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• Francine Prose, Reading Like a Writer (2006) 
• Chapter One – Close Reading 
• A love of language and a gift for storytelling cannot be taught  
• For any writer, the ability to look at a sentence and see what’s superfluous, what can be 

altered, revised, expanded, and – especially – cut, is essential 
o It’s satisfying to see a sentence shrink, snap into place, and ultimately emerge in a 

more polished form: clear, economical, sharp 
• Writer’s learn to write by writing, and, by example, by reading books 
• In the ongoing process of becoming a writer, read and re-read the authors you most love 

o Determine style, diction, how sentences are formed, and information conveyed, how 
plot is structured, characters created, dialogue deployed – determine all of these facets 
in novels that you love 

• Writing occurs one word at a time, where you put every word on trial for its life 
• Writers learn to write by practice, hard work, repeated trial and error, success and failure, and 

from books they admire  
• Sometimes an idea in a book – say blindness – is not just contained in simple references to 

eyes and vision, but also its abstracted concepts like darkness and light  
o And how a character relates to the concept can define them 

• There are many rooms in the house of art – so one style or book is not a strict standard 
• By reading masterpieces we learn by positive example of what is done well 
• Chapter Two – Words 
• Writers are writing for a living audience but also for an audience of the dead – the dead 

writers they love and whose approval they wish they had 
o Think of Tolstoy or Updike nodding and frowning over your work 

• Think of Keats who wanted to meet all his friends, living and dead, in a tavern 
• Part of a reader’s job is to find out why certain writers endure 

o Contemporary writers should be read but they represent a dot at the end of a long 
literary sentence  

• With so much reading ahead of you, the temptation might be to speed up – but in fact it is 
essential to slow down and read every word 

• Language is what a writer uses, the same way a composer uses notes 
o Words are the raw material out of which literature is crafted 
o All the elements of good writing depend on the writer’s skill in choosing one word 

instead of another  
o Ask yourself what sort of information is each word (word choice) conveying 

• The author’s authority – judged by the strength of the prose – can help draw the reader into 
the story 

• Use words that convey motion and a sense of identity for the character who uses them 
• The warning against telling leads novice writers to think that everything should be acted – 

but they are many occasions in literature in which telling is far more effective than showing 
o A lot of time is wasted “showing” things that can be easily exposited  

• Sometimes, reading for a plot can cause you to misread 
• Don’t use a descriptive phrase when well-chosen adjectives will convey meaning  
• Close reading takes stamina, concentration, patience  
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o You can experience a masterpiece from far away but should also look up close at the 
brush strokes 

• Some characters can be too large, noble for certain small emotions like bitterness or 
resentment  

• Chapter Three – Sentences  
• Many writers will say that they are not so much interested in subject matter as they are in 

writing great sentences 
• A beautiful sentence is a beautiful sentence regardless of when it was written, or whether it 

appears in a play or a magazine article  
• Emily Dickinson on the definition of poetry: “If I feel physically as if the top of my head 

were taken off, I know this is poetry” 
• One reason sentences delight is that reading them lets us take part in the process of thought 

itself, and of a lively mind at work 
• Sentences that differ in length, tone, pitch, transition, etc., can make the reading experience 

highly entertaining  
• Sentences can be parallel – and be split up by other sentences at the same time; sentences can 

be repetitive, one after the other 
o All these rhetorical devices can accomplish goals 

• While editing, writers need to ask: 
o Is this the best word I can find 
o Is my meaning clear 
o Can a word or phrase be cut without sacrificing anything essential 
o Is this grammatical  

 Grammar is NOT irrelevant 
 Mastering the logic of grammar contributes to the logic of thought  

• Writing is like inviting someone to your house – the writer is the host and the reader the 
guest, and grammar is like appropriate etiquette that you follow to make your guests feel 
more comfortable  

o But – it’s necessary to hold the concept of clarity as an even higher ideal than 
grammatical correctness 

• The composition of any sentence is the end result of many minute decisions  
• The flow of a sentence is a map of the flow of a writer’s mind 
• Many flawed opening sentences are like opening a poker hand with a gigantic bet 
• Read and re-read sentences of master sentence-writers  

o These are the works you can turn to whenever you feel that your own style is getting 
slack or lazy or vague 

o You can open such books anywhere and read a sentence that will move you to labor 
longer, try harder, to return to that troubled spot and rework that imprecise or 
awkward sentence until it is something to be proud of 

