” “Post Time” dramatizes a horse race from the point of view of …the horse. With the exception of Swift’s Houyhnhnms and Mr. Ed, horses lack the capability of expressing themselves with spoken or written language, which makes a story from the horse’s point of view either impossible or highly fantastic—if it uses the first-person POV. But horses and many other animals do observe, feel, and even think in rudimentary ways. Thus, as long as he uses the limited third-person POV, Friedman can express the horse’s observations, feelings, and thoughts as he imagines them. The writer writes what the horse can’t.

From horses to rabbits: Remember the first half of Rabbit, Run? There the story comes to us from Rabbit Angstrom’s viewpoint—but not in the words and sentences of Rabbit himself. After all, Rabbit is neither analytical nor articulate, so a story he himself told would be very short and highly inelegant. Like the kindergartner, however—like the racehorse—Rabbit experiences feelings of great subtlety and power. Like a child or an animal, he is highly attuned to the world around him (that is, the physical world). According to the rules of the third-limited POV, as long as John Updike doesn’t share with us any information unavailable to his protagonist, the prodigiously verbal author may express Rabbit’s reactions for him.

The third-limited POV has a final twist in store for us. I said that a story told from this perspective can be written using the diction and syntax of the author, rather than that of the character. But a writer using this perspective may choose (for the sake of intimacy, say) to limit the story to the language of the character described: She doesn’t want to go to school. Her tummy hurts. She’s scared of the big building. She’s scared of the other boys and girls. This approach is sometimes referred to as a close limited third-person POV.

A writer may even decide to combine his language with that of the story’s protagonist, hoping to create an effect that is both intimate and nuanced: Her tummy hurts. She dreads attending school, a dread that manifests itself physically as nausea. She’s scared. Scared of the big building, its façade looming blankly above the sidewalk and lawn before it, oppressing her. Scared of the alien faces, scared of the voices, scared of the gestures of the other boys and girls—at least as she has imagined them. She’s scared and her tummy hurts.

Look again at Rabbit, Run for this combination—of Updike’s language and Rabbit’s. It lacks consistency; some passages use Updike’s diction and syntax exclusively (though again, these passages don’t move outside of the protagonist’s awareness), some favor Rabbit’s, and some blend the two seamlessly. The third-person limited point of view allows that, as well.

Pros. As Henry James knew, this perspective combines the intimacy of the first-person points of view and the linguistic freedom we associate with omniscience, yielding a storytelling strategy of enormous flexibility. (It’s the have-your-cake-and-eat-it-too of POV strategies.) The third-limited point of view is especially well-suited to telling the stories of the following:

• A repellent main character. If her story were told from the first-person central perspective, readers might be made uncomfortable by the intimacy of all those “I”s rattling around in our heads. (The exception to this rule is Nabokov’s Lolita, analyzed in Chapter 9.)

• A child or other inarticulate (or entirely nonverbal) character, such as an animal. Again, in contrast to the first-person and second-person POVs, the third-limited offers the writer total freedom of diction and syntax. A narrator can tell a third-limited story in the writer’s own language, or the language of the protagonist, or both at once. He can even move in and out, à la Updike in Rabbit, Run—as long as the limits on information are never transgressed. The narrator can’t tell the reader anything that the protagonist doesn’t know.

• Any protagonist based on you yourself. Writers of autobiographical fiction tend to take too much about their main character for granted—appearance, perhaps, but especially actual character traits, many of which the writer might be altogether unaware. The result: The weakest, most indistinct main characters of stories and novels that cross my desk are stand-ins for the writer himself. These protagonists aren’t so much poorly characterized as not especially characterized at all. How to stop thinking about an autobiographical character as yourself and begin seeing, hearing, feeling her as an independent entity, one with three dimensions, who might even surprise you every now and again? Write that character’s story from the third-limited POV. Suddenly, instead of typing “I” and meaning it rather literally, you are telling the story of “her” or “him”—“Dawn” or “Constantine” or whatever you decide to name this entity. Though your autobiographical protagonist will no doubt continue to resemble you somewhat, there is at least a chance that this character might begin to differ from you in fundamental ways, as well.

Cons. As I said above, the third-limited point of view lacks any analog in nature. “What about a video camera operated by a single character?” my undergraduate students often ask. But a video camera can’t read the mind of the person who uses it. This POV can—though again, it can’t read any other characters’ minds. The availability to a limited-third narrator of whichever diction or syntax the writer prefers can complicate things further. Describing the nuances of an inarticulate character’s feelings in your own words and sentences, you can easily slip and begin to describe things altogether unknown to the character.

There are two ways of becoming adept at this highly flexible point-of-view strategy. The first way: Read as many books and stories as possible written from the third-limited POV—keeping in mind that even published writers violate its rules on occasion, sometimes on purpose and occasionally by mistake. The second? Pull out a story you’ve already written from the first-central POV. Begin by changing the “I”s to “he”s or “she”s. Examine the result. Then expand and vary the story’s language palette, by adding words and complicating sentences in ways that the protagonist was unable to while telling his or her own story.

Third-Person Omniscient—Intrusive

Omniscient means “all-knowing.” The omniscient narrator can read minds and hearts, can see the past and the future. This narrator knows what’s going on in two places at once, and can take us to both of those places. The omniscient narrator understands everything about the universe that is this narrator’s story and can share it all with the reader—though such a narrator is by no means required to do so. Finally, unlike first-person and close third-person limited narrators, the omniscient storyteller is not bound by the diction and syntax of any particular character in the story.

Omniscience offers the writer power and breadth—the power to read characters’ minds and hearts at will, and the breadth of story yielded by allowing readers access to many such minds and hearts. Potentially, at least, this approach creates a fictional landscape both vast and deep, like the Pacific Ocean. The appeal of the omniscient third-person POV is therefore undeniable.

And yet, this strategy has grown less and less popular among published storytellers since the turn of the twentieth century (thanks, in part, to James’s influence). You’re right to wonder, Why doesn’t every writer tell all his stories from this POV? What’s not to like about it?

The narrator of a story told from the intrusive omniscient third-person POV doesn’t merely see and understand everything in a short story or novel. The intrusive omniscient narrator opines, recommends, moralizes, judges. Holds forth. Heckles! Though the narrator of a story written from this perspective is not a character in it, he or she (it?) is everything but: an undeniable, nearly tangible presence, one with definite preferences—prejudices, even—who lacks only a body. If the neutral omniscient narrator (discussed below) hides in the wings, the intrusive narrator floats alongside the reader in the balcony, whispering in that reader’s ear throughout the performance onstage that he or she wrote and directed. (This narrator provided sets, lights, costumes, makeup, and incidental music, as well.) He or she cheers the hero, hisses the villain, and suggests where to get a bite to eat after the show. Here is a passage from Milan Kundera’s Book of Laughter and Forgetting, the rare work of contemporary fiction to employ the intrusive omniscient strategy:

 

Please understand me: I said [Mirek] was in love with his destiny, not with himself. These are two entirely different things. It is as if his life had freed itself and suddenly had interests of its own, which did not correspond at all to Mirek’s. This is how, I believe, life turns itself into destiny.

Just as this POV strategy’s name indicates, a writer who has chosen it intrudes, offering judgments not only on the characters within the story (Mirek, here) but on the world outside it—the narrator’s opinions on life and destiny, in this case. And were you struck by the storyteller’s use of “I” and “me”? This is not the same “I” that we encountered in “Araby,” The Secret Sharer, and A Severed Head. Nor is it the “I” with which Ishmael and Nick Carraway refer to themselves when telling Ahab and Gatsby’s stories. This “I” is not a character at the center of the story being told, or even on its periphery—nor is it Milan Kundera himself, exactly. It is the story’s omniscient narrator, beside us in the audience, in the dark.

Pros. Though corporeally absent, this narrator nevertheless ensures that we feel guided as if by the hand through the scenes before us. As a result, this strategy can generate something like the intimacy characteristic of the first- and second-person points of view, only here the bond forms between reader and an unidentified, extra-narrative storyteller, rather than with the fictional Martin Lynch-Gibbons or Nick Carraway, or McInerney and Moore’s “you.”

Cons. Predictably, the intrusive omniscient point of view encourages readerly passivity. It discourages readers from deducing truths about characters, situations, and the world. Intrusive omniscient narrators instruct these readers—lecture them, even—with the most intrusive of all actually telling readers whether to like or dislike individual characters, something that contemporary American readers tend to resist. (We prefer to make up our own minds about things.) This POV also discourages our suspension of disbelief, as the narrator constantly reminds us of his own existence (see the example from Kundera, above) and, by implication, of the story’s artificiality.

For these and other reasons, intrusive omniscience strikes many readers as old-fashioned. Among much else, the events of the twentieth century demonstrated that the truth is subjective, a matter of not only where and when an observer witnesses an event or events, but how and why—not to mention who the observer is in the first place. God might or might not be dead, but a puppet master who not only micromanages the fate of a world he created but insists on determining what his audience should think and how we should feel about the goings on there seems like a relic from another era.

It is. Other than clueless amateurs, most writers who favor this perspective are trying to remind their audiences of the great books of the past, in the hope that we will consider their own, contemporary, work a part of the canon that includes Cervantes, Eliot, Dickens, Hugo, and others. In addition to Kundera, the novelists Tom Robbins and Salman Rushdie come to mind. What these three share is big voices—styles on the page so charming and forceful and therefore persuasive that we happily let them guide us through the big books they write.

Do you have a style this seductive, a voice this big? (I will discuss both topics in the next chapter.) You might. Keep in mind, however, that Kundera, Robbins, and Rushdie are not only gifted writers but seasoned ones. The books they have written from the intrusive perspective followed others told from less-slippery POVs. They have earned the right to this oldest point-of-view strategy—and even so, their novels in this vein sometimes suffer from the flaws enumerated above.

Did you notice that I just wrote “novels”? Writing a short story from the omniscient point of view is artistically suicidal. We barely have space and time in 15 pages, or even 60, to get close to a single character. And as controlling (even oppressive, at times) as the interruptions of an intrusive narrator might seem when spread over 300 or 400 pages, these interjections can flatten the inhabitants of a work of short fiction like an anvil dropped on a cartoon character from a high window. The omniscient perspective is for novels only.

Finally, omniscience endangers the work of inexperienced writers because it discourages the dramatic. If you, the fledgling storyteller, can read the minds of both characters in a scene, you probably will. The result of that most likely will be a situation in which two characters stand (or sit or lie) around thinking things about each other, silently—and who wants to read that? Characters should not only think but act and react. They ought to talk, to laugh and cry, to rain punches on one another and then kiss passionately. In the hands of a novice or intermediate writer, omniscience often yields stories lacking human behavior.

Third-Person Omniscient—Neutral

This chapter of Master Class will use as its literary model Toni Morrison’s magnificent Beloved, so you might want to read the novel now if you haven’t done so already. Beloved takes place in Cincinnati, Ohio, during the aftermath of the Civil War. Years before the start of the novel, its protagonist, Sethe, fled from the Kentucky plantation called Sweet Home where she was enslaved and traveled north to the house of her mother-in-law, Baby Suggs, having sent two sons and a daughter ahead. Sethe gave birth to a second daughter, called Denver, on the way.

When Beloved opens, Baby Suggs has died and Sethe’s sons Howard and Buglar have left home. Sethe and Denver remain in the house (called 124), now haunted by the ghost of Denver’s older sister, who died as a baby and is known as Beloved for the inscription on her tombstone. Paul D, another former Sweet Home slave, comes to visit, and he and Sethe become sexually involved at once. A short while later, a mysterious young woman shows up as well and cleaves desperately to Sethe. Denver believes that this woman is the ghost of Beloved, somehow grown up and made flesh. Although even the narrator takes to calling this mystery-woman Beloved, her identity remains in doubt for hundreds of pages.

The novel’s unidentified narrator shares with us the viewpoints of not only Sethe, Denver, and Paul D, but the following, as well: Beloved; Baby Suggs; Stamp Paid and Ella, who facilitated the last leg of Sethe’s fugitive journey north; and the four horsemen who pursued Sethe, intending to return her to Sweet Home—including, specifically, the slave master from whom Sethe escaped, known as “schoolteacher,” and the sheriff who arrested Sethe when she was tracked down. Also Denver’s mentor, Lady Jones; the “coloredwomen” (collectively, somewhat in the manner of the first-person plural POV), who leave gifts of food for Denver and sing outside 124 in the novel’s climactic scene; Baby Suggs’ benefactor, Edward Bodwin; and the Bodwins’ servant Janey Wagon. Beloved’s last chapter is told from a point of view that can only be described as that of the narrator.

The book also includes information that none of the characters as described is likely to know: a capsule history of the Cherokee nation, for instance. On occasion, the reader learns things that Morrison’s characters definitely don’t know: “Mixed in with the voices surrounding the house, recognizable but undecipherable to Stamp Paid, were the thoughts of the women of 124, unspeakable thoughts, unspoken.” (199—page numbers refer to the 1998 Plume edition of the novel). Unspeakable, unspoken, and undecipherable! Three chapters near the novel’s climax adopt William Faulkner’s serial-first person technique from As I Lay Dying: first Sethe addresses us, followed by Denver, and finally (in a monologue reminiscent of Vardaman’s sections from Faulkner’s book), Beloved herself.

