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Sometimes (well, most times) it’s a lot easier to SHOW…
So in this PART 1 demo of my How to Write a Novel class, I’ve taken the first 7 to 9
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This includes typos — and I need to mention that because I’m currently writing this
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write novels well.
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How to Write a Novel: Lesson 1

Setting Up Before You Start
Because writing by hand uses different pathways to the brain than typing,
and because these pathways give you different input from your creative
brain, I strongly recommend that you hand-write your answers in your
worksheets.
Furthermore, to prevent yourself from erasing “mistakes” that turn out to be
fortuitous bits of odd input from your right brain, I strongly recommend that
you write in pen, and just draw a single line though anything you think is a
mistake — so that you can still read it later.
Save your worksheets. I recommend a hole-punch and TWO three-ring
binders. In one you’ll store your completed worksheets — not all lessons
will have worksheets, but many will. In the other you’ll store your weekly
novel pages. The reason for saving the worksheets is so you can refer
to them as you write your first draft. Save them after that to help you get
through you revision.
You keep your growing novel in paper format for a different reason. If your
book is on your hard drive, it isn’t real. It’s pixels on the screen, and it
has no shape, no weight, no feel. When you print it out, you can see and
hold your progress in your hands, and you can understand physically the
reality of this book you’re creating. You can grasp how three pages a day,
or ten pages a weekend, or however you choose to reach your goal, grows
into a 50,000-word book. You grasp your progress as something tangible,
something deep and real.
So this first time through, a separate easy-open binder for storing your
growing book would be a good idea, too.
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Intro
The next thing I say is going to sound obvious, but please bear with me. It’s
this:

The idea that’s great for a 500 word flash story, or a 6000word short story, is NOT an idea that will work well for a
50,000-word novel.
Obvious, right?
Except it ISN’T: The primary reason folks can’t figure out what happens
next in the novel they’re trying to write is that the idea they’re trying to fit
into 50,000 words is only suitable for a 6,000-word story. Or a 500-word
one.

Not all ideas are created equal.
There are other reasons why folks can’t figure out what happens next in
their story, and we’ll cover them and the fixes for them in other lessons.
But if you’re starting with the wrong kind of idea, you have to fix the idea
before you can fix anything else.

Meanwhile…
“Wrong idea for the story you’re trying to write” is also the FIRST big reason
folks attempting short stories discover those stories go on, and on, while
they can’t find the ending.
HollysWritingClasses.com © 2018 by Holly Lisle. All Rights Reserved.
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If you want to write short, you have to create an idea that can be built short.
If you want to write long, you have to create an idea that can be built long.
And those two ideas cannot be the same.
This week, you’re going to focus exclusively on the first step of the process
that will create a strong, compelling novel idea, one that will allow you to
build out fascinating characters, a twisty plot, great conflicts, and settings
that give you ideas for your story and that keep things moving.
This is where you’ll build the foundation that will keep you safe from the Big
Sins:

•
•
•

Confusing conflict with The Conflict Argument
Confusing active settings with Fainting Couch Description
Confusing plot with Padding

So… Ready to build some novel ideas?
Let’s go.

HollysWritingClasses.com © 2018 by Holly Lisle. All Rights Reserved.
5

How to Write a Novel: Lesson 1

Developing Novel-Sized Ideas
The Concept
What you’ll be doing this week is building at least one solid idea that will be
workable for writing your novel.
Notice that I don’t say you’re going to “have” an idea. This isn’t like being
pregnant. Your idea is not going to just pop out of your brain breathing and
screaming.
You’re going to have to work at it.
Which is not to say that fully-formed novel ideas won’t ever just appear in
your mind as if from nowhere.
Learning how to build the kind of ideas that fuel novels will actually help this
happen. Once you’ve been down a road enough times, your brain will
figure out how to get home without you driving the whole way.
But if you have any interest in doing this whole novel-writing thing regularly,
and if you want to avoid spending a lot of your time working on projects
that, as you conceived them, cannot work as novels, you have to start from
the position that idea generation is not magic.
It’s work.
It’s fun work, but it requires you to identify and understand what makes a
novel different from a short story, and make sure that the elements a novel
requires (at least if you want your novel to not suck) are present in your
idea from the beginning.
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And that requires taking a few minutes to look at how a novel, which can
run from about 40,000 words to a million or more, differs from flash fiction,
or a short story.
Writing a novel has nothing to do with having the right number of words in
the document. It has to do with telling a novel’s story, which can only be
told successfully at novel length.
Wikipedia posts the Science Fiction Writers of America’s word-count
guidelines for classifying stories here:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Word_count

Just because you have 40,000 words or more on a page does not mean
you’ve written a novel. Or will ever be able to turn a broken idea into a
novel.
A good novel, like a good machine, has parts that work together.

