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• James N. Frey, How to Write A Damn Good Novel II: Advanced Techniques for 
Dramatic Storytelling (1994) 

• The Fictive Dream  
• Writing is a service business – so you have to know what the client wants 

o  As a fiction writer you are expected to transport the reader  
o Transportation occurs when the reader feels they are actually living the story and 

the real world around them evaporates 
• The fictive dream is created by the power of suggestion – that is, to alter the reader’s 

consciousness by providing specific images for the reader to see 
o “Telling pushes the reader out of the fictive dream because it forces them to think 

not feel” 
• Once you create a word picture for the reader, the next step is getting her involved 

emotionally – this is done by gaining the reader’s sympathy 
o Gaining the reader’s sympathy for your character is crucial to inducing the fictive 

dream 
o Any predicament that brings physical, mental, or spiritual suffering will earn the 

reader’s sympathy  
• Having gained the reader’s sympathy, bring them further into the fictive dream by getting 

them to identify with the character 
o Sympathy is achieved when a reader feels sorry for a character’s plight  
o Identification occurs when the reader is not only in sympathy with the character’s 

plight, but also supports his or her goal and aspirations and has a strong desire that 
the character achieve them 
 Give the character a goal that is noble and the reader will take her side 

• Through empathy, the reader will feel what the character is actually feeling 
o Empathy is much more powerful than sympathy 

• Use sensuous and emotion provoking details that suggest to the reader what it is to go 
through what the character is going through  

o Appeal to all five senses and use feelings that trigger emotions 
o GIVE DETAILS 

• When transported, the reader goes into a sort of bubble, utterly involved in the fictional 
world and completely absorbed with the characters and their world 

• The chain is thus:   Sympathy--identification---empathy---total absorption in the character 
o To achieve this, and move along the chain, use inner conflict 
o Inner conflict is the storm raging inside the characters: doubts, misgivings, guilts, 

remorse, indecision 
 Once in sympathy, identification, and empathy with the characters, the 

reader will be open to suffer their pangs of remorse, feel their guilt, 
experience their doubts and misgivings, and most important, take sides in 
the decisions they are forced to make 

• These decisions are almost always of a moral nature and have 
grave consequences for the character 

o It is this participation in the decision-making process that transports the reader 
• Inner conflict is a battle between two voices in a character – one of reason and the other 

of passion (or two conflicting passions) 
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o The voices are in a rising conflict that usually comes to some kind of climax, 
where a decision is made that leads to action 

o When you think of characters in the throes of inner conflict, think of them as 
having two competing, equally desirable choices of action, each supported by its 
own voice – i.e. the character is facing a dilemma 

• Suspense 
• We do our best to paralyze the reader – freeze her to the book 

o “All quivering helplessness, she waits to see what is going to happen next” 
o Make readers worry and wonder about the characters – this is another way of 

saying that the reader is being held in suspense 
• Dictionary definition of suspense – the state of being undecided or undetermined 

o What is undecided is called a “story question”  
o A story question is a device to make the reader curious 

 Story questions are statements that require further explanation, problems 
that require resolution, forecasts of crisis 

• This is the simplest and most direct way to create suspense 
o Story questions, unless they are powerful, life and death questions that are 

strengthened, reinforced, and elaborated, will not hold the reader long 
 When they appear at the beginning of the story they are hooks 

• Hooks are short-range story questions that will be answered 
quickly 

o Though hooks can be long-range that hold throughout the 
story 

o Story questions are attention grabbing devices to get the reader interested in the 
story – but a reader has to discriminate wisely between the attention-grabbing 
device that soon becomes fairly irrelevant to the story and the beginning that 
genuinely gathers the reader into the arms of the story 
 A dramatic beginning must be justified by the story that follows – but the 

author has to play fair and raise legitimate questions  
o Try to raise story questions in the first sentence 