And the narrator of Beloved takes liberties with time as well as space, shifting from the book’s dominant past tense into the present for the scene (beginning on page 120) in which Beloved disappears from the “cold house.” At other times the storyteller foretells the future, writing of Paul D on page 165, “Later he would wonder what made him say it.”

The narrator shifts perspective often, doing so not only inside chapters but within scenes, even. From time to time, as on page 184, we share the viewpoints of two characters inside a single sentence: “As Sethe walked to work, late for the first time in sixteen years and wrapped in a timeless present, Stamp Paid fought fatigue and the habit of a lifetime.” And at one point late in the novel (page 267), a character (Paul D) even sees himself from the perspectives of other characters (Garner and Sixo), or tries to. Morrison relates her story from an astonishing number and variety of perspectives.

Take a look at Beloved’s unnumbered first chapter. It begins (on page 3) from the point of view of an omniscient narrator who can read the minds of multiple characters. By page 4, in the paragraph that begins “‘No more powerful …’”, the point of view has shifted to that of Sethe. Four pages later, though (and midscene) we read “Except for the churn, he thought …,” and realize we are behind the eyes of Sethe’s visitor and lover-to-be Paul D. Page 10 interrupts Paul’s viewpoint with the line beginning “She saw his skepticism …”—indicating that, ever so briefly, we are observing the scene in question from Sethe’s POV. And two pages later, Sethe’s daughter Denver has entered; we jump to her point of view with the line that tells us she’s “suddenly hot and shy.” At the bottom of page 15, readers are once more with Paul, who “listened through the open door.…” Page 16 reestablishes Sethe’s point of view. Page 17 shifts from Sethe’s to Paul’s perspective, 18 returns to Sethe’s, followed by Paul’s, and the following page again takes up the POV of daughter Denver, whose viewpoint closes out the chapter.

A summary of Beloved’s first chapter in order of the perspectives readers share, its Jamesean centers of consciousness:

Narrator
Sethe
Paul
Sethe
Paul
Denver
Paul
Sethe
Paul
Sethe
Paul
Denver

That’s 11 point-of-view transitions in less than 17 pages. Although later sections of the book will retain a single POV for longer periods (entire chapters, even), this first chapter is not atypical of Beloved in the way it shifts viewpoint frequently and without fanfare.

Indeed, readers often arrive at midparagraph before we realize we are no longer observing a scene from Point A, but have moved in the meantime to Point B. This is because Beloved’s all-knowing narrator is not intrusive but rather neutral, at least compared to Kundera’s narrator in The Book of Laughter and Forgetting and those of the nineteenth-century storytellers mentioned previously. This narrator shares with us the thoughts and feelings, the hopes and fears and memories and visions of Beloved’s characters at will, but refuses to evaluate any of them explicitly. Clearly the writer herself is passionate about her characters and their world, but she doesn’t weigh in on the state of those characters or that world (much less our world), preferring drama to explication, showing to telling. Via her omniscient-neutral third-person narrator, Morrison leaves the judging to us.

Although the storyteller enjoys unlimited access to the perspectives of all of Beloved’s characters, Toni Morrison doesn’t avail herself of the narrator’s potential access to every mind and heart. She prudently chooses where to go and where not to, revealing in the process that discretion can be the better part of storytelling. For instance, when Paul D shares with Sethe his theory that her husband Halle witnessed Sethe’s rape (“He saw. Must have.”—68), the conventions of the omniscient POV allow the narrator to indicate to us if Paul D is right. Morrison recognizes, however, that doing so would actually befog the scene’s sharp focus. Instead the narrator remains in the here and now of the story, dramatizing Sethe’s reaction to Paul D’s surmise. The horror of the scene’s climactic images—Halle’s butter-covered face, and Paul D with a bit in his mouth—follows.

Similarly, the narrator could enter Sethe’s memories and tell us the story of Denver’s birth. Instead, “Denver spoke, Beloved listened, and the two did the best they could to create what really happened, how it really was.…” (78) Toni Morrison realizes that there is more drama in the speculation of these two characters than in “what really happened, how it really was.”

In the novel’s climactic scene—the convergence of Sethe, Beloved, the singing women, and Edward Bodwin—the narrator shares the perspective of each in turn, rigorously maintaining the subjectivity (that is, the confusion) of each and thereby creating enormous suspense. Only by means of a conversation between Paul D and Stamp Paid in the chapter that follows does the reader learn “how it really was”—ironic, because neither was present at the event in question. And finally, Morrison’s narrator could reveal immediately the true identity of the young woman who arrives at 124, but of course she does not, as to do so would deprive the book of much of its dramatic tension, would stop us wondering, “Is this woman the ghost of that baby?”—and turning the pages of Beloved in order to find out. Again, even though an omniscient narrator knows everything, that narrator need not share all.

Pros. This POV strategy is as flexible and capacious as the omniscient-intrusive, at least as far as story information is concerned. Though we see the events of Beloved primarily through the eyes of Sethe (and to a lesser extent, those of Paul D), nothing prevents Morrison’s narrator from observing the novel’s most traumatic and memorable scene of all from the perspective of schoolteacher and the sheriff—crucial, because Sethe lacks objectivity on this scene, to put it mildly, and Paul D is absent from it altogether. (Denver, though present, is an infant, too young to remember this event later.) Similarly, despite dipping into the title character’s POV on occasion, the narrator is by no means obliged to stay there, which preserves the mystery of Beloved’s identity. Meanwhile, Beloved’s narrator avoids intrusive-omniscient histrionics: We feel sweetly sung to, now and again, but never lectured, hectored (as, alas, we sometimes do reading Kundera’s novels).

Cons. Fundamentally, the neutral-omniscient perspective discourages intimacy. At the end of the first chapter of Beloved, to whom, if anyone, do we feel close? The chapter begins more or less neutrally, in no particular character’s mind or heart. So smoothly that it is almost unnoticeable, Beloved’s POV shifts to Sethe. Just as we are getting comfy there, it jumps to Paul’s, and before long to Denver’s.

Eventually Sethe emerges as the protagonist of Beloved. Thanks to Toni Morrison’s considerable characterization skills, we are already empathizing with her, and our identification with Sethe only increases as the book goes on. Think how much closer to Sethe we’d feel, though, if the entire chapter—all the chapters—were told from her POV. (The same goes for Paul D, or Denver). Rather than settling in behind the eyes, between the ears, inside the heart of one character or another, omniscience encourages us to flit from one perspective to the next, like trick-or-treaters of the soul. As great as Sense and Sensibility is, it never completely commits to the perspective of Elinor Dashwood, and the book suffers in a small but significant way as a result. (Austen’s handling of point of view would improve in her later novels Pride and Prejudice and, especially, Emma.)

Don’t misunderstand me: In Beloved, the neutral-omniscient point of view succeeds brilliantly, making available to us not merely the story of Sethe’s life (as if that weren’t enough), but Paul D’s very different saga as well. (The commonalities and contrasts between the two enrich our understanding and appreciation of both.) The technique allows us to explore Denver’s resentment of Sethe’s relationships with Paul D and Beloved. Again, thanks to the neutral-omniscient POV, we see the world through the eyes of Beloved herself—but only up to a point, so that Morrison can preserve the mystery of her identity. And when a scene would be better served by a perspective other than that of a 124 resident, our narrator takes us there (as in the “cold house” scene, which we observe through the eyes of schoolteacher and the sheriff). The writer has chosen to sacrifice intimacy in Beloved, but this sacrifice yields something monumental: a novel able to immerse us in the hopes and fears of a fugitive slave (Sethe)—and those of a slave whose attempted escape failed (Paul D).

When storytellers mishandle this point of view, however, readers can lose track of precisely whose perspective they are sharing at any given time within a scene. This in turn can lead to confusion about what’s going on altogether. Indeed, Morrison herself has struggled with the technique. For evidence of this, and of the difficulties inherent in using the neutral-omniscient POV, see the opening of her earlier novel Song of Solomon. Though the book ultimately achieves greatness, its initial pages are off-putting. And by refusing to settle into a single perspective, or even emphasize one or more over the rest, at least half of Song of Solomon subtly alienates us, page after page—a shame, considering how remarkable the novel becomes in its final third.

If enough of this sort of thing occurs over the course of a scene or scenes, readers will cease altogether to participate actively in the ping-ponging, ambiguous changes in perspective. They will opt out of looking at the story through the eyes of one character, then another, and back again—and instead find themselves floating high above the action, like the Goodyear Blimp at the Super Bowl. Is that where you want your readers? No. You want them down on the field, in the hurly-burly among the players and coaches, the cheerleaders and marching bands. Permit readers to drift above your story, and you risk allowing them to drift away from it altogether.

What prevents Beloved from succumbing to the hazards with which its point-of-view strategy comes equipped? I think it’s the sky-high level of Morrison’s writing craftsmanship. In Sethe and Paul D, she has drawn two fully 3-D characters (4-D if you count motivation); at least once in the course of the novel, each surprises us and we believe it. Secondary characters—from Denver, Baby Suggs, and Beloved, through Amy and Stamp Paid—populate the spaces between and around them, while the tertiary Garners and especially the villainous schoolteacher better their counterparts in Dickens. Morrison’s descriptive writing awes by its refusal to remain static, as in this sentence near the start of the book: “The coffee cup hit the floor and rolled down the sloping boards toward the front door.” (43) What an amazingly active way of communicating to readers the fact that 124 has warped and settled, as old houses do.

Regarding plot, virtually everything in the present time of the novel flows, cause-and-effectlike, from Paul D’s arrival at Sethe and Denver’s house and his confrontation with Beloved’s ghost there. Examine the dialogue throughout Beloved for multiple examples of how one can capture the contrasting sounds of different dialects without any phonetic spelling whatsoever: The white plantation-owner Mrs. Garner uses diction and syntax different from those of the indentured servant, Amy Denver. Sixo, brought in chains from Africa, sounds different from Sethe, who in turn sounds different from her daughter, reared free in the North. Finally, though we will treat this topic in detail in the next chapter of Master Class, I’ll mention here something you surely have noticed yourself, if you’ve begun reading the novel: Toni Morrison’s style and voice.

In other words, the author’s characterization, plot, description, dialogue, and style/voice keep us connected to the people and places of her story in spite of the potential for confusion and alienation inherent in her chosen POV method. Anyone whose craft is less assured than Morrison’s should think twice about adopting the neutral-omniscient perspective for a writing project.

Omniscient perspectives seduce novice writers by seeming so easy. Anything goes, right? And that’s precisely the problem. Because you can’t inhabit the head and heart of every character all the time, whenever you write a scene with more than one character in it you will need to decide whose point of view you’re going to show and tell that scene from: one of the characters only? If so, which one? Or are you going to oscillate between characters’ perspectives, as Morrison does at the start of Beloved?

The past masters of both omniscient POVs (intrusive and neutral) created their own rules in order to tame the lawlessness of the perspective. (Omniscience is the Old West of POV.) In general, Jane Austen avoided reading the minds of her male characters, partly to preserve the suspense of her female characters’ desire for the men. (If we knew what Edward, Willoughby, and Brandon were thinking at the start of Sense and Sensibility, the air would go out of the story altogether.) But Austen also imposed this restriction on her work, I think, simply to reduce the number of decisions necessary at the start of every scene. Elinor and Edward are talking? Okay. We’ll see and hear the scene from Elinor’s perspective.

Some writers using the omniscient approach favor their protagonists during all of the scenes in which those protagonists appear. In most cases, when the title character of Anna Karenina participates in a scene, we experience that scene from her perspective rather than that of another character. What if Anna is offstage, however? Then Tolstoy faces another dilemma—just like Austen, when a scene she writes contains two or more men and no women, or two women. Choices, choices: the omniscient perspectives can exhaust any writer. A good reason for storytelling beginners, who haven’t yet built up their fiction-writing muscles, to avoid it.

Serial Limited Third-Person

Eventually Updike describes Rabbit’s world from not only the third-person perspective of the protagonist but also those of Ruth, Janet, Eccles, and even Lucy Eccles. Does that make Rabbit, Run an omniscient-POV novel?

No. Instead, like countless books by popular writers of genre fiction such as Stephen King and Michael Crichton (as well as many a “literary” writer), Rabbit, Run uses a POV strategy I call the serial limited third-person perspective. That is, these authors offer up a series of limited third-person viewpoints, one after the other. Remember the serial first-person POV, as exemplified by Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying? This is like that, only the point of view characters don’t speak for themselves—a narrator speaks for them, from outside the story. Additionally, characters in a serial third-person story don’t generally disagree regarding what happened or its significance. Instead, they tend to complement one another, providing readers with a rounded picture of events instead of an intriguingly contradictory one.

The serial limited third-person POV differs from omniscience, too. When done right, as in the Book of Laughter and Forgetting or Beloved, the omniscient third-person perspective achieves seamless fluidity—smoothness of transition from one sensibility to another, via the narrator’s sure hand. The serial-limited point of view, by contrast, presents one perspective as restricted as a garden-variety third-limited. Then, after a white space or perhaps even a chapter heading, the story continues via another, equally restricted, POV. The distinction between the two perspectives (and whatever perspectives follow) never comes into question.