• Sentences tell us about the writer but also about the character they train their sights on 
• In addition to magnificent/artistic sentences, there are also wonderful sentences that take the 

quickest, simplest, clearest route from point A to B 
• Along with Twain, Hemingway can take partial credit for demonstrating that a vast ocean 

separated the voice of the 19th century European novel from the voice of the average 
American on the street 
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• Play with sentences – their structure, their flow 
• Sterne, Twain, Joyce, Woolf, Stein all wanted to produce on the page the operation of 

consciousness, the chatter of the inner voice that propels us through the day, the voice in 
which we understand and explain our own lives to ourselves  

• Sentences can break down into sentence fragments just like in speech  
o It is not only the long sentence that rewards study and close reading but the brief 

sentence can be just as effective  
• What matters is not complexity or decoration but rather intelligibility, grace, and the fact that 

the sentence should strike us as the perfect vehicle for expressing what it aims to express  
• Rhythm is just as important in prose as in poetry 
• A sentence you can hardly read without stumbling needs to be rewritten 
• You can use sentence rhythm to signal shifts in the story, the same way at the end of many 

symphonies the tempo slows down the chords became more sustained or dramatic, with 
overtones that reverberate and echo after the music stops 

• “Don not worry.  You have always written before and you will write now.  All you have to 
do is write one true sentence.  Write the truest sentence that you know.” - Hemingway  

• Chapter Four – Paragraphs  
• Isaac Babel: The breaking up into paragraphs and the punctuation have to be done properly 

but only for the effect on the reader 
• Isaac Babel: A new paragraph is a wonderful thing.  It lets you quietly change the rhythm and 

it can be like a flash of lighting that shows the same landscape from a different aspect  
• Paragraphs can be understood as stanzas of poems, or as a breath taken in the text 
• If you close a paragraph on a note of unease the reader has less of a chance to take a full 

breath at the end of the paragraph and continues to read on under a feeling of anxiety – this is 
a great apprehension to put the reader under 

• Use paragraph breaks to startle readers  
• But of course, like anything in writing, there are no set rules for paragraphs – so they don’t 

always have to build to a climax or end with the reader short of breath, etc 
o When any device is too often used it becomes a mannerism and thus detracts 

• Paragraphing – the decision whether to take short hops or long ones, and whether to hop in 
the middle of a thought or action or finish it first – that comes from instinct, from the depths 
of personality  

• In writing, aim for what Jonathan Franzen calls: “small miracles of compression” 
• If you follow a device too closely it becomes a mannerism and detracts – so all you need is to 

think of the effect on the reader 
• Lack of paragraph breaks looks daunting to a reader and can be tough to read…but too many 

short paragraphs in succession is no answer 
• The one sentence paragraph can be useful in drawing focused attention to that one sentence – 

but if you do this, that sentence had better be worth it 
o E.g.: Raymond Carver – 1st paragraph: It is August.  2nd paragraph: My life is going 

to change.  I feel it.   
• Paragraphs are a form of emphasis – what appears at the start and end of the paragraph has 

greater weight than what appears in the middle 
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• Paragraphs of startling conclusions, honesty, unexpectedness, and above all compression, can 
powerfully pull a reader into the narrative  

• Frequently each paragraph shift represents a slight change in point of view or a shift in 
perspective that we can conceptualize, cinematically, as a change in camera angles  

o A paragraph break can occur at the moment the eye of the narrator switches focus  
• Chapter Five – Narration  
• One device to aid your writing before starting a novel is to digest the whole thing, and write 

it in summary – as a way to get the essentials down 
• Long narratives as part of dialogue are rarer now in fiction because people are talkative and 

don’t want to let other’s talk 
• Little nuggets of economy and compression, interpolated stories (anecdotes one character 

tells another) change the pace of the narrative 
• Often you can insert something like a quick narrated story to give the reader a chance to draw 

a conclusion 
• Dostoyevsky uses the device of interpolated stories as many of his characters are often 

having drunken (or sober) fits in which they reveal their entire life histories to casual 
acquaintances  

o Dostoyevsky struggled with how to exactly frame Crime and Punishment and tell the 
story 