•
•

It tells at least one coherent, complete story from start to finish.

•

It contains conflicts, both a primary one that forms the core of the
novel, and secondary ones that relate to and add to the events tied to
the primary conflict

It contains characters, both protagonists and antagonists, along with
secondary and incidental characters that flesh out different parts of
the story
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•

It contains a number of twists — surprises for the reader — that
resolve portions of the story while raising further questions, and while
building toward a big final conflict and a big twist to resolve the
primary story at the end.

•

And it uses at least one setting — but probably quite a few more —
that are ACTIVE settings. When I say active settings, I’m not talking
about houses that walk around on chicken legs like the one lived in
by Baba Yaga. Active settings, instead, are tightly connected to the
characters and the plot, they contribute to the conflict, and their
contributions are so essential that if you changed the setting, those
changes would alter the kind of story you could tell.

You’re going to learn to build all of these things, to use them together, to
figure out how each piece can mesh with all the other pieces to give you
the story you want to tell, and let you tell it in the best possible way.
Not all of it today, of course.
Today, I’m going to introduce you to an odd, easy, interesting game.
The name of this game is Artifact.
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From Artifa! to
Novel Concept
Last week you built an Artifact. Something that fits into your world, that
contains hints about your world’s character, conflicts, setting, physics… and
odds are pretty good that you went through the process being surprised by
what your brain was willing to throw into this game.
But you did not dig too deeply. Artifacts hold many secrets — but
uncontrolled, they can also pull your story in directions you have no interest
in pursuing.
So now, with artifact in hand, you’re going to look at what you have, see
where it’s going in a direction you like, and pull it AWAY from any directions
that don’t interest you.
And I have a great example from my OWN example to get us started,
where my right brain saw what I’d written, jumped in with 2+2=dog crap!…
and tried to turn a perfectly good artifact into something that could be
shoved into a nice, neat, existing box.
So come on. Let’s go look at what my brain did, and how — if I hadn’t
caught it — it would have messed me up.
And then let’s see where your right brain might have tried to run YOU down
“this is the path we know.”
They do that, right brains. I have never been able to figure out why.
But… ONWARD…
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Messing Up Good Chaos
My artifact is an accidentally sapient sword — or at least something that
looks like a sword — which is attuned to one woman by its maker and to
another by its choice.
It operates on science so highly developed it is mistakable by people of
even technologically advanced societies for magic.
The world in which it exists has no magic, however. It has really GOOD
science.
And here’s where things could have broken down for me.
[Enter stage left:] Bossy, big-mouthed right brain,
who stops writer in the middle of a spiffy artifact
run to suggest that the sword could fit inside
writer’s existing high tech world, in spite of the
fact that the TONE of what writer is building with
this sword is nothing like the suspense/gore/smartass humor of writer’s Settled Space stories.
The tone of my artifact is weird, creepy, and… perky.
It’s fueled by the song that kept running through my head as I came up with
the pieces.
Dead Man’s Party, Oingo Boingo (link goes to YouTube)
That song is not something that exists in Cadence Drake’s far future world.
And while it probably doesn’t exist in my artifact’s world either, it is the
epitome of weird, creepy, perky.
While this is not the time to delve deeply into tone, it is the time to decide if
what you built last week offers any suggestions of your future novel’s tone.
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Look for anything in what you wrote for lesson one that suggests an
emotional direction.

•
•
•
•
•
•

Funny
Dark
Strange
Cosmopolitan
Stark
Suspenseful

When you find pieces in your notes that offer some direction, write them
down.
And save apparent contradictions. I assure you that funny, suspenseful,
and gory can all work in the same novel. And if you have indications of
multiple suggestions for tone, hang onto them. You can add immense depth
to a book by NOT writing the whole thing on one note.