Pros. This strategy is the most have-cake/eat-cake situation of all. It offers writers and readers the breadth of the omniscient point of view and the intimacy of the third-limited (nearly as intimate, remember, as the first-person POV)—at once. Alienation (the Goodyear Blimp Effect) is unlikely here, as each individual section of a story told with this strategy situates us firmly behind one pair of eyes. Readers’ confusion is rare as well. Ditto feelings of artificiality and passivity, and the sense of the archaic, that a godlike narrator can inspire. If you’re hoping to write a novel, and you feel hog-tied by one of the truly restrictive POVs (first, second, third-limited) but sensibly intimidated by omniscience, consider this approach.

Cons. I wouldn’t use this strategy to tell a short story, for the same reason I discourage the use of the omniscient POV in short-story writing: the likelihood of superficiality. You will need every storytelling tool at your disposal to successfully evoke one perspective on the world in 15 to 60 pages. Trying to make your readers care about characters whose perspectives you share with them for only a few pages or even paragraphs at a time—and a highly limited number of pages overall—puts at risk the success of your story altogether.

For a novel in which you are willing to sacrifice uninterrupted intimacy, however, the serial limited third-person point of view can be close to ideal.

Third-Person Objective

To review: The reader of a short story or novel written from the first-person singular point of view (central or peripheral), second-person point of view (anecdotal or instructional), or the third-limited point of view is privy to the observations, feelings, and thoughts of only one character. First-person plural shares with us a group’s collective POV, delivered in unison, while third-omniscient sees the world of the story from multiple perspectives—including that of the storyteller, in the case of the intrusive variation on omniscience.

In contrast to all of these perspectives, the narrator of a story written from the third-person objective point of view can’t read the mind or heart of any of the characters in that story. Not one. Nor may the storyteller employing this strategy evaluate or even explain. Instead, that narrator merely presents action, dialogue, and description (but description that makes no judgments). How, then, can we possibly know what characters are feeling and thinking in such a story?

Here’s how: the same way we know what characters are feeling and thinking when we watch a movie (one without a narrator, that is) or attend a play (sans asides and soliloquies)—The Godfather, say, or Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. The same way we know what people are feeling if we come upon them making out in the stairwell of an art museum, or what they’re thinking if we overhear them arguing during breakfast at a roadside diner. We discover characters’ feelings and thoughts by means of what they do and say, how they do and say it; what they don’t do, don’t say. We stop, look, and listen. And we learn.

To examine the problem from the writer’s perspective, if you tell a story using this POV strategy, you may not tell your readers that a character feels happy, but you may describe a smile on that character’s face so broad that it forces her eyes closed. You may not tell your readers that a character thinks he has triumphed, but you may write dialogue for him that reads, “Yes! Yes! High-five, dude. Gimme—Yyyyyesssss!” You may not even describe a character as pretty. Pretty, after all, is a judgment, and in a third-objective story there are no judgments, just facts. So write,

 

She sashayed through the Galleria, freckle-sprayed nose upturned before her, ocean-colored almond eyes ablaze. Her flaming flag of chestnut hair shimmered on her shoulders. Teenage boys tripped over their Nikes; dropped Best Buy shopping-bags bulging with computer peripherals and bargain CD’s; stained their fleece pullovers with misdirected food court condiments. Duck sauce. Honey-mustard. One guy, in a jacket of brown leather and distressed jeans, fell into the fountain. The girls with these guys, as well as those roaming the mall in pairs, in packs, narrowed their eyes and hissed in something like unison:

“Julie!”

Notice here that we can’t read Julie’s mind—don’t even know her name until the other girls say it aloud. We don’t know those girls’ names or the names of their guys. And we know what’s going on inside these characters only by virtue of what goes on outside them: how they talk, walk, squirt honey-mustard. Nor, again, does our narrator say that Julie is pretty. That narrator merely presents the scene to the reader as clearly—as dramatically—as possible and asks us to do the rest.

Pros and Cons. This is one of the most infrequently used POVs of all—I know of only one novel written according to this strategy (John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men) and not a lot of short stories, either, besides Hemingway’s masterly “Hills Like White Elephants.” A story told from this perspective asks much of its readers, who must deduce a great deal from what they see and hear. (In this regard, it’s the opposite of the omniscient-intrusive strategy, which feeds the reader everything she needs to know …and then some.) Of course, this can be a good thing. It makes for active, rather than passive, readers, who therefore are likely to care. That is, if they don’t disengage from the fictional goings-on altogether out of confusion or perhaps sheer laziness.

As much as the objective point of view can challenge readers, it challenges writers more. Simply telling the reader that Julie is powerfully attractive to all the boys at the mall and thus arouses the envy and resentment of other girls would be so much easier. (In fact, I just did it.) Too, we’ll never know what Julie is thinking and feeling—unless the narrator of this episode dramatizes that somehow.

This is precisely why you should write at least one story from the objective point of view. As writers of plays and screenplays know, virtually any internal state can be manifested externally. For that matter, the externalization of these states will make for a story that is more dynamic, quite literally more dramatic. If you force yourself to write a story from this point of view, therefore, or even to adapt to this POV a story you’ve already written from another perspective, you will discover just how much information you can communicate to your readers dramatically rather than explicitly—how very possible it is to show rather than tell. And that can liberate a storyteller, as well as empowering her.

I believe so strongly in the ability of this perspective to transform you as a writer that I insist you try it out, if only once: Write, or rewrite, a single story from the third-person objective point of view. Most likely the attempt will frustrate you at first, but don’t give up hope. And remember that even if you err, violating the rules of the game every now and again (as Nobel laureates Hemingway and Steinbeck did when they wrote from this point of view), you nevertheless will be a far better writer when you’re done than you are right now. Good luck!

Information and POV

Here’s a roundup of all the POV strategies we’ve discussed so far:

I. FIRST PERSON (Can be reliable, unreliable, or somewhere in between)

A. Central

B. Peripheral

   1. Singular

   2. Plural

C. Serial

II. SECOND PERSON

A. Anecdotal

B. Instructional

III. THIRD PERSON

A. Limited

   1. Conventional

   2. Serial

B. Omniscient

   1. Intrusive

   2. Neutral

C. Objective

Another way of understanding POV is to organize perspectival options according to the amount of information each offers the reader about the event or events described. By definition, the third-person objective point of view contains the least information, because it is restricted to the external, the tangible, the dramatic. At the other end of the spectrum is omniscience, which potentially includes not only the facts but many character’s particular perspectives on them, as well as reactions by the story’s narrator to those characters, that story, the world. In between these two extremes: the first-person central and peripheral (singular), second-person, and third-person limited POVs, each of which sees the story through a single pair of eyes. Then come the point of view strategies featuring multiple perspectives: the first-person peripheral (plural), the serial first-person, and serial limited third-person POVs.

Just remember: Volume of information isn’t everything. After all, the objective POV, though the most limited, is also the most reliable. The gargantuan, propagandistic paintings of Jacques-Louis David that fill gallery after gallery in the Louvre may tell us less about the world than one of Ansel Adams’s close-up photographs of ferns and stones.

INFORMATION AVAILABLE TO THE READER

[image: image]

Time and POV

At the start of the last chapter, I defined point of view as the relationship between the event(s) dramatized in a particular story, the story’s teller, and its audience. Until now, we’ve limited our discussion to relationships in space: How close, physically, are events, teller, and audience? But POV has another dimension: time.

Having read Rabbit, Run, we know that a story can be told in the present tense, implying that no time has elapsed between the events of that story and its transmission to the reader. The advantage to such an approach is immediacy. Reading, we feel as though the story unspools before our eyes, entirely unmediated. (In acknowledgment of this phenomenon, Updike initially gave his novel the subtitle A Movie.) On the other hand, telling a story in the present tense discourages retrospection, interpretation, and evaluation on the part of its central consciousness: the major disadvantage to this technique. Rabbit, of course, tends not to examine his own behavior, much less judge it, so the present tense suits him just fine.

We know as well that a narrator can relate the events of a story years after those events occurred, as in “Araby”—and in The Secret Sharer, the narrator of which makes the time elapsed relatively explicit (the italics are mine): “He mumbled to me as if he were ashamed of what he were saying; gave his name (it was something like Archbold—but at this distance of years I hardly am sure)…” When executed properly, this approach to time and POV achieves a pleasant layering effect. Though we very much accompany the young protagonist of “Araby” as we read, seeing and hearing, thinking and feeling what he does, we also sense the presence of the boy’s older, wiser self, the adult capable of telling us, “Gazing up into the darkness I saw myself as a creature driven and derided by vanity; and my eyes burned with anguish and anger.” This narrator possesses not only the diction and syntax necessary for the expression of this observation, but the awareness of self and others—the wisdom, in other words—that makes such an insight possible. Some disadvantages to the retrospective perspective: It can lead to distortion. Sometimes I think the adult narrator of “Araby” is too hard on his younger self, a flaw that might be ameliorated by a present-tense story-teller—or an even older one, who might be more tolerant of his own boyhood foolishness. For that matter, can we be sure that the narrator of “Araby” recalls the details of his story accurately? After all, it’s been a while since they took place.

Some short stories and novels take distance in time from the happenings described to an extreme. An old woman recalling her first sexual relationship, which took place decades earlier, narrates The Lover by Marguerite Duras. This narrator does not want for adult insight into love and life. However (and here is the disadvantage to telling a story from a great temporal distance), she has forgotten much about the events she narrates and her adolescent reactions to them. Rather than dancing around this flaw inherent in her method, though, The Lover’s narrator addresses directly the distorting, dissolving effects of time, freely confessing that she doesn’t recall certain material completely, accurately, or at all—and then offering to recreate to the best of her limited ability what she’s lost. The impression of total candor yielded by such a technique at first startles readers. Then it seduces us.

Most short stories and novels are inexplicit about the distance in time between their events and the description and dramatization of them, leaving readers to surmise that the narrator tells the story relatively soon after its final goings-on occurred. That is the feeling we get from A Severed Head, for instance, which we presume Martin relates to his audience more-or-less immediately following his climactic union with Honor. After all, if he were telling the story years after that, why not include at least a summary of those years, as well? Austen does precisely this, at Sense and Sensibility’s conclusion. Dickens does the same in A Christmas Carol.

Because the temporal aspect of point of view affects matters like diction and syntax, as well as a narrator’s insight into human nature and the way the world works (not to mention eroding memory’s content), you should decide definitively when writing a short story or novel just how long after the events therein your story is being transmitted to its audience—especially if you are telling that story in the first- or second-person points of view, the POVs in which the narrator is a character in the story he tells. Is the narrator of your story about the first day of kindergarten 5 or 42 or 80 years old? If she’s 80, we might have trouble believing she remembers much about that day at all. I think Joyce, Conrad, and Murdoch knew exactly how much time had elapsed between the events of “Araby,” The Secret Sharer, and A Severed Head, and the sharing of those stories by their narrators. They just didn’t tell the reader.

Violating the POV Contract

You now know the basics of point of view. To succeed at this most challenging aspect of the writer’s craft, pick one approach per short story or novel (not necessarily the same as a single perspective—see As I Lay Dying) and adhere to it until you have typed “THE END.” Though a few stories (The Counterlife by Philip Roth, and J.D. Salinger’s short story “For Esmé—with Love and Squalor,” for example) violate what we might call the POV Contract, they do so deliberately. Besides, The Counterlife and “For Esmé” were written by master storytellers in exquisite control of their craft. To return one final time to my analogy from the visual arts, unless you’re a Cubist, you wouldn’t paint three-quarters of your cousin Libby’s portrait from the front, then move 90 degrees and finish the picture in profile. The same goes for storytelling. Don’t delve into a character’s mind when you have written the rest of the story from the perspective of another character altogether.

If you are tempted to do so—to show a scene from the point of view of the manager of a store, for example, when the rest of the short story that includes this scene is written from the viewpoint of a customer—ask yourself two questions:

1. Does my story require this information in order to function? To learn what the store manager thinks about her customer (your central consciousness) might interest your readers. But does the manager know or observe something unavailable to the shopper, invisible to her, without which the story simply doesn’t work? If the answer is no, stay with the shopper’s POV. If yes, proceed to the second question:

2. Can I transmit this information to the reader without violating my story’s point of view strategy? The answer to this question is almost always yes. Remember, the vast majority of characters in movies and plays are only available to audiences externally. We can’t read their minds, yet we understand what they are thinking and feeling because in the script, the dramatic writer has instructed the actors to say or do things that makes this clear. If you want readers to know that the prolonged browsing of your story’s protagonist has irritated the manager, the latter could look at her wristwatch and ask, “Are you sure you wouldn’t like any help, Miss?” No need to enter the manager’s mind, or see the scene from her vantage point.

If your story indeed requires that readers know what a character other than the story’s central consciousness is observing, thinking, or feeling, and somehow there’s no way of demonstrating this to them dramatically, then you will have to violate your chosen POV strategy. I find this situation almost inconceivable, though. More likely is the following scenario: Having discovered ways of dramatically representing the thoughts or feelings of someone besides your central consciousness, you still long to enter this peripheral character’s mind and heart. Perhaps what you’ve discovered is that she interests you more than the one you chose to tell your story through; that is, the manager of the store compels you more than does her customer. If this is the case, consider telling the story from a different perspective altogether.

