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• James N. Frey, How to Write A Damn Good Novel (1987) 
• A damn good novel is intense, and to be intense, a novel must be dramatic 

o It focuses on a central character who is faced with a dilemma; the dilemma 
develops into a crisis; the crisis builds through a series of complications to a 
climax; in the climax the crisis is resolved 

• Character 
• The writer must first create characters that are vivid in the reader’s imagination 

o Characters are the stuff out of which a novel is constructed 
• Fictional characters are different from real people because readers want to read about the 

exceptional and not the mundane 
o The character has to be more handsome or ugly, ruthless or noble, vengeful or 

forgiving, brave or cowardly, than real people 
 Even if she is plain or dull she is more extraordinary in her plainness or 

dullness 
• A fictional character may be complex but she is always fathomable 
• When depicting the life of a fictional character, a novelist must choose to include only 

those impressions, thoughts, reflections, sensations, feelings, desires, and so on that bear 
on the character’s motivations, development, and decision making faculties – aspects of 
character that will affect the way in which the character copes with the dilemmas in the 
story 

o E. M. Forster: Homo-fictus is an abstraction meant to project the essence, but not 
the totality, of homo-sapiens 

• Two types of homo-fictus 
o 1) Flat/cardboard/unidimensional 

 Used for walk-on parts (peripheral, not central) that seem to have only one 
trait (greed, piety, cowardice)  

• They have no depth or the power to engage the reader for a period 
of time 

o 2) Broad/rounded characters/full-bodied 
 They have complex motives and conflicting desires – they are full of 

worries/woes/and unresolved grievances 
• Characters are made up of the physiological, sociological, and psychological 

o Physiological is the character’s height, weight, age, sex, race, health 
 A small man cannot throw his weight around like a large man 
 Pretty or ugly; short or tall – all these traits affect the way a character 

would have developed 
 The novelist must fully understand the character’s physiology  

o Sociological – what is the character’s social class, what kind of neighborhood did 
she grow up in, what schools did she attend, what politics did she acquire 
 It is the character’s motivations that produce the conflicts and generate the 

narrative tension that a novel must have if it is to hold the reader’s 
attention 

o Psychological – phobias, manias, complexes, fears, inhibitions, patterns of guilt 
and longing, fantasies and so on 
 Includes IQ, aptitudes, special abilities, soundness of reasoning, habits, 

talents 
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 So the novelist must be a student of human nature and ask why people do 
what they do 

• The novel must have dynamic rather than static characters  
• Characters who can’t act in the face of dilemma, who retreat and suffer without struggle 

are not useful 
• Characters must be alive with great passions and strong emotions: lust, envy, greed, hate 

o They must be emotional firestorms 
• Have biographies for your characters 
• The decisions of what characteristics to include in your character should be based on two 

considerations: 1) breaking stereotypes; and 2) good orchestration  
o Good orchestration = creating characters with contrasting traits so they are 

instruments that work together  
• Characters shouldn’t all have the same traits; they must be foils to one another  
• If you are fascinated by your characters and like them, chances are readers will too 
• When reading a character’s biography, look for elements that will influence the 

character’s emotions and behavior in the story 
o Rounded characters have a past, and, just like real people, that past will still be 

with them 
• Know your character’s views on politics, religion, friendship, family – her hopes, dreams, 

hobbies, interests, what she studied in school, which subjects she liked/disliked 
• The ruling passion – the character’s motivating force; the sum-total of all the forces and 

drivers within her 
• A protagonist in a dramatic novel should always be determined, well-motivated, willful 
• Stereotyped characters are characters that are too familiar 

o When all the reader’s expectations about a character are fulfilled, when there are 
no surprises or contradictions in the character – you have a stereotyped character 

• Make sure to combine character traits that the reader would not expect to find within the 
same character (but there must always be verisimilitude) 

o The contradictions should serve the purpose of the story; affect the emotions and 
behavior of the character 

• Always place obstacles in the path of characters 
• A story is goal oriented: it progresses, it develops 
• Ask of your character, would he/she really? (regarding the actions they take) 
• Do not overly favor your characters or unnecessarily abuse them 
• Try to give everyone left standing at the end a sliver of humanity unless they are 

explicitly meant to be evil characters 
• Conflict 
• Conflict comes from the collision of the character’s desires with resistance (from nature, 

other characters, from within themselves, wherever) 
o Characters spring to life only when they are put to the test 
o If there are no conflicts on the horizon the reader will abandon the story 