  Present a story question as soon as possible to hook the reader  
• Alternate definition of suspense – the state of being uncertain, as in awaiting a decision, 

usually characterized by some anxiety or apprehension 
o Tension as conflict in suspension  
o The first definition of suspense is a form of curiosity (the writer raises story 

questions the reader is curious about) but in the second sense, the writer arouses 
more than just curiosity by putting the reader in a state of anxiety or apprehension  
 This second type of suspense (that makes the reader anxious and 

apprehensive) is certainly more compelling than curiosity  
o To create anxiety and apprehension the writer must first create a sympathetic 

character 
 A sympathetic character is one most readers will want to see good things 

happen to 
 The next step is to plunge the sympathetic character into a situation of 

menace 
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• i.e. Create in the reader a reasonable expectation that bad things 
are going to happen to a sympathetic character 

o This applies not only to the opening – throughout the story 
the reader should be worrying about bad things that might 
happen to sympathetic characters 

o Begin the novel by plunging the characters into terrible trouble 
 If your character is sympathetic and menaced you have created a state of 

anxiety and apprehension 
• To light the fuse, you have to show that something terrible is going 

to happen and the characters must stop it from happening 
o Think: ticking time-bomb 

• Characters 
• It’s not possible to sympathize with a character who in the beginning is so wimpy that all 

he or she can do is suffer/wallow in self pity 
o Readers are contemptuous of pathetic characters who do nothing but suffer, even 

if they do it stoically  
o This story fails because the wimpy protagonist is not worth reading about until the 

character finds herself and by then it’s too late for the weary reader 
o There is nothing wrong with starting out with a character who is a wimp but 

quickly they have to move  
 In a damn good novel, the main characters, including wimps, must be 

dynamic 
• A dynamic character is driven – they must want something 

desperately 
o The desperation is the dynamo that fires up characters and 

pushes them into action 
 Dynamic characters have conflicting emotions and desires and are torn 

apart by strong emotions 
• Inner emotions are raging; forces are pulling dynamic characters in 

more than one direction 
• Dynamic characters resolve these inner conflicts by taking actions 

that will lead to more story conflict and more inner conflicts 
o The writer should strive to create living and vibrant human beings 
o Think of creating characters as introducing them to the reader – do not introduce 

them to someone not worth knowing 
 Interesting characters have fully lived 

o If your characters were real people make them interesting enough so that 
biographies would be written about them 

• Readers are intrigued by characters who are “effective” – that is, good at what they do, 
their profession – so create competent characters 

• Readers may be charmed by whacky, theatrical characters (if they are done right) – they 
are exaggerated, flamboyant, colorful, ditzy, dizzy, and contrary 

• A way to create a character is to create a trait and exaggerate it (e.g. extremism in 
something) 

o Another way is to give the character a philosophy of life that is somewhat askew 
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o Wacky characters not only add spice to the story, they make a good contrast to 
serious characters – they act as a foil 
 The use of foils is a literary device for enhancing the traits of one 

character by contrasting them with the totally opposite traits of another 
o The risk with whacky characters is they may not come off as believable or 

sympathetic – they may look silly 
• Characters should be contrasted not only with each other but also with their setting 

o E.g. a country person in the city/ a socialite in prison/ a rich person doing blue 
collar labor 

o To plunge your character into immediate difficulties – put them some place where 
they don’t belong, where they are forced to deal with new and possibly 
frightening circumstances 

• Ruling passion – a character’s central motivating force, the sum total of all the forces and 
drives within her 

o The ruling passion defines the character for the writer and enables her to bring the 
character to life with a phrase 

o There can be dormant and active ruling passions, where during the story one must 
become subservient to another  

o At all times characters should be driven by at least one ruling passion 
 But what motivates a character in a particular scene may not be the overall 

ruling passion 
o So a ruling passion is not necessarily consistent – it may change during the course 

of a story and change back again 
 In many great stories, it is the switch from one ruling passion to another 

that forces dramatic decisions on the character and makes the reader root 
all the more for the character 

• But avoid changing the ruling passion too often, it will hurt flow 
o When the conflicts are resolved at the end of the story, the character may return to 

his or her ruling passion, but often does not because of the changes, the dramatic 
growth he or she has undergone 
 If the character does return to his or her original ruling passion, it is often 

with a different outlook or understanding, which gives more meaning to 
the dramatic events of the story 

• Dual characters 
o Some of the most memorable characters in literature have a dual nature – they are, 

in effect, two different and distinct characters living in one body 
• To make your characters worth knowing, give them intriguing backgrounds, make them 

have unusual ideas and insights, let some of them be wacky, contrast them well with each 
other and their setting, maybe give them a dual nature – and take some risks with them, 
make them fresh 
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• Premise 
• Premise – a statement of what happens to the characters as a result of the core conflict of 

the story 
o It is what turns the story into a coherent sequence  
o It is what you set out to prove 