That’s right. Start over.

And don’t feel discouraged. Professional storytellers make discoveries like this all the time. Sure, you will need to overhaul what you’ve written. But successful writing is, in essence, a matter of overhauling—replacing words that aren’t quite right, recasting sentences that are passive or imprecise or tonally wrong, and in some cases rethinking entire stories (entire novels!) to improve their effectiveness. As someone famously said (or, more precisely, wrote) writing is rewriting.

Suggestions for Further Reading: Point of View II

Third-Person Limited

1. Conrad Aiken, “Silent Snow, Secret Snow.”

2. James Baldwin, “Come Out the Wilderness.”

3. Bruce Jay Friedman, “Post Time.”

4. Henry James, Daisy Miller.

5. Joyce Carol Oates, “Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?”

Third-Person Omniscient/Intrusive

1. George Elliot, Silas Marner.

2. Henry Fielding, Joseph Andrews.

3. Milan Kundera, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting.

4. Tom Robbins, Still Life with Woodpecker.

5. Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses.

Third-Person Omniscient/Neutral

1. Washington Irving, “The Legend of Rip Van Winkle.”

2. Toni Morrison, Song of Solomon.

3. Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse.

Serial Limited Third-Person

1. Margaret Atwood, “Uglypuss.”

2. Michael Crichton, Jurassic Park.

3. Graham Swift, “Learning to Swim.”

Third-Person Objective

1. Raymond Carver, “Little Things.”

2. Ernest Hemingway, “Hills Like White Elephants.”

3. John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men.

Violating the POV Contract

1. Philip Roth, The Counterlife.

2. J.D. Salinger, “For Esme—with Love and Squalor.”
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Style, Voice:
A Farewell to Arms

The Writer’s Voice

With the publication in 1929 of his third novel, A Farewell to Arms, the American novelist, journalist, and writer of short stories Ernest Hemingway achieved widespread fame that continued to grow until his suicide in 1961, and beyond. A literary celebrity of the magnitude of Byron, Whitman, and Wilde, he also was the most influential writer of the twentieth century—especially with regard to the craft elements style and voice.

Many writers and teachers of writing use the terms style and voice interchangeably. To me they denote two distinct phenomena connected by cause and effect.

Logically enough, voice stands for the voice that you hear in your head as you read, the sound of the story. Think of Sense and Sensibility and Beloved—not the events that take place in the pages of these novels, or the characters who enact, and react to, those events. Ignore, as well, the fictional worlds (could they be more different?) of Sense and Sensibility and Beloved. In other words, forget content. Concentrate instead on how these two books sound—that is, how their narrators sound. How do they sound different?

The sound of the voice we hear when we read Sense and Sensibility is cool, though never cold; engaged, certainly, yet verging on detachment from the events she describes. This voice sounds bemused, ironic at times, which is why Austen’s novels seem more contemporary than many too-earnest books written 150 years after she died. We feel, during Sense and Sensibility, as though we are reading a letter from a fiercely intelligent observer of the human comedy. Now conjure up the sound of Beloved. What do you hear? I hear music. I hear as well bitterness, rage, and a kind of existential exhaustion. Beloved’s storyteller isn’t merely writing to her readers but talking, chanting, singing to us. Again, I’m not referring to substance here, but surface: We can hear these things in Austen’s writing, and Morrison’s. That’s voice.

To speak, however, of the voice of a particular narrator, or a writer generally, is to beg the question. We don’t actually hear anything, when we read, unless we’re reading aloud—in which case each of us hears the sound of our own voice, not Austen’s or Morrison’s or the voices of their narrators. Voice is an illusion. How do writers create, and maintain, that illusion?

Style

The illusion of a particular voice emanating from the printed page is generated by the writer’s style. Style, in turn, consists of the choices a writer makes, in the act of writing, related to the presentation of material rather than the material itself.

Like dialogue, style in storytelling is most fundamentally a result of diction and syntax. Diction, remember, is word choice: the choice between after and subsequent to, for example. Diction covers as well the inclusion of contractions in the narration (didn’t instead of did not), or the refusal to include them. Does a narrator use regionalisms or foreign phrases? Slang? Profanity, even? That too is diction.

Syntax is sentence structure: (“Retrievers love fetching thrown sticks. Pugs love sitting on laps.” versus “While retrievers love fetching thrown sticks, lap-sitting is preferred by pugs.”) Remember? Same meaning. Different syntax.

People make these choices (consciously or less so) while speaking, and the result helps create the sound we hear when we listen to them—precisely why writers pay attention to such matters, or ought to, when writing dialogue. Similarly, choices you make in diction and syntax as you write narration will yield the “sound” of your storyteller’s voice. Does your narrator favor Latinate words, or Anglo-Saxon ones; jargon particular to a profession or area of interest; or even neologisms, like the so-called “nadsat talk” spoken by Alex, the narrator of A Clockwork Orange? Are your narrator’s sentences short and declarative? Long and complex? Do they begin often with conjunctions like And, But and Or? Whatever their length, are they active or passive? Maybe your narrator favors fragments. Following dialogue, does your narrator tell us …John said or …said John?

What about the poetic devices we’ve discussed, metaphors and similes? Does the narrator of a short story or novel you are writing include them? If so, how? Henry James enjoyed devising extended metaphors that could take the better part of a page to play out. The great Raymond Chandler overused similes in his novels narrated by the private detective Philip Marlowe—a fact that Chandler himself mocked, via Marlowe, as in this example from The Big Sleep: “It was a smooth silvery voice that matched her hair. It had a tiny tinkle in it, like bells in a doll’s house. I thought that was silly as soon as I thought of it.”

Then there is the issue of rhythm. By paying attention to the relationship between stressed and unstressed syllables among the words that make up your sentences, as well as the relationships among the sentences themselves, you can create a rhythm that is flowing and lyrical, wavelike—songlike—as Toni Morrison does at the start of the final chapter of Beloved, when she tells of the “loneliness that can be rocked” and “a loneliness that roams.”

Or, you can create a flat, monotonous rhythm, a dull drumbeat that not only serves the mood of your story but helps to create it. This comes from the end of A Farewell to Arms:

 

Two men came in and could find no place to sit. They stood opposite the table where I was. I ordered another beer. I was not ready to leave yet. It was too soon to go back to the hospital. I tried not to think and to be perfectly calm. The men stood around but no one was leaving, so they went out. I drank another beer.

(Page 329—page numbers cited in this chapter refer to the 1995 Scribner’s paperback edition of A Farewell to Arms.)

What you shouldn’t do is write with no consciousness of rhythm at all, as the result will be rhythmically inconsistent—“choppy.” The best way to make yourself aware of the rhythm of your own sentences, and those of the writers you admire, is to read aloud. (See below.)

Other matters as well enter into style (and its consequence, voice). Punctuation, for instance: Like me, do you tend to use lots of colons and semicolons (parentheses, too) to illustrate the hierarchy among your sentences’ components; or do you rely, for the most part, on the noble comma? Are the relationships between adjacent sentences explicit or implicit, logical or intuitive, or seemingly altogether random? Do you organize your paragraphs around a central idea or image, or in some other way? How long are those paragraphs, and how do they relate to each other? In The Lover, Marguerite Duras double-spaces between paragraphs, setting each off from the preceding paragraph and the one that follows. Rather than a conventional story, the result feels like a collection of faded, curling photographs with scalloped edges, which seems to be Duras’s intent.

What is the proportion of dialogue to narration in your stories—and have you left much of that dialogue untagged? What is the proportion of scene to exposition? Action to reaction? How long is your short story or novel itself, and if a novel, how long are its chapters?

A caveat about style and voice: Be consistent. A shift in a short story’s or novel’s style and voice can jolt the reader as violently as a shift in point of view. Indeed, writers often signal shifts in point of view by means of shifts in style and voice—recall As I Lay Dying. So unless you want your readers to think that a new narrator has taken up the storytelling thread, maintain your chosen diction, syntax, and so forth. Read your drafts aloud, as during this process a word or phrase may leap out as wrong, and unintended alliterations or even rhymes may announce themselves. Better yet, ask someone to read your work aloud to you. Take note of the places in the text where she stumbles, or stops—and don’t be surprised if there are quite a few of these places. If style were easy we wouldn’t worship those writers who do it well.

A Stylistic Spectrum

Structure and plot are relatively easy to analyze, and easy to create, too—mechanical, really, if you know what you’re doing. The fundamentals of dialogue and description can be taught and learned with comparative ease but are difficult to truly master. Point of view, though available to analysis, resists consistently successful incorporation into storytelling because of its complexity, and this is even truer of characterization.

Style and voice are not only hard to achieve but difficult—though by no means impossible—to discuss. Many analysts agree, however, that stories tend toward one of two stylistic poles: John Gardner labeled them objective (which he defined as “essayistic”) and subjective (“poetic”). Does a given narrator allude to people, places, and things without explanation, or carefully define every reference? Does this storyteller evoke, or explicate? If we were to plot the fiction we’ve read together on Gardner’s continuum, the result might look something like this:

[image: image]

Stylistically, Sense and Sensibility contains few poetic devices and lots of slowish explication. Then comes The Secret Sharer, the narrator of which explains most things fully and completely, but does so in a way that implies mystery behind these things, beneath them. Somewhat to Conrad’s right, “Araby,” A Severed Head, and Rabbit, Run occupy the same general area of the spectrum. Each includes material beyond its protagonist’s understanding, yielding a style somewhat less (or more, depending upon your preference) than fully objective.

Beloved’s richness is poetic rather than essayistic. The narrator describes phenomena in Beloved, but often leaves these phenomena unexplained—whereas the narrator of the richly essaylike first pages of Sense and Sensibility explains everything. Though both books are dense, each is dense for a different reason.

In As I Lay Dying, we occupy a point well within the realm of the poetic/subjective. Metaphors and similes abound, and the little explication that’s done is done by those outside the center of the story (Peabody and Cora, for instance). A Farewell to Arms, which we have yet to read together, is the most evocative, least explicit, of all.

Another dichotomy by which to group styles/voices: When you read a story and “hear” its narrator in your head, does it “sound” as if that narrator is writing or talking to you (or another character)? Obviously all short stories and novels are written artifacts, but some create the impression of a storyteller speaking aloud: The Adventures of Huckle-berry Finn, The Catcher in the Rye, and Portnoy’s Complaint, to cite three well-known examples.

Of the stories we’ve read so far, only two “sound” spoken: As I Lay Dying and, intermittently, Beloved. With its informal tone and ordinary language, A Severed Head could almost be told to us aloud. And there’s something anecdotal about Rabbit, Run’s present tense. But Sense and Sensibility and The Secret Sharer are written artifacts that never pretend to be anything else. Our final book, Lolita, will in fact announce its written-ness.

As you write the first draft of a story, begin to decide whether your narrator is writing the story she tells, or saying it aloud. You might subtly signal the latter by the use of contractions: didn’t rather than did not—though of course it’s possible to write didn’t as well as say it, so the use of contractions in a story’s narration doesn’t necessarily imply that it is spoken. Other cues that could suggest an “oral” narration include the use of Anglo-Saxon words (favored by most speakers) rather than Latinate ones, and short sentences with conventional syntax. Fragments, even. Maybe the author deliberately implies a listener: “I know what is being said about me, and you can take my side or theirs, that’s your own business,” begins “My Side of the Matter” by Truman Capote. The storyteller may even respond to questions apparently outside the narration, as in Joyce Carol Oates’s story “…& Answers,” which opens like this: “I remember the car, yes.” Deciding whether your short story or novel is “written” or “spoken” is an important early stage in determining and refining its style and voice.

A Farewell to Arms

Ultimately, what might help us as storytellers-in-training even more than stylistically categorizing the books we’ve read is the close examination of one particular style, its components and effects. Which brings us to this chapter’s focus. Ernest Hemingway’s first best-seller, A Farewell to Arms followed the publication of the short-story collection In Our Time (1925) and the novel The Sun Also Rises (1926), both of which were hailed by the writer’s colleagues and critics as the radical works of Modern art they were and remain. A Farewell to Arms toned down Hemingway’s revolutionary style to yield a more conventional book than the writer had produced up to that time. The Hemingway style, however, remains very much in evidence. Nor has it yet become curdled, a sort of parody of itself, as it would in later Hemingway novels like the dreadful Across the River and Into the Trees and the somewhat less egregious Old Man and the Sea. In short, the pages of A Farewell to Arms are an ideal place to study the stylistic decisions made by a writer in his prime, the voice yielded by those choices, and the relationship between both of them and the rest of the elements of the storytelling craft. I am by no means suggesting that Hemingway’s style is the one you should aspire to and imitate. I merely offer it as one successful example of a style and its consequences—a case study, if you will.

A Farewell to Arms tells of Frederic Henry, a young American who has enlisted in the Italian ambulance corps during the First World War. (When the novel begins, America has not yet joined the fighting.) Specifically, this is the story of his love for Catherine Barkley, a British nurse whom he meets not far from the front. In the manner of many short stories, we learn little about Lieutenant Henry’s life after this love affair has concluded. Even more remarkably, Hemingway tells us virtually nothing about Henry’s life before he meets Catherine. A Farewell to Arms is the rare novel that lacks not only consequences but significant exposition, as well—a feat presumably close to impossible that Hemingway nonetheless accomplishes with aplomb.