• We see who the characters are by the way they respond to such resistance – conflict 
highlights and exposes them 

o Conflict always takes the form of insistence versus resistance  
• When characters have different goals and are intent on achieving them, conflict results 
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• The contestants in the conflict must be evenly matched 
o The antagonist must counter each of the protagonist’s attempts with as much force 

and cunning as the protagonist exhibits 
o Opposition does not require that any character necessarily be a villain  

 Well-motivated, rounded, nonstereotyped characters are required for good 
opposition 

• The crucible is the container that holds the characters together as things heat up – the 
bond that keeps them in conflict with another  

• Inner-conflict – when a character’s will collides with an obstacle that occurs within the 
character himself 

o Inner-conflicts make characters not only interesting but truly memorable to the 
readers 
 Whenever a reader experiences profound empathy with a character it is 

because the character is in the throes of intense inner conflict 
o If your characters have no inner-conflict, your work will be melodrama  
o Inner-conflict confirms that the characters are involved, that something is at risk 

for them 
 MORAL CHOICE – a moral choice must be made 

o Exploit the inner-conflict  
o In a good conflict, the character must have or must do something – for very 

powerful and convincing reasons – and yet can’t have or can’t do that something 
for equally powerful and compelling reasons 
 Characters must be ripped apart by equally powerful forces 

• Conflict that fails to rise is static, conflict that rises to quickly is jumping 
• Static conflict is any kind of conflict that is unchanging  
• Characters in the midst of static conflict cease developing 
• Jumping conflict leaps from one level of intensity to another without adequate motivation 

or transitional stages 
o E.g. Reacting with hatred and vehemence when annoyance would be more 

appropriate 
o Jumping conflict is commonly seen in melodrama 

• Don’t have characters jump from one emotional state to another 
• Conflicts that rise slowly help the writer prove the character  

o Slowly rising conflict will reveal more facets of character than jumping or static 
conflict because the characters will react differently at each stage  

o Slowly rising conflict means a character will go through several emotional stages 
 Annoyance – peevishness – mild anger – intense anger – insane anger 

• By the climax of a slowly rising conflict the character is fully revealed because the reader 
has seen her acting and reacting at each emotional level 

• The art of writing the dramatic novel is the art of holding the reader gripped in a slowly 
rising conflict – think of it as a series of attacks and counterattacks, as if the protagonist 
and antagonist were strategists conducting a war 

• Plan your novel with rising conflict always in mind – characters should be facing ever-
increasing obstacles – their problems should be multiplying, pressures on them should 
always be growing 

o There should be a step-by-step change in the character’s emotional level 
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• There must always be a “core” conflict 
o Although there can and should be threads of many developing conflicts 

• The premise is the reason you are writing and what you are writing 
o It is the point you have to prove, the soul of your expression 

• The premise of a story is simply a statement of what happens to the characters as a result 
of the core conflict in the story 

• Every dramatic story has a premise and only one premise at that 
• In fiction, the premise is the conclusion of the fictive argument 
• Without cause and effect relationships incidents do not build to a climax 

o At the climax, the core conflict is resolved (the premise is proved) 
• The premise must be specific to the story 
• The three C’s: character, conflict, conclusion – a dramatic story is the transformation of 

character through crisis  
• A writer is exercising good selectivity when she leaves out scenes, descriptions, 

characters, and dialogue that the story can do without – this tightens the story 
o Any part of the story that does not help to prove the premise should be cut 

• Character through conflict leads to conclusion (the characters must change as a result of 
the conflict) 

• The narrative of events you tell must be of interest – a story is a narrative of 
consequential events involving worthy human characters who change as a result of those 
events 

• In drama, characters must struggle – they must do things to solve their problems 
• For the story’s beginning, you should present the reader with the status-quo situation – 

this is the preamble  
• At the beginning, gain sympathy for the protagonist as soon as possible  
• In order to have rising conflict, the character must be developing, changing through 

stages, growing incrementally from pole to pole 
o In a well-constructed story, the events are causal 

 Readers have a powerful desire to read what will happen next because 
they expect the events they have witnessed to have repercussions  

• Rising to the climax – a story is tension, a climax is satisfaction 
o The tension of a story rises through its complications to a point at which the core 

conflict is settled  
o Characters have been tested, they have been pushed and punished; as a result, 

they have gone through stages of development 
• Story is struggle – the narrative begins just before the protagonist is presented with a 

dilemma; the character struggles with the dilemma; the dilemma worsens to a crisis; the 
crisis rises to a point where it must be resolved; an action is taken, bringing about the 
climax; the result is either favorable or unfavorable, but the crisis is over 