• Some books can radically change viewpoints, like Madame Bovary that begins from the 
point of view of one of Charles’s classmates, a narrator who is never heard from again 

• The opening of Flanery O’Connor’s “Wise Blood” shifts perspective every few sentences – 
we see the train carriage from Hazel Motes’s point of view, then we see Hazel through the 
eyes of the woman sitting across from him, then we are looking out the window from a 
viewpoint that seems more detached, even omniscient  

• Some stories switch from present tense to past tense  
• If you try to overly dazzle with style, readers will think you are substituting style for content 
• First person plural of “we” is another obscure point of view device 
• Instead of trying to impose point of view on the story, ask what point of view does the story 

want to have 
• An omniscient narrator doesn’t necessarily mean an impartial narrator – it only suggests that 

the narrator is all knowing  
o An omniscient narrator can certainly make judgments and give opinions and have 

prejudices  
• These opinions of the omniscient narrator are conveyed through word choice, rhythm, 

sentence length, diction 
• Even the magisterial 3rd person voices of the great 18th and 19th century novels are, on close 

examination, not really impartial  
o Anna Karenina begins with “Happy families are all alike, but each unhappy family is 

unhappy in its own way.” 
 This is not a scientific fact but rather an opinion  

• Chapter Six – Character  
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• Heinrich von Kleist, author, tormented German hypochondriac, who, when he wasn’t writing 
works of genius, was contemplating suicide and longing only for what he called an abyss 
deep enough to jump into 

o He writes a brilliant novela, The Marquise of O------ 
o He met a terminally ill woman whom he recognized as a soul mate  
o Their rapturous connection was forged by the shared dream of double suicide, which 

they committed in Berlin in 1811 – they picnicked by the shores of the lake and two 
shots were heard 
 It is one of the most haunting events in literary biography; Kleist was 35 

• Opening of Kleist’s The Marquise of O------- 
o “In M-----, a large town in Northern Italy, the widowed Marquise of O------, a lady of 

unblemished reputation and the mother of several well-bred children, published the 
following notice in the newspapers: that, without her knowing how, she was in the 
family way; that she would like the father of the child she was going to bear to report 
himself; and that her mind was made up, out of consideration for her people, to marry 
him” 

• Here Kleist uses the device of initial for proper names to increase the sense of reality  
• We are told the Marquise has a spotless reputation and is already a mother – this builds 

sympathy  
o It also shows she is not an innocent girl who doesn’t know about conception but we 

still think well of her for her unblemished reputation  
• We are led to trust her otherwise extraordinary claim because of the journalistic way it is 

related 
• We are intrigued that she not only wants the father to come forward but to introduce himself 

and to be married to her  
• And we learn that not only does she intend to marry the father but she plans to do it out of 

consideration for her people  
o This phrase suggests themes of family, propriety, domestic affection, responsibility  

• There are also in this sentence echoes of the Virgin Mary who also conceived under 
suspicious circumstances  

• And the sentence prefigures the sudden plot turns that will follow in the story 
• In all his work, Kleist creates his characters without any physical description  

o We never hear how a room looks, or what the latest fashion is, or know what people 
are eating and drinking  
 In fact we learn only one character’s first name in this whole novella  

o Kleist tells you what sort of people his characters are and then lets them run around 
the narrative at the speed of windup toys  

o He has no time for his characters’ motives, nor do the characters as they struggle, like 
the reader, to keep pace with each coming surprise 

• We learn that the Marquise has spent her widowhood “in strict seclusion, occupying her time 
with painting, reading, educating her children, and caring for her parents: until the ----------- 
war suddenly filled the neighborhood with the troops of nearly all the powers, including 
those of Russia 

o Here Kleist hardly gives us time to take a breath – there is only a mere colon 
separating the Marquise’s tranquil existence from the outbreak of war 
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• We know that the Marquise is brave for even placing her scandalous ad in the newspaper in 
the first place 

• In literature, character construction differs from writer to writer and sometimes from book to 
book 

• Unlike Kleist who creates characters by showing us their actions, Jane Austen creates 
characters by telling us their thoughts, what they have done and what they plan to do 