The structure of A Farewell to Arms is classic: Frederic wants Catherine. The war stands in the way—it is the story’s antagonist. Frederic will make a series of attempts to be with Catherine, in defiance of her superiors and his, and of societal pressure generally (which, in the early years of the twentieth century, viewed desertion from an army in wartime as a capital offense). Eventually he will get what he wants, or not—I won’t say which, because I want you to read A Farewell to Arms.

As you do so, pay attention to all of the elements of the fiction-writing craft we have discussed so far: the novel’s classic structure; the characterization of Frederic and Catherine in particular, but also of secondary characters like Rinaldi and Greffi; the book’s cause-and-effect plot; Hemingway’s justly famous descriptions (the retreat from Caporetto is a high point in all of literature); his naturalistic dialogue; and the enormous range the writer achieves within the limits of the first-person central POV.

Focus above all on the Hemingway style and voice. Ask yourself, what do I “hear” as I read? Considering that I’m not really hearing anything, how does Hemingway achieve his “auditory” effects? That is, how has he chosen his words, and chosen to combine those words into sentences and paragraphs and chapters? What kind of rhythms do these choices create? Does Hemingway use many poetic devices? Does he vary his punctuation much? What about the proportion of dialogue to narration? We’ve already said that A Farewell to Arms includes shockingly little exposition, but what is the proportional relationship between action and reaction in the book?

Take a few days to read the novel, and return to Master Class when you’re ready to study it.

The Hemingway Style

Hemingway’s style is often said to derive its originality and impact from short, declarative sentences. The truth is more complicated …and far more interesting. Hemingway blended elements learned from his mentor Gertrude Stein and the writing of James Joyce (especially Joyce’s investigations into the nature of consciousness) with a few years of newspaper reporting to create a style that was radically Modern—as Modern as the paintings of Picasso from the same time period. This style is characterized by the following hallmarks:

1. Diction

a. A reliance on nouns and verbs (rather than adjectives and adverbs). This is closely related to Hemingway’s preference for the concrete versus the abstract. “I was always embarrassed by the words sacred, glorious, and sacrifice and the expression in vain,” Frederic Henry tells us on pages 184 and 185 of A Farewell to Arms. “Abstract words such as glory, honor, courage or hallow were obscene beside the concrete names of villages, the numbers of roads, the names of rivers, the numbers of regiments and the dates.”

b. A limited variety of words. Hemingway spoke three romance languages fluently: French, Italian, and Spanish. Each has a much smaller vocabulary than English, yet all three are richly expressive. Hemingway might have been inspired by this phenomenon in limiting his diction to the most prosaic of words in American English.

c. Frequent repetition of the same words and phrases. Hemingway learned this technique (closely related to b., above) from Stein, whose best-known sentences were “A rose is a rose is a rose” and “When you get there, there’s no there there.”

2. Syntax

a. Short sentences: “The next year there were many victories.” (5) Or …

b. Long, compound sentences (consisting of many short phrases and clauses connected by conjunctions): “The mountain that was beyond the valley and the hillside where the chestnut forest grew was captured and there were victories beyond the plain on the plateau to the south and we crossed the river in August and lived in a house in Gorizia that had a fountain and many thick shady trees in a walled garden and a wistaria vine purple on the side of the house.” (5)

3. Other

Inexplicit relationships between adjacent sentences, and between adjacent parts of sentences: Instead of writing “Because the spring had come, there were many more guns in the country around,” Hemingway writes “There were many more guns in the country around and the spring had come,” obscuring the relationship (in this case, cause-and-effect) between the parts of the sentence. (10) The repetition of this technique over the course of a short story or a novel forces us to become active, inferential readers.

I believe this last element of style reflects the substance of the writer’s nihilistic philosophy following his own Frederic Henry-like involvement in World War I. Hemingway came to believe that hierarchies were bogus, especially those of class (think of the puny King’s impotent appearance in the opening chapter of A Farewell to Arms). Nevertheless, these phony pecking orders could be profoundly destructive—resulting, for instance, in what many believed to be the bloodiest, most pointless conflict in the history of the world: the so-called Great War. The intensely hierarchical relationships between the parts of a sentence that characterized the work of most “literary” writing when Hemingway came on the scene (Henry James, to cite the most dramatic example) were therefore bogus too. These syntactical relationships might even be dangerous, implying order and justice in the universe and lulling readers into risky complacency. Rather than a mere stylistic tic, Hemingway’s use of apparently disconnected phrases, clauses, and sentences embodied the writer’s deepest beliefs about life.

A Style and Voice of Your Own

Imitating the styles of your literary heroes and the voices those styles generate can be instructive. In fact, it’s probably necessary when you’re getting started as a writer. Celebrated authors as stylistically distinct as Philip Roth and Kurt Vonnegut began as Henry James imitators, and Hemingway’s style has been mimicked by millions of Papa-wannabes. Hemingway wrote his own first novel, The Torrents of Spring, in a style resembling that of Sherwood Anderson, one of his idols. Unfortunately, the book is utterly unremarkable and nearly impossible to read. It was Gertrude Stein who noticed Hemingway’s own natural tendencies as a stylist and urged him to play them up rather than down, to value these stylistic idiosyncrasies and nurture them in the hope that they would develop and mature. The result, as I will discuss below, was the most influential writing style of the past hundred years.

Certainly you should examine the components of the great stylists’ sentences in order to see what makes them work, remembering that not every great storyteller is a great stylist. (Dickens, whom we value for his unforgettable characters and satisfying plots rather than the poetry of his prose, comes to mind.) Ultimately, however, your main job in this area should be the identification and development of your own style, your own voice on the page.

Along with a computer (or a pad and pencil, if you prefer) and an unabridged dictionary, every writer should be in possession of a relatively natural style and voice: a comfortable mix of diction, syntax, and the other stylistic elements that can be used, if necessary, to tell any story. This style will resemble what you use while writing in your journal, or the style of a letter you’d write to a close friend—though of course it must be more structured, more polished than either. Such a default-setting style blends word choice and sentence structure and the rest to generate a “voice” much like your own talk, if you were just a little more articulate than you actually are: a voice that sounds like your voice. Only better.

Why should your style resemble your casual writing and your speech? First, because nothing appeals to readers less than a voice on the page that seems patently contrived, especially with intent to impress. A thesaurus is a beautiful thing—when used in moderation (read: infrequently). But a sentence consisting to a noticeable degree of words the writer doesn’t use regularly, comfortably, will fool no one. It’s like a coal miner donning white tie and tails. I’m not saying you shouldn’t dress up your writing. But don’t strain for effect: Clothe your blue-collar sentences in a sport coat and slacks, or a nice blue suit. Similarly, if you’re thinking and speaking tend toward the erudite, to channel Raymond Carver (as so many of my fellow students were doing 15 years ago) is to work against the grain.

The second reason to identify and nurture the components of your natural style and voice is that they will come to you with relative ease. Storytelling is an awfully complicated business. Don’t make it harder than it already is. You will be struggling with characterization and plot, description and dialogue, point of view. It’s a relief to be able to take style and voice more or less for granted.

Besides, most writers are at their best as stylists when they forget style altogether. My beginning students never write better than when responding to an in-class assignment so challenging that it leaves no room for stylistic self-consciousness. So try to be yourself when you write. Focus on the story you want to tell, and tell that story as quickly and naturally as possible. Then go back and analyze, evaluate, improve. Dramatize what you’ve summarized. Shape. Cut!

James wasn’t putting on airs when he wrote his long, complex sentences. He actually thought that way, and talked that way, too—unbelievably, his final novels, their rococo sentences dense with layered abstractions, were dictated. In the same vein, I’ve heard John Updike speak extemporaneously, and he’s nearly as eloquent aloud as in print. Whatever your ease with the language, remember the goal: to tell a story, not to impress readers with your ability to turn a phrase.

Styles, Plural

Once you have located a diction-syntax combo on which you can depend, you might want to try on other storytelling voices, like an actor playing different roles. The most natural forum for this sort of experimentation is short stories and novels told from the first-person point of view; unless you’re writing thinly veiled autobiography, such a perspective all but demands costuming your story in words and sentences not precisely your own. Let’s say you grew up in Beverly Hills and want to write about a Miami-reared Cuban refugee in her own words. Unless you alter your diction and syntax dramatically, no one will believe your story. No one will read your story.

One of the best-known, and least-appreciated, examples of writing as acting is J.D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye. The voice of this novel’s narrator, Holden Caulfield, sounds so authentically adolescent that many readers believe the book was written by a teenager, in some sort of uncontrolled outpouring that happened to resemble art when the dust cleared. Far from it. Salinger was about 30 when he wrote his best-known book. And its style and voice, however perennially plausible, are part of a carefully calibrated performance. Look at the first sentences of The Catcher in the Rye:

 

If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you’ll probably want to know is where I was born, and what my lousy childhood was like, and how my parents were occupied and all before they had me, and all that David Copperfield kind of crap, but I don’t feel like going into it, if you want to know the truth. In the first place, that stuff bores me, and in the second place, my parents would have about two hemorrhages apiece if I told anything pretty personal about them.

Here is the opening of the short story “Zooey,” actually more typical of Salinger’s “natural” style, his own default setting:

 

The facts at hand presumably speak for themselves, but a trifle more vulgarly, I suspect, than facts even usually do. As a counterbalance, then, we begin with that everfresh and exciting odium: the author’s formal introduction. The one I have in mind not only is wordy and earnest beyond my wildest dreams but is, to boot, rather excruciatingly personal.

You will observe the same effect if you examine Jamaica Kincaid’s coming-of-age novel Annie John in contrast to the rest of her work. Rock Springs, a collection of short stories that the writer Richard Ford has said he tried to write in the manner of his friend Ray Carver rather than in Ford’s own more discursive style and voice, comes to mind as well. One of the most admired novels in American literature, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, uses diction and syntax that differ considerably from those of the adult Mark Twain.

Like these storytellers, you might want to try writing a short story in an alien style and voice. In fact, I recommend it. If your style somewhat resembles Hemingway’s, write a story in the style of Henry James. If you write a bit like Toni Morrison, try writing like Raymond Carver. When you return to storytelling in your own voice, you will have added something to your stylistic bag of tricks, as in the case of a student of mine who normally writes in a somewhat self-consciously lyrical style. She attempted a stylistically minimalistic story and learned the virtues of sentence fragments and repetition—learned that they can be lyrical in their own way. At the same time, she enjoyed herself. Playing dress-up can be fun!

Don’t do this before you have developed your own writing style and can gain access to it more or less at will, though. That is your first job with respect to style—which, when you have accomplished it, will free you forever as a writer. Free you, that is, to tell a story in any style and voice, knowing that if your experiment proves too difficult, you can always come home to your own diction and syntax. If your attempt to tell the story of a Miami-reared Cuban refugee in her own manner doesn’t convince, you can always tell that story for her (in the third-person POV, presumably), using your words, your sentences: your style and voice.

Suggestions for Further Reading: Style and Voice

1. Monica Ali, Brick Lane.

2. Donald Barthelme, “The Balloon.”

3. Anthony Burgess, A Clockwork Orange.

4. Truman Capote, Other Voices, Other Rooms.

5. John Cheever, The Wapshot Scandal.

6. Robert Coover, “The Babysitter.”

7. Edwidge Danticat, “Between the Pool and Gardenias.”

8. Don DeLillo, White Noise.

9. William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun.

10. F. Scott Fitzgerald, Tender Is the Night.

11. Jonathan Safran Foer, Everything Is Illuminated.

12. Jonathan Franzen, Strong Motion.

13. Peter Handke, 3 X Handke.

14. Oscar Hijuelos, The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love.

15. Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God.

16. Christopher Isherwood, Goodbye to Berlin.

17. Henry James, The Golden Bowl.

18. Jack Kerouac, On the Road.

19. Matthew Klam, Sam the Cat and Other Stories.

20. D.H. Lawrence, Sons and Lovers.

21. Norman Mailer, An American Dream.

22. Lorrie Moore, Like Life.

23. Toni Morrison, Sula.

24. Vladimir Nabokov, Laughter in the Dark.

25. ZZ Packer, Drinking Coffee Elsewhere.

26. Walker Percy, The Last Gentleman.

27. Ishmael Reed, Mumbo Jumbo.

28. Lucinda Rosenfeld, What She Saw …

29. J.D. Salinger, “Franny and Zooey.”

30. ________. The Catcher in the Rye.

31. Gary Shteyngart, The Russian Debutante’s Handbook.

32. Kurt Vonnegut, Cat’s Cradle.

33. Alice Walker, The Color Purple.

34. David Foster Wallace, Infinite Jest.

35. Evelyn Waugh, The Loved One.

Suggestions for Further Reading: The Hemingway Style

Many storytellers have adopted Hemingway’s themes as well as his prose style, or something very much like it: the detective novelist Raymond Chandler, for instance, and the literary chronicler of life on ranch and range, Cormac McCarthy. During the 1970s and 1980s, however, a group of American writers who became known as the Minimalists imitated the Hemingway style but rejected his macho worldview as outdated and even offensive.