Your Turn
Go to the Tone Concepts section of the Week 2 worksheet, and write down
up to six different words pulled from your artifact building that suggest story
tone. If you find interesting contradictions, save them.
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The Concept of
“Novel Concept”
Imagine having to pack every item inside your home into one box. Big box?
Really big box? House-sized box?
Probably.
Now imagine picking only representative items that are particularly
meaningful to you, with the caveat that every single one of those items can
fit in your hand, and every single one must be utterly unrelated to all the
others. Let’ say you pick:

•

The last remaining fork from the cheap stainless steel set you and
your husband bought when you first moved in together

•

The tiny stuffed penguin he bought for you from the hospital gift shop
when you were afraid you were going to miscarry (but didn’t)

•

A ping-pong ball your husband used to play indoor hockey with the
cat the two of you got together

•

The picture of all three of your kids together at Christmas the last
year the oldest lived at home

Things like that. It’s stuff that wouldn’t matter to anyone else. None of it is
worth a dime. But it packs the joy and hardship and survival into a personal
picture of who you were, who you are, and why that matters.

A novel concept is like that.
It’s the little pieces of story that are representative of what matters to you in
the story you’re coming up with.
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To get to your novel concept, you’re going to dig through your artifact work
and find the tiny pieces that are meaningful to you. And if you can’t find
things, you’re going to build them.

Important!
What goes into this part of what you’re building has to be truly meaningful
to YOU.
Not to a someday reader. Not to the editor you hope to impress.
A novel has a heart, and to keep it beating, to give it a life that will stretch
beyond the immediate moment, you have to imbue it with meaningful
pieces of yourself.
Some of the material you wrote into your work last week should be
meaningful to you on a personal level. When you dig into that, you can
identify the memories, the joy, the pain, the fear, from which your Muse
drew its inspiration.
When you identify these pieces, some of them might have hurt you. Some
might have been wonderful. But all of them resonate with you.
You don’t have to explain to ANYONE why these disguised pieces of your
life are important. But when you find them, when your recognize them,
you’ll know what you meant when you wrote them — and you’ll mark them
as CORE. Each one is something true that breathes on its own, and that
will help your novel breath too.
If you don’t find anything like this in your artifact work, read through it, see
where you could intentionally connect artifact to disguised versions of
people and places and conflicts you’ve lived. That you know.
Then create (or insert directly from your real life) six items that represent
those connections. Again, you don’t have to explain to anyone what they
mean. It’s enough that you know what they mean.
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Intro
I used to think of this process as having all these wonderful folks
appearing as if by magic to be wonderful in my story, and I was grateful
for every single one who showed up, because they were — you know —
volunteering to be in my story.
And then they wrecked various parts of my various novels, and I learned
to look at them in an entirely different way.
Now I think of them as out-of-work actors that — if I hire them — I’m
going to have to pay. Worse, they may have bad attitudes or drug
problems or something else they’re currently keeping hidden.
Believe me: If you hire the wrong actors for your story, you DO pay — in
both time wasted and wasted words — if the character turns out to be a
demanding prima donna who won’t show up for work, or a belligerent,
abusive jerk to tries to railroad the story in a direction you never wanted
it to go.
You’re going to have wonderful characters appear for you from your artifact.
You’re going to get the other kind, too, and to keep those characters out of
your story, you have to remember this fact.

You are doing your characters a favor by hiring them.
Meanwhile, they are doing the job you hired them to do, so if they
cause you problems, you FIRE THEM. They have no union, they have no
existence outside of your brain, so you can do that. If you don’t want a
novel disaster on your hands, the instant they start wrecking your story, you
give them one chance to get their act together, and then you take drastic,
necessary action to save your book.
Onward…
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A Word of Warning Before We
Start
This is not the way you’ve built characters in the past.
This lesson is a study in minimalism, intentionally, and with a deep,
ferocious, and well-earned prejudice against the mammoth character
overbuilding that I did initially, that almost all writers do initially, and that I’m
betting dollars to doughnuts you have done prior to this… and MIGHT even
have done on the characters you came up using your artifact — hoping to
get a little ahead of the class so you could spend more time on the stuff
that’s tougher for you.
Building characters is the part of putting together a novel that most
writers think they know.
It’s also the part where most writers break their ability to get through the
middle of the novel and all the way to the end.