• If you don’t know your premise your characters will write the story 
• A premise is a brief statement of what happens to the characters as a result of actions in 

the story 
o Character---conflict---conclusion 

• In dramatic fiction, everything is relevant, everything counts, everything leads on to what 
is to come 

o There should be no action in the story that is irrelevant to proving the premise 
o Then the writer must ask whether the events left in the story adequately prove the 

premise 
• Premise – an abbreviation of what your story says – your truth, your vision 

o A statement of what you are communicating about human nature and the human 
condition  

o “All aspects of human life” is too broad a subject – in fiction, we put one or two 
aspects under the microscope, subject them to a conflict and then record what 
happens   

• A moral of a story is simply what the story teaches 
o But a dramatic novel should not try to moralize or produce a moral 

• Theme – statement of related observations about one aspect or another of the human 
condition 

o A recurring fictional idea 
• A story with a premise has a subject and a developing situation that leads to some sort of 

resolution  
• If events in the story can be reordered without changing the story, then the story suffers 

from lack of development 
o With good development the incidents cannot be moved 

• There are three types of premises 
o 1) Chain reaction  

 The chain reaction type of premise – something happens to the character 
that sets off a series of events, leading to some kind of climax and 
resolution 

o 2) Opposing forces 
 The opposing forces premise describes a situation where two forces are 

pitted against each other and one wins 
o 3) Situational 

 A situational premise is where some situation is affecting all the characters 
• Every story has a premise – a novel can have more than one story – hence more than one 

premise 
o In a novel with more than one story, the novel itself has no premise, it is merely a 

vessel that contains the stories – this is okay 
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o Some multi-premise novels can switch back and forth between the stories of 
different characters 
 With this switchback design the stories are usually more or less of equal 

importance (and this can be done with more than two stories) 
o Another type of multi-premise novel is where the stories are not equal 

 One is the main story and the other is the subplot 
• Usually the subplot has a major impact on the story 

 A subplot can be inserted in one chunk, be presented in sections in a 
switchback design, or it can be intertwined 

• An intertwined subplot is the most difficult to handle 
• Always start writing with a premise – don’t write and then try to find a premise 
• Viewpoint 
• The selectivity of words or phrases in a work creates a narrative voice 
• A strong narrative voice creates a feeling in the reader that the writer knows what he or 

she is talking about – it creates trust; it lets the reader relax the critical faculty and go 
with the flow of the words 

o In fiction, strong narrative voice is created by tone and command of detail 
• Do not give bland, gaseous detail or generalities like “good husband” or “good worker” – 

the reader gets the feeling that the writer doesn’t have much to say 
• The rule of author invisibility is not ironclad  

o The rule was born as an aversion to 18th and 19th century writers who had habit of 
interrupting (authorial intrusions) – it happens when the author, as herself, drops 
in for a chat with the reader 

o Authorial intrusion is overdone when it becomes a commentary on the events or is 
used as blatant foreshadowing – this shatters the illusion of reality because it 
reminds the reader they’re reading a fabricated product 

o The narrator is a character and you should think of the narrator as a character 
whether or not you’re writing in the first person 

• The rule that first person is more intimate than third-person is rarely true 
o Almost anything you can accomplish with one you can accomplish with the other 

• The Author-Reader Contract 
• The basic contract with the reader is this – the author promises a damn good novel and 

the reader pays damn good money for it 
o The reader expects it to be of general type – genre, mainstream, literary 

 As the author, read novels in the style in which you are writing, it will 
give you a sense of conventions  

• Though conventions are not written in stone 
• Mainstream novels have more moral ambiguity than genre novels 

o Genre novels tend to be strictly good vs. evil 
 In mainstream novels the characters are more fleshed out than in genre 

fiction 
• In literary novels it is a strong convention that the writing is smooth as silk 
• Meta-fiction – self conscious fiction – the author does not try to pretend the story world is 

real 
o The illusion is acknowledged 
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• Right from the beginning the reader will try to guess what the premise is and if the writer 
is holding up her end of the contract  

o In the first stage of any fiction, the author makes certain promises 
 A successful novel will bear out these promises 