• The climax might be thought of as a point, a moment, the precise instant the reader 
perceives that the core conflict is settled 

o Conflict that comes after the climax, after the core conflict is settled is “resolving 
conflict” 

o An event is anti-climactic if it has a rising conflict and comes after the core 
conflict is settled; no matter how inherently dramatic the event, the reader has 
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little interest in it because the reader is now looking to see the effect of the climax 
on the characters 

o Resolving conflict is a winding down, a settling of accounts, a mopping-up 
operation following the decisive battle in a long war 
 There are secondary conflicts which need resolving as well as the core 

conflict – they might be resolved before or after the climax of the core 
conflict 

• If all the strings are too neatly tied, the reader will suspect that the author is being 
manipulative  

• Proving the premise of the character – each major character has his or her own fate, 
therefore each character has a premise of his or her own 

• For the climax-resolution, look to include surprises, exploit powerful emotions, let the 
punishment fit the crime, find new facets of the character  

• The primary purpose in reading a novel is to experience at the emotional level the lives of 
the characters – to laugh with them, cry with them, suffer with them 

o The primary object of the novelist is to move the reader emotionally  
• A good climax leaves the reader feeling that the story is finished 
• Viewpoint (Point of View) 
• Viewpoint is the combination of the character’s collective opinions, prejudices, tastes, 

and attitudes 
o It defines how the character interprets the world 
o It grows out of her physiology, sociology, psychology 
o Viewpoint is the locus of the narrative – where the narrator stands in relation to 

the other characters 
• Objective viewpoint: the narrator is outside the characters at all times 

o We are given nothing of what the character thinks or feels, what her attitudes are, 
what her plans are 

o This viewpoint is rarely used (readers are impatient with books in this viewpoint 
because they lack intimacy with the characters) 

• Modified objective viewpoint: the narrator does not claim to know the character’s inner 
workings, but makes guesses about them 

o Sometimes these guesses are wrong, resulting in an “unreliable narrator” 
o The narrator describes honestly what is going on, what any sensible observer 

would see, and draws the same conclusions as the reader would 
 But an unreliable narrator who is lying, or who is not telling all he should, 

is not an acceptable narrator to most readers 
• First Person Subjective Viewpoint 

o The first-person narrator has access to one character, the narrator, who is himself 
a character in the story (may be the protagonist, antagonist, or any other 
character) 

o This viewpoint sounds more believable than third person because it is a first-hand 
account 
 But it is difficult to handle a lengthy narrative from a single viewpoint 

because you cannot go places the narrator couldn’t have been or show 
things to the reader that the narrator couldn’t have seen (not without a lot 
of burdensome explaining) 
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• There is the additional burden of showing how the other characters 
feel strictly through how they look, speak, and act 

o Continuous use of “I” begins to sound, before long, like you are explaining when 
you are relating the character’s feelings, and like bragging when you are relating 
the character’s actions 

• Omniscient viewpoint  
o When the narrator reveals what is going on in all the character’s heads 
o But if the viewpoint constantly shifts then the reader was not exposed to any 

character’s viewpoint long enough to establish reader identification  
 Thus the reader feels like they lack intimacy with the characters 

• Limited Omniscient Viewpoint  
o The author claims the right to go into the heads only of certain characters and not 

others 
 These characters are called “viewpoint characters” 

• To select the proper viewpoint ask, “who can tell this story best” 
• The narrator’s characteristic way of speaking is called the narrative voice 
• The omniscient viewpoint generally refrains from sardonic commentary or observation 

because it looks too much like author intrusion – so this commentary is best saved for 
first person because a character in the story can say what she wants  

• Identification 
o When we read fiction we participate deeply in the lives of others – we are 

intimate with the characters 
 The reader is brought into the inner experience of the characters 

o As you open your story, give your reader an emotional touchstone, plunge a 
character into an emotion-provoking situation 
 You can touch your readers best if you introduce a character with 

problems the reader can sympathize with at the very beginning 
• Once an emotion has been aroused by the opening, the characters 

should be plunged immediately into a developing crisis 
• If you’ve touched your reader’s emotions they will be interested but true identification 

can occur only when the character faces choices – so that the reader can participate in the 
decision making process 

