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INTRODUCTION

 


If you are a novelist who did not study
writing in school, the jargon that editors, critics, and workshop
leaders use to evaluate your work probably sounds vague. If I say
your novel needs more punch, is that just a nice way of
saying that it is boring? How do you actually fix an
inefficient plot, anyway? Or if you’ve heard that your
stories could be published if you tightened your language,
you probably wished someone would just show you where to turn the
wrench.

Writing is an art, not a science. The same is
true of editing. Although the jargon that experienced writers and
editors use is far from scientific, it does have meaning, and it is
practical. This lexicon will not teach you how to write, just as
your car-owner’s manual will not teach you how to drive. But it can
help you by decoding some of the cryptic language you may have
heard in workshops, critiques, and online forums.

In my ten-plus years as a manuscript editor,
I have worked with writers across the spectrum of experience—from
those just trying their hand at creative writing, to seasoned
journalists writing their first novel, to intermediate-level
authors wishing to sharpen their technical skills. I have noticed
that writers improve when they can identify and name their
manuscript’s weak spots, and understand how and why those “wobbles”
must be repaired. In other words, by learning the lingo, you will
learn to see your work more technically and revise it better. The
terms in this book are ones I use most often in the course of my
work, having gathered them over the years from workshop professors,
other writers, and other industry professionals. I wish we’d had a
guide like this in my early writing workshops, because knowing how
to talk about fiction helps writers be more helpful to one
another.



This lexicon is composed of six
interdependent sections, each one an important part of the craft of
creative writing. The categories aren’t perfect (I repeat—writing
is an art, not a science), but I hope that they make the
definitions easier to grasp, and the related concepts easier to
apply in your writing.

 


I. Premise

Premise is what the story is about, in a few
simple sentences. Read this section to decode advice on your
novel’s basic setup.

 


II. Theme

Theme is the idea underpinning your story,
and the reason your story is being told. Look here to decode advice
on your story’s tone or deeper meaning.

 


III. Voice

Voice is the storyteller, and what it sounds
like. Look here to decode advice on point-of-view and
narration.

 


IV. Plot

Plot is what happens. Look here to decode
advice on scenes, action, and story development.

 


V. Character

Character refers to the people the story is
about. Look here to decode advice on your story’s cast, motivation,
and believability.

 


VI. Style

Style takes you beyond Grammar 101, to
troubleshooting your writing. Look here to decode advice on
show-don’t-tell, clarity, and writing mistakes.

 


This book may be perused in its entirety, or
consulted like a dictionary. Each section begins with a definition
of the category (e.g., premise), and thereafter, its related terms
are arranged alphabetically.

The Editor’s Lexicon is a living
document. If you have any suggestions to make it better, or would
like to suggest additional terms, e-mail
sarah@threepennyeditor.com. If you are looking for other essential
books on writing, I recommend Strunk and White’s Elements of
Style, Elizabeth Lyon’s Manuscript Makeover, John
Gardner’s Art of Fiction, and William Zinsser’s On
Writing Well.

 


I. PREMISE

 


Premise is what the
story is about, in a few simple sentences. It tells us who the
story is about, what their problem is, what they need to do to fix
it, and what will happen if they fail. A good premise answers the
question, “Why will this be an interesting story?” Without a good
premise, a novel can fail by being four hundred pages of random
events.

 


EXAMPLES OF A PREMISE

 


The Help, by Kathryn Stockett

Eugenia Skeeter Phelan is just home from
college in 1962, and, anxious to become a writer, is advised to
hone her chops by writing about what disturbs you. The budding
social activist begins to collect the stories of the black women on
whom the country club sets relies and mistrusts, enlisting the help
of Aibileen, a maid who's raised 17 children, and Aibileen's best
friend Minny, who's found herself unemployed more than a few times
after mouthing off to her white employers. The book Skeeter puts
together based on their stories is scathing and shocking, bringing
pride and hope to the black community, while giving Skeeter the
courage to break down her personal boundaries and pursue her
dreams. (From Publishers Weekly)

 


The Girl with the Dragon
Tattoo, Stieg Larsson

Cases rarely come much colder than the
decades-old disappearance of teen heiress Harriet Vanger from her
family's remote island retreat north of Stockholm. This first of a
trilogy introduces a provocatively odd couple: disgraced financial
journalist Mikael Blomkvist, freshly sentenced to jail for libeling
a shady businessman, and the multipierced and tattooed Lisbeth
Salander, a feral but vulnerable superhacker. Hired by octogenarian
industrialist Henrik Vanger to find out what happened to his
beloved great-niece before he dies, the duo gradually uncover a
festering morass of familial corruption—at the same time, Larsson
skillfully bares some of the similar horrors that have left
Salander such a marked woman. (From Publishers Weekly)

*

conflict is an
internal or external disturbance that happens when your characters
fight to get what they need. The types of conflict are person vs.
society, person vs. nature, person vs. person, person vs. self,
person vs. supernatural, and person vs. machine.

EXAMPLE: {You give your character no reason
to change her life; so she needs a bigger conflict.}

 


place, a
memorable setting that is so important to the story that it
functions almost like another character.

EXAMPLE: {This is a novel of place—the story couldn’t happen anywhere but in New
York City (or the Yukon, or the African desert, etc.).}

 


sag, see
tension.

 


scope is how much of
a subject your story encompasses.

EXAMPLE: {Your novel is about a foreign aid
worker sent to help homeless families in Sudan, but every chapter
is just his arguing over e-mail with a girlfriend in Des Moines.
You need to widen your scope, or else the
whole Sudan thing is opportunistic and irrelevant.}

 


setting is where a
novel or scene takes place.

EXAMPLE: {I can’t tell if these people are
talking in a jail cell or a church lobby. You need to put them in a
setting—give them beer glasses and have
them shout over the noise.}

 


setup, see
situation.

 


 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/9842
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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