• If Jane Austen’s method is to attach to each of her characters the equivalent of a musical 
theme and then set them dancing minuets to slight variations on those themes, George Eliot 
begins with crashing overtures that introduce the somewhat larger than life personalities who 
populate her novels 

• Also look for what characters lack, whether it is compassion, or a loving nature – often we 
can find a lot about a character by studying the gaps  

• Chapter Seven – Dialogue  
• Most conversations involve a sophisticated multi-tasking – where dialogue contains as much 

or even more subtext than it does text  
o More is going on under the surface than on it 
o The mark of bad dialogue is that it is only doing one thing 

• Don’t think of dialogue merely as a way to advance the plot but consider all the other aims it 
can accomplish  

o Use both text and subtext to allow the reader to observe the wide range of emotions 
that characters feel; confess and conceal hopes and fears 

• Have scenes turn and turn in tiny delightful increments – and sometimes these shifts can 
propel a scene  

• In real life dialogue there is often a lot of inattention and not always neat call and response 
with both sides eagerly listening  

o Often people aren’t listening and lose touch 
o Often a character’s not listening shows how they regard their interlocutor or what 

their frame of mind is 
• Characters not only speak differently depending on whom they are speaking too, but also 

listen differently depending on who is speaking 
• How a character says something can reveal their state of mind or personality – thus if a 

character says things in an indirect manner we know that character is somewhat passive or 
timid 

• With dialogue you can tease the reader by not coming right out with it 
o If characters communicate with both obviousness and subtlety and mixed agendas 

and heartfelt feelings and hidden motives (hidden even from themselves) this will 
make them very human 

• As tension escalates, that which is left unspoken adds greatly to the mounting pressure 
• Interspersed with dialogue, narration can provide the benefit of commentary and sharply 

focus the camera lens 
• In dialogue, the things said by a character that the interlocutor focuses on, say a lot about the 

type of person the interlocutor is 
o E.g.: In Joy Williams’s story Blue Hen the protagonist tells a group of characters that 

his father has been “executed by the state of Florida for the murder of a sheriff’s 



Hub Edits    

 

   
 7 

Fiction Editing                                                                       

 

deputy and his drug-sniffing German shepherd.”  And then a girl character says “It’s 
a bummer he killed the dog.” 
 So the guy’s father kills a cop, gets executed, and the girl asks about the dog – 

this gives the reader information 
• We want characters with complex, burdensome, intoxicating, and often terrifying inner lives 
• It is intriguing when a character holds an opinion about herself that is obviously contrary to 

how the rest of normal society would see that character  
• As in life, in literature ranting should be done sparingly, with an eye to why and how long a 

reader will stay interested in a character who just keeps talking 
• Chapter Eight – Details 
• Details are what persuade us that someone is telling the truth 
• It is the single priceless detail that jumps out of the story and tells us to relax, that we can 

trust what is coming 
o It is a relief when detail reassures us that a writer is in control 

• A great detail is at once surprising, unexpected, inventive, unpredictable, but entirely 
plausible, serious, but somehow playful and apt – it is never heavy handed or pointedly 
symbolic  

o The detail should fit the character  
• Great writers painstakingly construct their fictions with small but significant details that, 

brushstroke by brushstroke, paint the pictures the artist hopes to portray 
• Often a well-chosen detail can tell us more about a character – her social and economic 

status, her hopes and dreams, her vision of herself – than a long explanatory passage 
• Samuel Becket: In the particular is contained the universal 
• Anton Chekov: 

o A true description of nature should be very brief and have the character of relevance  
o One ought to abandon commonplace descriptions 
o In descriptions of nature one ought to seize upon the little particulars, grouping them 

so that the reader can shut her eyes and get the picture 
o Avoid depicting the hero’s state of mind; you ought to try to make it clear from the 

hero’s actions  
o Good writing should be grasped at once – in a second 

• One mark of the highly skilled and competent but less than first-rate writer is that we may 
vividly remember one detail from a novel but not the rest of the book or even its title 

• Go for the perfect, actualizing detail 
• Chapter Nine – Gesture  
• Gesture as small physical actions, often unconscious or semi-reflexive, including body 

language but excluding larger, more definite or momentous actions  
o Thus picking up a gun and shooting someone is NOT a gesture 
o On the other hand, language (i.e. word choice) can function as a gesture: the way 

certain married people refer to their spouses is a sort of gesture communicating 
possession, intimacy, pride, annoyance, etc 