• Identification comes when the reader pulls for the characters to make the right decision 
o A character does not have to be admirable for there to be identification, but the 

reader can lose sympathy for a character if that character acts cruelly to another 
character with whom the readers identifies more strongly 
 The reader can also lose sympathy for a character by having that character 

act dumb or at less than maximum capacity  
• E.g. the idiot in the horror story who responds to creepy noises by 

going into the attic alone, armed only with a candle 
 You can lose reader sympathy when a character seems too ordinary, is 

stereotyped, or doesn’t struggle hard enough 
• Writing a flashback 

o The flashback is a device that is often misused or overworked – often used to 
avoid writing conflict 

o Readers find most flashbacks intolerable  
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o Trying to use past childhood events to subject the character to some type of 
Fruedian analysis is ill-advised and distracts from the actual conflict taking place 
in the book 

o When a flashback is necessary: 
 If the character is about to be plunged into a situation in which he will act 

contrary to the way he has been acting up to that point in the story 
• The antecedent action must be relevant to the present story 

o Thus, it is used to avoid sentimentality 
o A flashback can also be used when in the “now” of the 

story the character is unsympathetic, loathsome, or 
revolting and the writer wishes to make her less so – so the 
reader can empathize with the character 

o Before using a flashback, ask if you can make the same impact on your reader 
through conflict in the “now” of the novel – if not, then a flashback is necessary 

• Foreshadowing – the promise of conflict 
o It is the art of raising story questions 

 If the story questions are slight, the reader is mildly interested; if the story 
questions are great, the reader is gripped 

 Foreshadowing can also be used to get the reader through a dull section of 
narrative 

o The writer can also foreshadow actions of a major character through that 
character’s own actions  
 What a character does under a little stress is very telling about what she 

might do under a lot of stress 
o Foreshadowing is a promise – if the promise is made and not fulfilled you are 

cheating the reader 
• Use of symbols  

o A symbol is a thing that has meaning to someone in addition to the meaning of the 
thing itself 
 Symbols help the readers focus on the conflicts and the issues 

o Appropriate use of a symbol: if a character has a quest or a goal it should be 
symbolized 
 Abstract wishes and desires don’t play well in fiction; an apt life symbol 

will focus the reader on the conflict 
• Dialogue 

o Direct dialogue expresses exactly what is on the character’s mind with no attempt 
on the part of the character to demure, use subterfuge, lie, be witty, and so on 

o Fine dialogue expresses the will of the character indirectly – this dialogue is 
preferable 
 A character at his maximum capacity will use clever, fresh, indirect 

dialogue 
o After you’ve written an exchange of dialogue, ask yourself: is there conflict, is it 

trite, can it be said better indirectly, is the line as clever and colorful as it can be 
• Dramatic Modes – 1) Dramatic Narrative 2) Scenes 

o The dramatic narrative relates actions, shows character growth, and exploits inner 
conflict, but does so in a summary fashion 
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o In a Scene the narrator describes actions as they happen 
o Dramatic writing requires rising conflict – a scene, because it has a rising conflict, 

must come to some sort of climax resolution, even if the conflict is carried over to 
ensuing scenes 
 The core conflict within a scene does not have to be the same as the core 

conflict within the novel 
o A scene has the same shape as a story; it begins at a low point of tension and rises 

to a point of climax, followed by a resolution 
• Many times it is not advisable to use a full scene, because at the beginning of the scene 

the conflicts are not strong enough to engage the reader – plunging into the middle of 
scenes speeds your novel along and keeps the reader involved in the rising conflict 

o There are times when a whole scene, or its climax, can be related as dramatic 
narrative either because it would not have intense enough conflict, or for comic 
effect 
 For these cases just the writer can use just a sentence and be able to 

explain what happened  
• Trimming scenes will speed the pace 

• Prose  
• There are three commandments of dynamic prose 

o 1) be specific 2) appeal to all the senses 3) be a poet 
• Good prose appeals not only to our visual imagination, but to every other sense as well – 

smell, taste, touch, hearing – sensuous prose also should include references to the 
secondary senses – pressure, heat, cold, and so on; as well as the psychic senses, such as 
premonitions, déjà vu 

• Part of the be a poet commandment is: don’t be too much of a poet 
o Being a poet for a novelist means using figures of speech to good effect – figures 

of speech include personification, hyperbole, metaphors, and similes  
o Failure to use good figures of speech may mean that your prose will be a little 

bland; using bad figures of speech will make you narrative foolish, laughable, 
absurd, garbled  