In her earliest short stories, Ann Beattie wrote in a Hemingway-like style about affluent Baby Boomers paralyzed by adulthood’s challenges and the disappointments of the end of the 1960s—a paralysis manifested in Beattie’s near-affectless prose. (Like Chandler and so many others, she has mentioned Hemingway as an inspiration, specifically his short story collection In Our Time.) Raymond Carver’s down-and-out drunks could hardly be less Hemingway-heroic, and yet the use of diction and syntax in his masterly short stories is profoundly indebted to the writer who called himself Papa. Frederick Barthelme continues to craft stories and novels about residents of the so-called New South in a voice that is flat, unadorned—and hypnotic. All these writers, and others, jettisoned the sometimes-embarrassing excesses associated with Hemingway’s value system while retaining the lessons he taught them as a writer of prose.

Here are only a few of the many books and stories that would not have been stylistically possible without the example of Ernest Hemingway’s work:

1. Renata Adler, Speedboat.

2. Frederick Barthelme, Tracer.

3. Ann Beattie, Distortions.

4. Peter Cameron, One Way or Another.

5. Raymond Carver, What We Talk About When We Talk About Love.

6. Raymond Chandler, The Big Sleep.

7. James Ellroy, American Tabloid.

8. Richard Ford, Rock Springs.

9. Dashiell Hammett, The Maltese Falcon.

10. Amy Hempel, Reasons to Live.

11. Norman Mailer, The Executioner’s Song.

12. Bobbie Ann Mason, Shiloh and Other Stories.

13. Cormac McCarthy, All the Pretty Horses.

14. Susan Minot, Monkeys.

15. Jayne Anne Phillips, Black Tickets.

16. Mary Robison, An Amateur’s Guide to the Night.

17. Rick Rofihe, Father Must.

18. James Salter, Light Years.

19. Robert Stone, Dog Soldiers.

20. Tobias Wolff, Back in the World.

Suggestions for Further Reading: Ernest Hemingway

1. In Our Time (short stories).

2. The Sun Also Rises (novel).

3. Men Without Women (short stories).

4. A Moveable Feast (memoir).

5. The Garden of Eden (novel).
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The World of Story:
Lolita

Introduction

The elements of the storytelling craft differ markedly from one another with respect to the particular demands they place on a writer. Mimicking spoken language on the printed page, for instance, has little in common with contriving a cause-and-effect plot. Thus, like rock-and-rollers and baseball players, writers tend to excel at one aspect of their craft more than the other elements. It’s hard to write music and lyrics and sing and play guitar well; or hit, run, and field with distinction. To do all of these taxes the most talented.

Like Bruce Springsteen or Willie Mays, the greatest storytellers achieve excellence in multiple areas—part of what makes them great. Though Jane Austen was a master at characterization, readers cherish her as well for her style and voice. Thanks to his profound understanding of human nature, Conrad constructed page-turning plots that are much more than potboilers. Faulkner blazed a point-of-view trail that countless writers have followed; he also was a virtuoso at characterization and description, and his style and voice loom so large that they inspired an adjective: Faulknerian.

No writer can afford to ignore any one craft element altogether, despite aptitude at the others. His revolutionary style alone might have granted Ernest Hemingway a measure of artistic immortality, but without his believable characters and compelling plots, closely observed descriptive passages and true-ringing dialogue, many potential readers would have abandoned Hemingway’s books mid-read, thus limiting the influence of that landmark style.

Few fiction writers of the past century have been as cognizant of the need for overall expertise, and as capable of achieving it, as Vladimir Nabokov. Like Conrad, Nabokov was not a native English speaker. And yet he was a peerless stylist in English—one of the greatest of the twentieth century, along with Joyce, Hemingway, Faulkner, and Conrad himself. (He wrote his first nine novels in Russian, after which he composed in English.) Nabokov knew that successful storytelling demanded far more than “a fancy prose style” (to quote his creation Humbert Humbert). And so, over the course of his career, he honed skills at characterization, plotting, description, dialogue, and point of view that were considerable to begin with, as his early work attests. By the publication in 1955 of Lolita, his twelfth novel (of 17), he could do it all—and did.

The result was a sensation and a scandal, a literary tour de force and—like A Farewell to Arms, Updike’s Rabbit books, and Beloved—a best seller. Lolita appeals to academics and other highbrows as well as the general reader, so long as that general reader is reasonably bright and curious. Fiction writers love the book passionately. Lolita even has lowbrow appeal—or rather, the movies and pop songs and tabloid headlines it’s inspired have such appeal. Though a first-class snob, Nabokov himself would have been entertained by his book’s kitschy shadow-life (and, in fact, Stanley Kubrick’s cartoonish film adaptation of Lolita amused him). Paradoxically, the writer adored what we now call popular culture, from Sunday comics and animated shorts (Felix the Cat was a favorite) to the motor courts and roadside greasy-spoons that serve as setting in the latter half of the novel.

Like Joyce and Murdoch especially, among the writers we’ve studied, Vladimir Nabokov is universally acknowledged to have been fiercely intelligent; he combined this with experience, imagination, and no small degree of ambition. Yet neither Nabokov nor any of the other writers whose work is explored in Master Class left it at that. All read voraciously—the work of their peers as well as the classics—and critically. (Nabokov was famously repelled by his countryman Dostoevsky.) None of the storytellers featured in this book attended a master’s program in creative writing, yet all of them studied the craft assiduously.

Our own study of the craft of Lolita will provide us with an opportunity to review each of the elements of fiction writing we have discussed in Master Class. And no novel better exemplifies the ways in which these components can be combined to create and sustain a three-dimensional fictional world. Like the great novelists before and after him, in Lolita Vladimir Nabokov brought together all the aspects of story to yield something greater than the sum of its parts, though that sum itself was quite formidable.

I suggest you read Lolita now, then return to our discussion here of its virtuosic application of the writer’s craft. Page numbers in the chapter to come refer to The Annotated Lolita (Vintage), edited by Alfred Appel, Jr.

Lolita’s Structure

Let’s begin with Lolita’s structure, the shape Nabokov gave to his story so that readers would be drawn into it and then compelled to continue reading—to finish reading. The story begins with its consequences, as the fictional John Ray, Jr., Ph.D. reveals that Lolita’s protagonist and narrator, the pseudonymous “Humbert Humbert,” has died in prison of a heart attack. Though we can’t yet know the significance of this information, Dr. Ray tells us as well that a Mrs. “Richard F. Schiller” has died, while giving birth to a stillborn girl. Opening as it does with a fictional document, Nabokov’s novel at first appears unconventional—experimental, even. But it is no more so than Edith Wharton’s homey, pre-Modern Ethan Frome, which also starts with consequences and then flashes back. John Ray’s prologue is Lolita’s denouement.

What follows is 30 or so pages of Austen-like exposition—the background necessary to a complete understanding of the story to come. (The information on these pages also serves as the fourth dimension in Nabokov’s characterization of Humbert Humbert: that is, motivation.) And so we read briefly about young Humbert’s seemingly charmed life as the son of a Riviera hotelier, despite the death of his beautiful mother in a freak accident. More relevant to Lolita is the love and loss of childhood sweetheart Annabel Leigh, to which Humbert attributes a lifelong obsession with girls “between the age limits of nine and fourteen” that he “propose[s] to designate as ‘nymphets.’” (16) A litany of Humbert’s frustrated pursuit of such girls and their adult stand-ins, as well as his attempts at reform of and flight from his obsession, follows.

Like Joyce in “Araby,” Nabokov flavors his story’s background with drama, his information with action—though many of the scenes he includes here are both brief and highly filtered through Humbert’s adult sensibility. During these pages he mainly “tells,” only “showing” periodically. The drama doesn’t begin in detail until the tenth of Nabokov’s short chapters, with the protagonist’s arrival at the Ramsdale train station. Lolita’s activating incident follows on page 39, when he meets someone whom he first mistakes for his “Riviera love.” Of course, it is not Annabel Leigh splendid on the grass, but Dolores Haze, AKA “Lolita,” Humbert’s desire and the dramatic focus of this novel. The protagonist’s conflict: Get and keep Lolita.

How does Nabokov delay the introduction of his conflict for so long without losing his readers? As we have learned, conflict is story; without one, readers of a novel or even a short story lack a truly compelling reason to remain aboard. The answer is need. Though Nabokov doesn’t particularize Humbert’s desire until the appearance of Lolita, the protagonist nonetheless wants something badly in these initial pages, as the protagonist of “Araby” wants Mangan’s sister. He wants a nymphet—any nymphet. He even tries to get one, despite society’s disapproval and at the expense of his own sanity. (He is institutionalized many times.) In other words, a conflict imbues Lolita’s first 30 pages, only it is not the book’s concrete, specific, dramatic conflict—not quite, not yet. When Humbert sees Lo in Charlotte Haze’s backyard, though, it is like Joyce’s main character telling Mangan’s sister “I will get you something.” The shape of the story-to-come tumbles into place. Humbert will try to get Lolita, and then he will try to keep her. He will lose her, after which he will try to get her back. He will succeed, or not. If he succeeds, that might or might not satisfy him. Similarly, failure might disappoint him, or not. Consequences will follow. (Some already have, in the form of John Ray’s report.)

I can’t imagine a better advertisement for classic story structure. As we shall see, Vladimir Nabokov’s command of characterization, plot, description, dialogue, point of view, and style/voice was virtuosic. If anyone could have afforded to ditch structure, it was he. And yet Nabokov appears to have realized that classic story structure only enhances all of the above craft elements—enables a kind of authorly indulgence in them, even. With a strong conflict at his story’s core, a writer is actually freer to characterize more deeply, to describe at greater length. He can explore the nuances of dialogue, experiment with point of view, lean against the boundaries of style and voice …or vault them altogether. This writer can even write a genuinely convoluted plot. We’ll follow it. All because classic story structure, with need at its center, exerts a gravitational pull strong enough to hold disparate components together—at the same time that it drives through the pages readers who long to see desire fulfilled (or, perhaps, thwarted). Will Humbert get Lolita? If so, what will he do with her? We want to know.

And so a series of attempts by Humbert at possessing Dolly Haze follows. I mentioned society’s disapproval of his union with a girl; for storytelling, of course, that’s not enough. Don’t write about Man, George Bernard Shaw advised—write about a man. Thus concrete, specific antagonists rise up to thwart Humbert’s quest, including Charlotte (soon Mrs. Humbert Humbert, and then the late Mrs. Humbert Humbert); pedophilic playwright-pornographer Clare Quilty; and eventually, Lolita herself. Time, too. Not one but two cross-country odysseys occur, as well as two additional journeys, late in the novel: the trip to Mrs. Richard Schiller’s home in soul-crushing Coalmont, where pregnant Lolita says no to Humbert once and for all, and Humbert’s homicidal visit to Quilty.

Let’s put all of this in storytelling terms. Once the conflict is established, development (which is certainly sufficient in length—this is a big book) precedes a genuine climax, or resolution of that conflict. The protagonist wants the girl he calls Lolita. Despite repeated attempts, he never gets her, and it is clear from Lolita’s situation (contentedly married) and her dialogue (“I would sooner go back to Cue [Quilty]”) that he never will. A denouement follows that includes the willfully self-destructive slaying of his rival; Humbert’s arrest and incarceration; the writing in 56 days of Lolita: Confessions of a White, Widowed Male; and Humbert’s death in prison of coronary thrombosis, prior to his scheduled trial for the murder of Quilty.

Additionally, there are consequences less dramatic (that is, external) but more profound: As evinced by his invitation to the adult, pregnant (that is, sexually mature) Dolly to abscond with him from home and husband, Humbert has learned to love Lolita for herself—the woman inside, behind, beyond the nymphet he once fetishized. Additionally, Humbert has become capable of seeing the true nature of his relationship with Lolita, which he refers to on page 287 as a “parody of incest”—as well as the terrible consequences of that relationship. Nabokov dramatizes this when Humbert recalls pulling his car to the side of the road atop a mountain, and stepping out to look over a precipice at the little town in the valley below. What he hears is nothing more exotic than “the melody of children at play,” but it inspires this epiphany: “… I knew that the hopelessly poignant thing was not Lolita’s absence from my side, but the absence of her voice from that concord.” (308) As much as the protagonist of “Araby”—as much as Ebenezer Scrooge—Humbert Humbert has grown over the course of the story told about him. He has changed.

If a reader bails out of the book, it’s no fault of Nabokov’s structure.

Characterization in Lolita

It’s the rare fictional character who transcends his or her context to become a lowercase epithet. The protagonists of The Great Gatsby and The Catcher in the Rye have become cultural icons, yet we don’t refer to anybody as “a real gatsby” or “something of a holden caulfield.” On the other hand, think of Shylock and Romeo (though not Juliet), or the Yahoos from Gulliver’s Travels. Scrooge. And of course Lolita. Like Shakespeare, Swift, and Dickens, Nabokov identified an archetype. If he hadn’t brought that archetype to life, however, she never would have assumed the name Lolita. How did he do so?