• Mediocre writing abounds with physical clichés and stock gestures 
o E.g.: clenching a fist so hard the fingernails bite into the skin; walking as crunching 

gravel underfoot; biting one’s lip 
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 These are generic – they are not descriptions of an individual’s very particular 
response to a particular event, but rather a shorthand for common psychic 
states 

• Unless a character’s response is unexpected or unusual, or truly important to the narrative, 
the reader will assume that response without having to be told 

o E.g.: if a man hears about the death of his business partner it is likely that he will be 
quite upset, and we can intuit this fact without having to hear about the speed of his 
heartbeat or the dampness of his palms 
 On the other hand, if the man is glad his business is dead, or if he himself 

killed the partner and smiles – that is a unique reaction 
• Too often, gestures are used as markers, to create beats and pauses in conversation that we 

fear may rush too quickly without them 
o But if a character is going to make a gesture in conversation, like lighting a cigarette 

while talking, it should mean something  
• Properly used gestures – plausible, in no way stagy or camp or extreme, yet unique and 

specific – are like windows opening to let us see a person’s soul, his or her secret desires, 
fears or obsessions, the precise relations between that person and the self, between the self 
and the world, etc 

• Gestures characters make in the presence of others reveal both a lot about that character and 
the one on account of whom the gesture is made  

o I.e.: Is the gesturing character scared of the other character, in love with, hateful of, 
etc – their gesture would show this 

• Gestures are ways of showing how a character feels and not telling  
• Unlike dialogue, gesture can delineate character when there is only one character in the room 
• Dialogue and physical description and action create characters but so too can gesture and 

action that is only semi-conscious 
• Often gestures betray the unconscious but there are many times when we are conscious of 

them 
• It is important with every word to be careful and sparing – if a gesture is not illuminating, 

simply leave it out (or try cutting it and see if you later miss it or even know it is gone) 
• Don’t use gesture simply as a way of passing time or making space in dialogue 

o Use it to tell us something specific about the character or the situation you are 
attempting to create  

• To discover telling gestures to put in your work, watch the world closely 
• The ability to use small gestures to convey meaning is a force multiplier in a book 
• Proust called this “The poetry of gesture” 
• Humans reveal their secrets in every move they make 
• Sometimes gesture itself is revealing, just as sometimes restraint, the absence of gesture is 

revealing – such as not looking at a girl on whom you have a crush – that restraint is 
revealing  

• Chapter Ten – Learning From Chekhov 
• Observation and consciousness – keep your eyes open, see clearly, think about what you see, 

ask yourself what it means 
o The wider and deeper your observational range, the better, the more interestingly and 

truthfully you will write 
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• A character’s motivation is always important but sometimes people do things for no good 
reason at all 

o How can we demand to know what every character feels about every action and every 
other character when we understand how complex we all are – our motivations can be 
elusive, changing, contradictory, hidden even from ourselves 

• The writer must see clearly, without judgment, certainly without prejudgment, and be an 
unbiased observer  

• Chekhov Short Stories: 
o Volodya – A man kills him inexplicably at the end of the story  

 It shows how people don’t always have clear emotions or motivations in 
fiction  

o The Black Monk – A man with a boring life has his happiest moments when he has 
hallucinations of talking to a reassuring monk  
 It shows not everyone with insanity is happy 

o The Husband – A woman is trapped in an awful marriage and in the end cannot 
escape it 
 It shows that not all fiction has character overcoming and making changes  

o A Woman’s Kingdom – A rich woman falls in love with a factory foreman and then 
is reminded of the social impossibility of this romance by an offhand remark of a 
friend 
 It shows that even the rich have emotional problems  

• Chekhov: “Artistic literature must depict life as it really is; its aim is truth, unconditional and 
honest” 

o “It seems to me that the writer should not try to solve such questions as those of god, 
pessimism, etc.  His business is but to describe those who have been speaking or 
thinking about god and pessimism, how and under what circumstance.” 

o “The artist should not be the judge of his characters and their conversations, but only 
an unbiased observer.” 