• Don’t use cliché expressions – blind as a bat, eats like a horse, a sea of faces 
• Done use similes in a long string – “she was tall, like a telephone pole; and she was thin, 

like a reed; and her skin was soft, like velvet” 
• Don’t mix metaphors 
• Make sure you use allusions that your reader will understand 
• Don’t stretch your comparisons 
• Resist the extravagant 
• Prose should have time, color, and textual density – detailed specifics 

o Convey a sense of motion, make it dynamic, not static 
• Editing and Rewriting 
• Only writers know how to rewrite; it is this ability alone that turns the amateur into the 

professional 
• It is hard to critically evaluate your own work; clichés abound in everyone else’s work, 

but they remain forever hidden in your own 
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o You will automatically care about your characters because they are yours – your 
readers may not 

o You will see your characters as whole and unique – your reader may not 
o You will suffer when your characters suffer, cry when they break off their love 

affairs, grieve when they die – your readers may only yawn 
• To successfully complete a novel, you must learn to look at your work objectively 

o Learn to see what you critics see – then be able to change what you’ve written to 
make it more powerful 

• Critics sometimes try to get writers to write the book they wish they could write – be sure 
in your rewrite you are rewriting your book, not someone else’s 

o Ask yourself what can be done to rewrite it to answer your critics without 
changing your premise 

• Be ruthless in changing what needs to be changed, but don’t change a word unless it will 
make the manuscript better 

• Do not voice disagreement with a critic; let your critics say their piece – never defend 
your work: it’s pointless and will only make the critic hesitant next time – but feel free to 
ignore the criticism 

• Self-analysis is important 
o Reread your manuscript, pretend someone else wrote it; pretend it’s a sick patient, 

and you’re a doctor who’s diagnosing its ills 
o Try reading your novel into a tape recorder and playing it back 
o Try telling the story to someone – the parts you leave out and what you fumble 

over will help pinpoint weaknesses 
o It’s easier to be objective if you put your manuscript aside for some time before 

you begin to analyze it – some writers wait a year (work on another in the 
meantime) 
 The next important thing about rewriting is your attitude – when you 

rewrite you’ll have to be absolutely ruthless with cuts, trims, and changes 
• If you suspect it’s lousy, it is 

• The first question to ask yourself: have you proved your premise? 
o If you have as your premise that greed leads to happiness, then make sure nothing 

else in the work leads to happiness, like luck or love (since you’re telling people 
that greed leads to happiness it would be a problem to have other things lead to it 
as well) 

• Ask yourself whether you’ve touched the reader’s emotions and allowed the reader to 
identify with the character  

• Are the characters in opposition; are they always at maximum capacity; do they pass the 
“would he really?” test in all situation; are they securely placed in a crucible so they 
cannot disengage from the conflict; do they have ruling passions; are they well motivated, 
decisive, determined – have you avoided stereotypes 

• Principal characters should grow from pole-to-pole, do yours? 
• Have you plunged your characters into rising conflict; are the conflicts ever static; does 

the conflict awkwardly jump  
• Are the conflicts adequately resolved so there is a sense of completeness 

o Have you left the reader feeling that the whole story has been told? 
• Are the scenes and incidents varied; are repetitions avoided 
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• Does the story begin at the correct place? 
o Does it begin too early such that the conflict takes too long to heat up? 
o Does it begin too late such that the reader is plunged into the heat of a rising 

conflict without first having a chance to become intimate with the characters? 
• Do the events of the story grow out of one another? 

o Is the reader able to clearly follow the A-B-C-D of events? 
• Is the climax revolutionary?  Is it satisfying? 

o Does the climax-resolution have a surprise in it?  Has the climax-resolution been 
exploited for emotions 

• Is there some poetic justice or irony?  If not, could there be? 
• Does the story show many facets of the important characters – are various emotional 

states explored?  Are characters fully revealed at the end? 
• Cut out anti-climactic events 
• Have you chosen the proper narrative voice – does it grate; is it too peachy 

o Would it help to tell the story in another viewpoint  
• Are all flashbacks absolutely necessary 
• Have you run away from conflicts that ought to be exploited – have all significant actions 

been fully described? 
• Are the conflicts symbolized, where possible, with appropriate life symbols 
• Check each scene – does it have a rising conflict? 

o Is it as exciting as it could be? 
o If it can be cut without ill-effect, cut it 

• Check every line of dialogue, does it add to the conflict; does it further characterization; 
does it further the story; is it fresh, is it colorful? 

• Is the writing sensual, appealing to taste/smell/hearing/sight/touch 
• Are opportunities for humor exploited 
• Is the passive voice used when it should be the active voice 

o Are to-be verbs used when more active verbs would serve better? 
• Is the writing specific and concrete rather than generalized 
• Is there time and textual density to the writing 
• Is the writing forceful and sure?  