Ostensibly, most of Nabokov’s characterization qualifies as the fourth method we examined in Chapter 2 of Master Class: What the narrator tells us about the character. Because Humbert Humbert narrates, though, learning much of consequence about Lolita via his explicit characterization of her is difficult. After all, his interest in her is exclusively sexual, and it is obsessive in the extreme. (Imagine again if Ahab narrated Moby-Dick.) If we hope to learn about Lolita in any capacity besides that of HH’s lust object, we must rely on the other methods of characterization: what the character says about herself, what others say about her, what she does. We can see her around Humbert, if Nabokov allows us to.

Lolita rarely if ever characterizes herself—at least, the narrator declines to share such self-characterization with the reader. Humbert does tell us what others think of her, however. According to the questionnaire “Your Child’s Personality” on page 81, Lolita is “aggressive, boisterous, critical, distrustful, impatient, irritable, inquisitive, listless, negativistic (underlined twice), and obstinate.” Of course the questionnaire has been completed by Lolita’s bitterly competitive mother, Charlotte Haze, which makes this characterization suspect, to say the least. Still, it’s characterization. It tells us something about Lolita that her own mother would choose such terms to describe her—that she’s attractive enough to threaten Charlotte, perhaps.

Another perspective on Lolita is that of Beardsley School Headmistress Miss Pratt on pages 194 through 196. According to her report, cobbled together from the remarks of Beardsley staff members, Lolita is “attractive, bright though careless …defiant …rude.” Apparently, “both teachers and schoolmates find Dolly antagonistic, dissatisfied, cagey …” But Lolita also “Enjoys singing with group in class,” according to Miss Pratt, who continues: “Handles books gracefully. Voice pleasant. Giggles rather often. A little dreamy.” One teacher cannot decide whether Lolita “has exceptional emotional control or none at all.”

And of course we can observe the actions of Lolita herself: her acting and tennis-playing; her plotting with Quilty to elude Humbert and, eventually, escape him; her marriage to Dick Schiller. Her sobs in the night. The impression transmitted (by Nabokov, in spite of Humbert) is of no mere collection of physical characteristics, but rather a young person of some depth and complexity. If he notices Lolita’s mind at all, Humbert is contemptuous of it. (He seems disinclined to recognize that she has a soul.) Yet she emerges via the impressions of others and her own behavior as perhaps not likeable, but without a doubt resourceful, resilient, and of course ineffably sad. In the end, Dolores Haze satisfies E.M. Forster’s conditions for character roundness: By running away from Humbert with the doubly depraved Clare Quilty, and then settling down with decent Dick, she surprises us (though perhaps less than she surprises Humbert)—and we believe it.

I said in Chapter 2 that although they might serve as a kind of portal to characterization, looks are not character. As a result, writers of literary fiction describe in detail the appearance of their characters with surprising infrequency. Looking back on the books we have discussed, I recall in a general way the whiskers of The Secret Sharer’s Chief Mate …Honor’s brooding Gorgon-ness in A Severed Head…Beloved’s baby-soft skin …Catherine Barkley’s hair (about which one wants, eventually, to scream: Enough already with the hair!). I remember, of course, that Leggatt looks like The Secret Sharer’s captain (…or not—it’s never established for certain) and especially I remember the characters whose looks writers contrasted with those of other characters: Janice Angstrom’s small stature versus big-boned Rabbit, Antonia’s leonine bearing in contrast to Georgie’s schoolgirl mien. But I retain little sense of the physiognomy of Elinor Dashwood—I have to return to the book to learn that “Miss Dashwood had a delicate complexion, regular features, and a remarkably pretty figure. Marianne was still handsomer.” The same goes for Mangan’s sister, Martin Lynch-Gibbons, Darl Bundren, or Frederic Henry, to name but a few. Even if these characters’ creators included their looks in the novels they inhabit—and they may have done so—I’ve forgotten, because that information was largely irrelevant to the stories in which these characters appeared.

By contrast, Nabokov allows his narrator Humbert Humbert to describe Lolita’s appearance in exhaustive detail. When we meet her on page 39, we learn about Lolita’s “honey-hued shoulders …silky supple bare back …chestnut head of hair …juvenile breasts …the tiny dark-brown mole on her side …her lovely in-drawn abdomen …and those puerile hips. …” Later, the description becomes even more specific, more obsessively precise, by means of the “anthropometric entry made by her mother on Lo’s twelfth birthday,” which informs readers of Lolita’s hip, thigh, calf, neck, upper arm, and waist measurements, as well as her height and weight (and, almost incidentally, her I.Q.). (107)

Why does Vladimir Nabokov break with literary tradition here? Should you follow his lead and offer the readers of your own short stories and novels your characters’ upper arm measurements?

Of course not. This information has been included not because it characterizes Lolita, but because it characterizes the books’s narrator, Humbert Humbert. The latter’s interest in Lolita is exclusively physical. Additionally, her 12-year-old measurements underline the ephemerality of Lolita’s nymphetness. (No ordinary female could maintain those vital statistics into adulthood; no woman in 1950s America wanted to.) Readers need to know precisely what she looks like so that when, inevitably, she changes, we will be as aware of the change as Humbert is. Lolita’s looks define his desire for her, which provides the conflict of the novel. Thus those looks are crucial to the novel itself.

Slightly less crucial, but still highly relevant, is Humbert’s appearance. Again and again, beginning in the novel’s early chapters, the narrator refers to his own good looks: “I was, and still am, despite mes malheurs, an exceptionally handsome male; slow-moving, tall, with soft dark hair and a gloomy but all the more seductive cast of demeanor …Well did I know, alas, that I could obtain at the snap of my fingers any adult female I chose.…” (25) Is this mere vanity, a malady from which Humbert Humbert certainly suffers—or, perhaps, utter delusion? No, the rabid attentions of Charlotte Haze, neighbor Jean Farlow, and others confirm Humbert’s handsomeness dramatically. He truly is attractive—magnetic, even.

Still, does it matter? It does. No park-bench-sitting Aqualung, Humbert gravitates toward Lolita not because he can’t attract a grown woman, but in spite of an uncanny ability to do so. He chooses Lolita. Similarly, Lolita chooses to flee a gorgeous, charming older man. Of course she does. He is a monster.

Include the physical appearance of your characters to the extent that it is relevant to the story you are telling. Leave the rest out.

Lolita’s Plot

Critics have pointed out that Lolita is sort of a sideways detective story: We know at the start of the book that a murder has been committed, and by whom. What we don’t know is who has been murdered by Humbert. As the story unfolds, therefore, we wonder, has Humbert murdered Charlotte Haze? Has he killed Lolita herself, in keeping with Humbert’s repeated references to Carmen (killed by her jealous lover, in Bizet’s opera)? Though this question doesn’t lie at the (broken) heart of the novel, the dramatic conflict of which remains Humbert’s desire for Lolita, it certainly enhances the reader’s interest, helping that dramatic conflict propel us forward through Lolita’s pages.

Cause-and-effect connects many of the happenings in Nabokov’s novel, but not all. You might have noticed while reading that a few of this book’s central events happen to its protagonist: the death of Dolly’s mother, Charlotte Haze, for instance. Certainly it has been foreshadowed, with Humbert’s report of the equally random demise of his own mother (“picnic, lightning,” remember?). And to some degree it grows out of the events that precede it, an effect of their causes: Humbert’s discovery of Lolita in Charlotte’s backyard, his marriage to the latter to gain access to the former, the notes kept by HH (a writer, after all) in his secret diary. Charlotte’s discovery of that diary is not out of character for the busybody readers know her to be, and we understand her horror at its contents—as well as her distracted dash into the street, I suppose, to mail the three letters she has written following that discovery (to Lolita at camp, to the reform school where she is to be sent, and to Humbert).

Still, the death of Lolita’s mother and Humbert Humbert’s wife strains our credulity. It’s just so convenient—for Humbert, Lolita, and their creator. In The Enchanter, the Nabokov novella that preceded Lolita and served as a kind of sketch for it, the nymphet’s mother is terminally ill when the protagonist makes her acquaintance. When she dies, it suits him and us and seems slightly less like a deus ex machina because the stage has been set for her death. Maybe Nabokov enjoyed Charlotte’s violent demise in the street before her hideous house. Humbert certainly does.

Description in Lolita

Although Nabokov does most everything well in Lolita, the book is in particular a marvel of descriptive writing. This is a parodic, satiric, downright grotesque novel that at the same time percolates with the realistic details that crowd middle-class American life (or did, at the turn of the 1950s). The writer’s description of even the most ordinary aspects of a scene is physical and focused, as on page 92 when Lolita comes to Humbert “dimly depraved, the lower buttons of her shirt unfastened.” Sure Nabokov serves up an abstract generalization (“dimly depraved”), but he immediately supports that with concrete specifics (the buttons). Lolita’s physical setting has been observed and described with a combination of precision (one of the writer’s favorite words) and originality that is almost peerless.

Let’s focus for a moment on sounds in the novel, remembering that the descriptive writer’s task is compound: He must observe, record or recall, and describe. That’s why it can be so difficult to capture on the page a person, place, thing, state of being, or action, not merely adequately, but well. On page 49, Nabokov has Humbert notice from afar the staccato sound of the turning toilet paper cylinder. On 96 and 97 HH tells us that the refrigerator “roared at me viciously while I removed the ice from its heart,” the cubes of which “emitted rasping, crackling, tortured sounds as the warm water loosened them in their cells … Bark and bang went the icebox.” Who else has not only thought to include these mundane auditory experiences in the pages of a novel, but evoked them so charmingly?

And that’s but a prelude to the virtuosic descriptive performance (on pages 129 to 132) that is the night at the Enchanted Hunters hotel, after Lolita has fallen asleep—when the primary sense stimuli available to Humbert, lying in the dark, are aural. “There is nothing louder than an American hotel,” Nabokov’s narrator begins. He goes on to describe the sounds emitted by the elevator, his fellow hotel guests bidding one another a jovial goodnight, the toilet (“It was a manly, energetic, deep-throated toilet, and it was used many times”), a stomach-sick neighbor, trucks rumbling past outside, another toilet, a banging door, a “reverberating monologue” from the parking lot, more toilets, the elevator again, and finally, that universal index of dawn’s approach, birdsong. Nabokov’s description of Humbert’s night of anticipatory agony recreates sleeplessness with so much apparent accuracy that the author must have remained awake for the duration of a night in just such a country inn, taking notes on the experience.

And perhaps he did. As I said in Chapter 4, creative writing by no means precludes reporting. Fiction permits research. And only research—considerable shoe leather, and lots of tire rubber too—could have generated Humbert’s monumental gas/food/lodging riff that begins on page 145 of Lolita. Indeed, Nabokov and his wife Vera spent their summers off from his teaching duties hunting butterflies in the American South and West. (VN was an esteemed entomologist.) Nabokov modeled most of the motels, diners, and tourist traps that appear in Humbert’s litany on actual sites he and Mrs. Nabokov visited in pursuit of Lepidoptera.

Is it any surprise that a man who wrote an entire novel (the astonishing Pale Fire) in the form of footnotes to a 100-line poem had a way with poetic devices? Two will have to stand in for the rest: a simile (“She lit up and the smoke she exhaled from her nostrils was like a pair or tusks,” 194) and a metaphor (“Cold spiders of panic crawled down my back,” 140). Maybe the most instructive aspect of Nabokov’s use of simile and metaphor is that, despite the ability to contrive such comparisons, he doesn’t overuse them. Lolita includes surprisingly few.

For a novel thought by many to be the very embodiment of the literary, Lolita includes an equally surprising amount of action writing—the most extreme example of course being Humbert’s struggle with Quilty near book’s end. But HH’s apple-juggling Sunday-morning grope of Lolita in Chapter 13 is action, too. Notice the precision with which Nabokov describes its intricate choreography, while avoiding what I think of as the VCR Instruction Manual Effect: action writing that is accurate enough but inelegant in the extreme. Arguably, the novel’s action-writing zenith comes in Nabokov’s description of Lolita’s tennis playing in Chapter 20. (The impossibly erudite Vladimir Nabokov not only enjoyed tennis but played the game well enough to earn his living for a time as a tennis instructor.)

Notice that this description contains characterization. First, of Lolita, about whom her coach suggests that she lacks the killer instinct—her serve he calls “fairly easy to return, having as it did no twist or sting to its long elegant hop.” The observation “She who was so cruel and crafty in everyday life, revealed an innocence, a frankness, a kindness of ball-placing …” calls into question whether Lolita was cruel and crafty at all. And then there is this startling insight by Humbert into his own behavior and its consequences: “…I insist that had something within her not been broken by me—not that I realized it then!—she would have had on top of her perfect form the will to win, and would have become a real girl champion.” (232-36)

Though Lolita includes as much description of inner states as a middle-period Henry James novel, it by no means skimps on the external, the dramatic. And sometimes, as here, one delivers the other.

Dialogue in Lolita

Dialogue is not Lolita’s greatest strength. Like the dialogue in certain plays, or in romantic comedies from Hollywood’s golden age, much of it seems stylized, intentionally artificial. Now and again, though, Nabokov evokes the purely realistic, as if to demonstrate to his readers that he can. Think of Lolita’s teen argot, for instance.