• The author should be in full command of her conception, not 
drifting hopefully toward it 

• The reader will suspect what the novel is about from the beginning 
o In fulfilling the contract the author the author will let the reader in on what the 

subject of the novel is – at least part of it  
 It is okay to allow the rest of the premise to show itself a little later 

o E.g. The reader will say “okay this is a love story, now how will the character’s 
love be tested?” 
 Then you show a little more (e.g. the love will be tested by patriotism) and 

the reader has a full idea of the premise 
• More obstacles can or can not be added but at this point the 

contract has been made: the author is proving a premise and the 
reader senses it 

o After giving the reader what she wants, the next part of the contract is how the 
story is written 
 If you want to switch viewpoint then start with a second book within the 

novel 
• E.g.: Book 1 is in the first person; Book 2 is third person 

• There is also the unreliable narrator 
o Usually all events are set down as they happened and the author plays fair with 

the facts of the situation 
o By the very nature of a story, the narrator must withhold things from the reader – 

e.g. the narrator knows the ending but does not reveal it 
 The narrator tells all that’s necessary for the reader to know of the events 

that have already happened, but holds back what is going to happen 
o But the author can make a contract with the reader that states the narrator is 

completely unreliable and it is up to the reader to figure out what is really 
happening 
 A narrator that is prejudicial towards events is unreliable 
 But do not make the first time you let the reader know the narrator is 

unreliable the ending 
• The author’s part of the contract obligates her to play fair with the reader – e.g. if you’re 

writing a mystery you give the reader a chance to out guess/play along with the detective 
(all the facts and clues will be offered to the reader) 

o You will keep up your contract only by creating a story with absolute 
verisimilitude  
 Keep your characters going at maximum capacity at all times 
 No coincidences or contrivances unless they are being played for comedy 

• To do otherwise is a violation of the contract 
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• A contrivance is an author solving the character’s problems for 
them – avoid this at all costs!  the characters must solve their own 
problems 

• One major clause in the contract is that the author will give her characters challenges and 
they will meet them with their own resources and will develop as a result 

• It isn’t enough to create interesting characters, the author must also create interesting 
obstacles for that character to overcome in interesting ways 

• One of the biggest violations of the contract are clichés 
o When a reader buys a novel it is worth understanding that the material included is 

new – not recycled, no cliché characters, no cliché stories, no cliché language 
o In addition to clichés it is important to avoid bad melodrama 

 In good melodrama, the characters are well motivated and the situations 
are reasonably true to life 

• In bad melodrama, characters are at the behest of the author rather 
than at their own, believable, inner needs 

o E.g. Characters have to do things based on their 
legitimately felt motivations, not what the author makes up 
for them out of the blue 

o In a good story you’re building through a series of minor climaxes to a grand 
climax and resolution, the ending 
 The author has a duty to exploit her material dramatically   

• Mistakes to Avoid 
• 1) Timidity  

o It means being able to take criticism  
 NEVER EVER defend or explain your work; NEVER argue with or 

disagree with the criticism you receive 
o It also means not backing down in what you write because it will offend someone 

or produce a lot of tension in the writer during the act of creation 
o A timid writer is reluctant to put characters to the test 

 Refusing to put characters to the test results from writers who are writing 
to solve their problems through the lives of their characters 

• What usually results is that the characters become frozen, refusing 
to act  

o They suffer the same paralysis the writer is experiencing 
o Another kind of timidity is reluctance to take risks 

 Don’t be afraid to have bad things happen to sympathetic characters if the 
story calls for it 

 Often a timid writer runs away from what is tough by going into a 
flashback – it suspends the conflict in the story and is in a sense the author 
running away from the conflict 

 The author must fully explore all conflicts and emotions and not be scared 
to present them 

o The first step toward ovovercoming timidity is to ask what you are guilty of and 
immediately take corrective measures 

• 2) Trying to be literary  
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o Do not try to emulate the greats by thinking you are them, at the expense of 
learning the nuts and bolts of storytelling 
 Great, established writers can write whatever they want and get it 

published --- new writers cannot 
o The biggest problem with imitative work is that no one likes an imitator 
o The rules may be broken successfully, but most who try, fail 
o Don’t try to be literary, Try to be DAMN GOOD 
o ****Your prose must be clean and crisp**** 