o “Solving a problem and stating a problem correctly.  It is only the second that is 
obligatory for the artist.” 

o “Let the jury judge the characters: the writer must only show what kind of people the 
characters are” 

o All short stories ought to be compact  
o “When I write, I reckon entirely upon the reader to add for himself the subjective 

elements that are lacking in the story.” 
o “It is time for writers to admit that nothing in this world makes sense.  Only fools and 

Christians think they know and understand everything.  The stupider they are, the 
wider they conceive their horizons to be.  And if the artist decides to declare that he 
understands nothing of what he sees – this in itself constitutes a considerable clarity 
in the realm of thought, and a great step forward.” 

• Chekhov does not give a view of the world from one person’s perspective or his own 
perspective but from that of a given character inhabiting a given world for a given span of 
time 

• When his character are unattractive we never feel Chekhov peeking out from behind these 
ugly characters to declare “This isn’t me, this isn’t me!” 
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• Chekhov is always working from the particular to the general 
• Balzac was notorious for judging characters and finding most of them wanting 

o Their smallness and the ferocity of his outrage is part of the greatness of his work 
• From Valdimir Nabokov’s summation of his lecture on Chekhov’s story The Lady with the 

Dog: 
o “All the traditional rules of storytelling have been broken in this wonderful story of 

twenty pages or so.  There is no problem, no climax, no point at the end.  And it is 
one of the greatest stories ever written.” 

o 1) “The story is told in the most natural way possible…in the way one person relates 
to another the most important things in his life, slowly and yet without a break, in a 
slightly subdued voice.” 

o 2) Exact and rich characterization is attained by a careful selection and careful 
distribution of minute but striking features, with perfect contempt for the sustained 
description, repetition, and strong emphasis of ordinary authors 

o 3) There is no special moral to be drawn and no special message to be received 
o 4) The story is based in a system of waves, on the shades of this or that mood.  In 

Chekhov, we get a world of waves instead of particles of matter 
o 5) The story does not really end, for as long as people are alive, there is no possible 

and definite conclusion to their troubles or hopes or dreams 
o 6) The storyteller seems to keep going out of his way to allude to trifles, every one of 

which in another type of story would mean a signpost denoting a turn of the action.  
But just because these trifles are meaningless, they are all-important in giving the real 
atmosphere of this particular story 

• Chapter Eleven – Reading for Courage  
• “Most people who have tried to write have experienced not only the need for bravery but a 

failure of nerve as the real or imagined consequences, faults and humiliations, exposures and 
inadequacies dance before their eyes and across the empty page.” 

• Literature, reading, can be an endless source of courage and confirmation 
o Great literature not only breaks the rules it shows how there are none 

• A narrator who expresses doubt is very human and intriguing  
• Masterpieces survive in which all that’s expected of us is that we be interested in the 

characters, engaged by their fates, intrigued by their complexities, curious about what will 
happen to them next 

• Master writers know it is too easy to make the reader sympathize with characters who are 
beautiful and true and good, a little too simple to make us care about the innocent and 
charitable 

o Thus Dostoyevsky gives us the killer Raskolnikov and we find ourselves hoping he 
will be redeemed  

• Gogol: Happy is the writer who omits the dull and repulsive characters that disturb one by 
being so painfully real 

o Don’t evoke all things that are before our eyes 
• Reading can give you the courage to resist all of the pressures that our culture exerts on you 

to write in a certain way, or to follow a prescribed form 
• Anton Chekhov at the end of The Lady With the Dog 
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o “And it seemed as though in a little while the solution would be found, and then a 
new and glorious life would begin; and it was clear to both of them that the end was 
still far off, and that what was to be most complicated and difficult for them was only 
just beginning.”   
 This could really end any piece of modern fiction – with its emphasis on 

ephemeral resolution and constant personal turmoil 
• Reading can show you how capacious and stretchable fiction is, how much it can 

accommodate  
o Fiction has expanded beyond the straight and narrow path from point A to point B 

• The most important thing of all is not to kill the story by working on it – it’s like walking a 
tight-rope 

• The work is the work – what exists on the page is what matters, and we need not have tea 
with the writer in order to love and understand the writing 

• Writing is a very solitary process – it’s all about being different from everything else – not 
the same 