There’s also a nearly unique moment—the only thing comparable that I know of appears in A Severed Head—when a speaker implies the listener’s reaction to his words, making a description of the latter by a narrator unnecessary. Trying to avoid a trip to England that would separate him from Lolita, Humbert delivers a monologue on page 91 that includes the phrases “No, wait a minute,” “No, please, wait,” and “Don’t do that”—indications that Charlotte is trying to interrupt his speech bodily. Indeed, in the following paragraph Humbert tells us “She had come to my side and had fallen on her knees and was slowly, but very vehemently, shaking her head and clawing at my trousers.” The writer could have interrupted Humbert’s monologue with this information, but the fact that he doesn’t is typically innovative and elegant.

Point of View in Lolita

Lolita is addressed to a silent audience outside the novel, the “ladies and gentlemen of the jury” who will decide Humbert Humbert’s fate. Humbert also apostrophizes characters within the book, though, including Dr. Ilse Tristramson (on page 198), Gaston (addressed, at length, in French on 203), and Rita (259). Of course, the narrator addresses the title character herself, too. “Lolita,” Humbert beseeches her who will never read his book, “What have I done with your life?”

Humbert Humbert is Lolita’s narrator as well as its protagonist. He tells his own story: the story of his pursuit, his capture, and his loss of Dolores Haze, nymphet. That makes Lolita’s point of view the first-person central—the same strategy used by Joyce in “Araby,” Conrad in The Secret Sharer, Murdoch in A Severed Head, and Hemingway in A Farewell to Arms. In Lolita as in those stories, intimacy is an advantage of this approach …or is it? As discussed in Chapter 6 of Master Class, allowing an unappealing character to tell his own tale can be dangerous, as it compels the reader to identify with that character (hearing “I …I …I …” in her head as she reads), which might in turn make that reader uncomfortable. Lolita asks us to enter the mind of a pedophile and murderer, and to stay there for 300 pages. Humbert Humbert periodically expresses regret for what he has done, but do we believe him? He is, after all, begging the “ladies and gentlemen of the jury” for his life. More to the point, Humbert is desperately justifying to himself his own monstrous behavior toward the girl he claims he loved.

And who is this Nabokov fellow, capable of inhabiting the soul of a child molester so convincingly? How much easier it would be for readers if the story were told by an intrusive omniscient narrator who passed judgment on Humbert, thereby reassuring us about the author’s rectitude—as Nabokov surely knew. Or perhaps the story could have been narrated by Lolita herself, though in order to make such an approach convincing, the writer would have had to sacrifice his exquisite diction and syntax. How about this: third-person limited, from Lolita’s POV, restricting Nabokov to her thoughts and feelings (rather than Humbert’s) but allowing him to use his own words and sentence structure to express those thoughts and feelings? Vladimir Nabokov could have employed Updike’s Rabbit strategy in telling the story he titled Lolita.

Instead, he chose Humbert. Why? Likely because the mind that could commit HH’s crimes and then rationalize them intrigued Nabokov. (For the record, there is no evidence that the writer was himself sexually attracted to young girls.) Also, the book’s explicit insight into psychology and sociology is appropriate coming from the brilliant if twisted Humbert but would not believably originate with his nymphet—and Nabokov clearly enjoyed including such observations. How does he do it, though? How does Nabokov encourage us, page after page, to identify with a character so reprehensible?

Perhaps Humbert Humbert’s considerable charm keeps us hanging on. He is not only intelligent and worldly but funny, and funny in practically every way it is possible to be funny: punning one moment and choreographing slapstick the next. (In between, there’s parody aplenty and lots and lots of satire—especially of American middle-class pretension and of Freudian psychology, which Nabokov abhorred.) Many Lolita-readers in classes I’ve taken and taught seem seduced by this charm, swept away by it—to the extent that, despite themselves, they forgive Humbert—love him, even. (This dwarfs Jane Austen’s love of Willoughby and our possible forgiveness of him.) Or maybe Humbert’s language (that is, Nabokov’s) has seduced them. In the words of the fictional John Ray, Jr., Ph.D, “How magically his singing violin can conjure up a tendresse, a compassion for Lolita that makes us entranced with the book while abhorring its author!” (5) Which brings us to …

Style and Voice in Lolita

Not only does Lolita seem written rather than spoken; it is explicit about this. When we read Vladimir Nabokov’s novel Lolita, we are reading a fictional memoir of the same name (subtitled Confessions of a White, Widowed Male), written in prison by Nabokov’s character Humbert Humbert. The author makes no pretense at spokenness or spontaneity, nor does he offer any excuses for his narrator’s erudition. Iris Murdoch must limit the diction and syntax of A Severed Head to the words and sentence structures of wine merchant Martin-Lynch Gibbons. The individual sections of Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying must sound something like the speech or thoughts of the (rural, mostly uneducated) characters whose names they bear. Because Lolita is presented as a book written by a character approximately as educated and experienced as his author, though, the sky’s the limit (and it’s the Western United States’ celebrated Big Sky) for Vladimir Nabokov with respect to style and voice in Lolita. The main difference between the two: As evinced by his other books, Nabokov’s default style revels in richness but resists hyperbole. Humbert isn’t fully alive unless he’s exaggerating, embroidering. Lying, even.

The result is a multicourse meal much heartier than the post-Hemingway fare most twenty-first-century American readers are accustomed to. For evidence of this, compare Humbert Humbert’s justly famous invocation at the start of Chapter One (“Lolita, light of my life, fire of my loins …” etc.) to Frederic Henry’s description of his own lost love, on page 18 of A Farewell to Arms: “Miss Barkley was quite tall. She wore what seemed to me to be a nurse’s uniform, was blonde and had a tawny skin and gray eyes. I thought she was very beautiful.” This is not to say that Vladimir Nabokov’s style betters Ernest Hemingway’s—as we’ve discussed, Hemingway’s certainly has been more influential. There’s a purity, a simplicity and directness, to the Hemingway style that Nabokov’s Latinate words and foreign phrases lack. One is a freshly caught salmon steak, grilled over a wood fire and garnished with nothing but lemon juice and fresh dill; the other is an evening-long dinner at a restaurant in Paris. To all but the most stylistically ascetic reviewer, Chez Nabokov earns three stars.

Conclusion

Lolita has been called a Russian’s love affair with the English language. My only quibble with this statement is that it speaks of such a relationship as if it’s unique, and thereby slights by implication the love affairs with English of other novelists, other short-story writers. The Irishman James Joyce, the Pole Joseph Conrad, Englishwomen Jane Austen and Iris Murdoch, and Americans William Faulkner and Ernest Hemingway: All were besotted by the beauty of our language, and smitten by story generally—as John Updike and Toni Morrison remain. Like Humbert Humbert’s hidden diary, “Araby,” Sense and Sensibility, The Secret Sharer, Rabbit, Run, A Severed Head, As I Lay Dying, Beloved, A Farewell to Arms, and Lolita record some of the affairs conducted by these world-class lovers.

“The notes you found were fragments of a novel,” Humbert says he told Charlotte when she discovered the key that unlocked the drawer in which the revelations about his Forbidden Love lay. The fragments I have included in Master Class, and the novels from which they come, can tell you much of what you need to know about story structure, characterization, plot, description, dialogue, point of view, style, and voice. Even better, not a single one is under lock and key. Like Poe’s purloined letter, all of them hide in plain sight. The same goes for any other lesson you might desire on the craft of fiction writing. It’s in a novel or short story somewhere, waiting to be learned.

So go to your bookcase, your bookstore, your public or university library. Take a book down, take one out; borrow it or buy it; but read—and as writers do, with an eye toward improving your storytelling skills or even writing your first story ever.

Then, write.

Suggestions for Further Reading: Mondo Lolita

Has any book written during the twentieth century penetrated the American consciousness more deeply—more permanently, it would appear—than Lolita? The Wizard of Oz, perhaps, or Gone with the Wind. Maybe The Great Gatsby. I doubt it. Anyway, none of these is as richly literary—as sheerly difficult—as Vladimir Nabokov’s masterpiece, which makes the impact of the latter all the more impressive. (Of course, the novel’s fundamental dynamic has been distorted over the years: the culture remembers Humbert Humbert as quite literally a dirty old man, when in fact he’s younger than 40—and they forget that Lolita’s complicity in their affair is arguable at best.) Lolita has inspired not only two movies, one of them directed by the great Stanley Kubrick, but also retellings, replies, and rebuttals, onstage and on the page, not to mention a number of pop songs both misguided (“Don’t Stand So Close to Me,” by the Police, e.g.) and right-on-the-money (Freedy Johnston’s “Dolores”), plus perennial tabloid headlines regarding Long Island Lolitas and the like—a veritable cottage industry. Following are some of the books and scripts Lolita has spawned, beginning with variations on the story approved by the master himself, or by his heirs:

1. Vladimir Nabokov, The Enchanter. The novella that preceded Lolita (much as Updike’s short story “Ace in the Hole” anticipated the Rabbit books) and served as a rehearsal for the novel that would follow decades later—a charcoal sketch to Lolita’s vast oil on canvas. The Enchanter is an instructive artifact of the writing process: What did the author retain from this acorn of inspiration, in the suburban shade tree that towers above most American books of the last century? What did he revise, reverse, discard? Translated by VN’s son, Dmitri.

2. ________, The Annotated Lolita, edited by Alfred Appel. Helpful most of all for the way in which it obsessively traces connections and clues planted throughout the novel, especially those involving Quilty’s pursuit of Humbert’s pursuit of Lolita. Appel also translates Humbert’s every last pretentious foreign phrase.

3. ________, Lolita. Audiobook read by Jeremy Irons. In his autobiography, Speak, Memory, Nabokov avers that he hates music—all music. Hard to believe while listening to the melody and rhythm that pervade every sentence of this valuable book-on-tape, exquisitely read (performed, really) by the actor who plays Humbert in the second cinematic adaptation of the novel.

4. ________, Lolita: A Screenplay. The author’s attempt (surprisingly inept, at times) to dramatize his book-length story for the screen. Kubrick said a movie made from this script would last seven hours—and, for the most part, ignored it.

To judge by the many retellings of the story or barely disguised restagings of its basic dynamic that have been published in recent years, Lolita and Lolita have proved especially engaging—enraging?—to female reader-writers. (Dmitri Nabokov filed suit to block publication in the United States of a novel by the Italian writer Pia Pera called Lo’s Diary.) Here are a few of the most interesting:

1. Penelope Fitzgerald, The Bookshop.

2. Emily Prager, Roger Fishbite.

3. Francine Prose, Blue Angel.

And finally, a best seller inspired by the book’s reception in a place far, far away from the 1950s America in which Lolita is set, evidence that the appeal of Nabokov’s novel transcends culture:

Azar Nafisi, Reading Lolita in Tehran.
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writer’s voice in, importance of, 181–182

Wuthering Heights, 31

“Yellow Wallpaper, The,” 132

“Zooey,” 194


About the Author

Adam Sexton teaches writing at the New School, New York University. He has also written on arts and entertainment for the New York Times, the Village Voice, and the Boston Phoenix.

images/00006.jpeg
MASTER
CLASS

IN

FICTION i@

WRITING

Techniques from
Austen, Hemingway, and
Other Greats

ADAM SEXTON
FOREWORD BY JONATHAN AMES





images/00001.jpeg
MASTER
CLASS
IN
FICTION
WRITING

Techniques from Austen,
Hemingway, and
Other Greats

LESSONS
FROM

THE ALL-STAR
WRITER'S

WORKSHOP

< ADAM SEXTON >

McGraw-Hill

New York Chicago San Francisco Lisbon London Madrid Mexico City
Milan New Delhi San Juan Seoul Singapore Sydney Toronto





images/00002.gif





images/00005.gif
Lesayiste Poetic
(Objective) (Subjective)

Sense and Sensibility Secret Sharer “Araby” Beloved  As I Lay Dying  Farewell to Arms
Severed Head
Rabbit, Run





images/00003.jpeg
Premise #1: Sephora’s skipper (S) weak
— S fails to command his crew effectively during storm at sea

Premise #2: Leggatt (L) intolerant of incompetence >

—L kills Sephora’s second mate =<
—L imprisoned aboard Sephora
—Sephora anchors five miles (or seven -- unclear) from land
—Sephora’s steward fails to lock L’s door
—L flees overboard

Premise #3: Ship on which The Secret Sharer will take place lies two miles distant

—L swims toward it E

Premise #4: Captain (C) of that ship empathetic
—C insists on taking anchor watch
—side rope ladder left hanging overboard

L dares not reveal himself
—L rests by holding onto side rope ladder

C hides L in C’s stateroom
—C’s command and career, and L’s life at risk
—C behaves oddly
—crew looks askance at C
—C gives first direct order
—C behaves with “frigid dignity”
—C faces steward “boldly”

S visits C’s ship
—C must convince S that L not aboard
—C leads ship tour
—S can’t find L
—S departs





images/00004.gif
LESS
\!
Third-Person Objective
\2
First-Person Central and Peripheral (Singular), Second-Person, Third-Person Limited
l
First-Person Peripheral (Plural), Serial First-Person, Serial Limited Third-Person
l
Third-Person Omniscient
l

MORE