• 3) Ego Writing 
o T.S. Eliot identified what he called the objective correlative as the need for the 

reader to see and experience the action that evokes an emotional reaction in a 
story 
 E.g. If a character is mad because she was insulted, the writer should 

describe the incident in which the character is insulted 
• Otherwise we won’t identify with the characters feelings 

o Many authors feel the need to write for themselves and not for the reader  
 You should not be an ego-writer (interested in yourself), but a reader-

writer, interested in the reader 
o Think of the reader as sitting in an easy chair, weary after a hard-day’s work – the 

author’s job is to make sure she stays in that chair until the book is done 
 To do this: write as strong as you can for the reader 

o Write to please your reader, not your ego 
• 4) Failure to learn to Re-dream the dream 

o Re-writing must involve re-working the material in place – not throwing it out 
and starting over again 

o To learn to re-dream begin by giving the characters different objectives in the 
scene – this will start the scene in a new direction 

• 5) Failure to keep faith with yourself 
o Once faith is broken, the writer is unlikely to go back to writing, ever 
o Discouragement is generally a result of envying those who are more successful 

 Do not make success about money or getting more stuff 
• 6) Wrong Lifestyle 

o If you want to be a damn-good writer, organize your life around writing – put it 
first 

o Faulkner: everything goes by the board: honor, pride, decency…to get the book 
written 

o To be a damn good novelist you will have to do more than write, you will have to 
study 
 Study the masters of your particular genre 

o A novelist reads with the writer’s eye, looking at how these books are 
constructed, how the characters are motivated, how the conflicts develop, how the 
characters grow, how the climax comes off 

o Study human beings and the minutiae of their lives: how they walk, talk, what 
they hope/dream 
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 A novelist is a collector of tidbits that can be used later in the making of 
characters 

• 7) Failure to Produce 
o Writing comes first – NO distractions 
o DO NOT let time slip away 

• Write with Passion 
• People who want to be damn good novelists write with commitment and passion and tell 

the truth 
o They show human beings and human behavior for what they are 
o People who write damn good novels know who they are as writers and what they 

are trying to accomplish 
 They have a vision 

o They have to tell the truth and are on fire to tell it 
o If the writer has no vision of his or her work, if all the writer wants is to publish 

and make money, the work will lack depth 
 It will be entertainment without the power to move the reader profoundly 

• To create a master piece is a matter of basic courage – because the predicament of 
modern man is the premise 

o It is the artist’s business to confront truth 
• A writer must have a vision – to find your vision you need to look deeply within yourself 

and find out what you believe is important in life 
o If you could change people’s minds about something, what would it be? 
o What do you hate? 
o What makes your blood boil? 
o What do you love? 

• Words are guns – if you feel strongly about something, aim your guns and fire 
o Writing with a vision means you are writing with “an almost demonic 

compulsiveness” 
• Only work you are committed to, that is deeply meaningful to you and your readers, 

gives any lasting satisfaction 
o You can write such work only if you envision yourself as a writer and know what 

you have to say to the world that is uniquely yours 
• When you sit down to create a novel, meditate on what you want to say 

o Ask what you feel strongly about 
o Ask yourself: what am I about as a writer?  What is my mission?  Where am I 

going?  What do I stand for?  What do I want my readers to say about me?  What 
am I trying to achieve?  What are my themes? 
 A novel may explore one theme, or two, or more 

o A writer must have something important to say 
 But this does not mean you should preach 

o It helps to write a statement of your purpose, to get down on paper what you’re 
trying to achieve as a writer as your life’s work, and what you’re trying to achieve 
in a particular book you’re writing 
 Look at that statement once in a while and think about it 

• What do you really want to accomplish 
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o When you write a story you are saying “Here, reader, take a look.  Given these 
characters and this situation, human nature is such that it will end up this way.” 
 This is your truth  
 This is what you must feel strongly about if you are going to write a damn 

good novel 
o What you are writing has an has an emotional and spiritual effect on readers, and 

if you do your job well, the effect be profound 
o When you’re writing fiction, you have the possibility of doing good in the world, 

of making a difference, of changing people’s lives 
 To do this, you must reach deep inside yourself and tap the root of your 

passions – this is where you will find your power 