Why?
Because most writers build characters the way most RPG gamers build
characters. Name, age, race, gender, skills, likes, dislikes, hobbies… This
is fine if you’re just building one character and you intend to play as that
character in a role-playing game that doesn’t have to engage readers.
This process is absolutely and utterly disastrous if you want to write your
(multiple) characters into a novel and you need to be able to have them be
true to themselves while still being able to surprise you.
If you need your characters to grow, to be real people, to live in your story
and not just present pre-rolled responses pulled from a stat sheet, you
need to dump any preconceived notions you have about who they are.
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Just this once, even though when you’re finished building them, you’re
going to say, “Wait… that’s it? I don’t know enough about these people…”
You do. I promise, you do. You just don’t yet see how much freedom you
have given them to fill your story on their own. So…
Just this once, shove whatever extra development you did on your
characters into a sealed envelope, and lose the envelope.
Just this once, please build your characters my way.
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Concept 1: Your Artifa!
Spawns the Chara!ers Your
Story Needs
Last week you saw the round-about way I got to four characters, (one of
whom promptly became a corpse).
You saw the creation of two separate story arcs, too, though I didn’t point
that out at the time.
Story Arc One: One-time hero and her once and future love are pulled out
of their quiet lives because to survive together, they must first save
humanity’s innocents from enslavement — again.
Story Arc Two: The unscathed villain, mastermind of a previous largely
successful attempt to enslave the world for his and his friends’ benefit,
eliminates those who broke his first attempt in order to take a second run at
being a god. But this time he knows who his enemies are, knows that they
have made themselves mortal… and knows how to find them.

The Process
Last week, you spun out some tiny stick figures like mine above. They’re
thin at the moment, existing as only a handful of words per person, but they
were born from your artifact and the world and conflicts it offered you, and
perhaps you can already see how they can be made deeper.
At this point, a lot of folks run off to get a “Character Generation Form” and
in the manner of role-playing gamers, do a sketch of their character, and a
bio that starts with Name, Age, Eye Color, Hair Color, Favorite Color,
Favorite Weapon…
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STOP!
The part of you that matters does not connect to a single one of those bits
of data, and neither does the part of each of your characters that matters.
Gender? Gender can play a role, because biology does in fact imbue us
with certain gender-specific qualities inbuilt because the species would not
survive without them — or mess around with us and gift us with internal
characteristics that don’t match our external configuration… because
Generalist Species Must Cover All Options to Survive.
And humans are a generalist species. No matter how awful the terrain, how
harsh the conditions, how deadly the environment, there’s some handful of
human families that lives there, and that has been swapping genes for the
last millennia.
Gender will in fact have some effect on who each of your characters is.
But it is not going to be what defines your characters at the beginning of
your story. Or what defines them at the end.
You define who your characters are at the beginning of your story by
applying this formula:
What your characters have experienced
+ (plus)
What they THINK they have learned from this
+ (plus)
Actions (right or wrong) they have taken based on what they THINK
they know
- (minus)
The truth behind what they THINK they know.
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Let me do a demo for you here to show you
how this works.
From last week, I discovered that my Protagonist:

•

Started her life as an AI designed to control the vast majority of
humanity

•

She discovered that the mass of humanity was not what she had
been programmed to believe (subservient and stupid creatures with
no value other than to serve her masters)

•

Connected to one slave at the bottom rung of society who yearned to
create and was held down by the system that owned him

•
•
•

Led an AI rebellion that led to a war to free him

•

And is, when the story starts, a mostly human waitress in a truck stop

While falling in love with him at the same time
And then losing track of him for ten years after she took the body of
one MASTER, the body that allowed her to become both mortal and
human

So let me take my formula and apply it to my still-nameless AI (the
nickname PEG is not gonna work for me. I had an Aunt Peggy once, and
as much as I loved her, the name is too closely associated with her to be
usable for of my character who has nothing in common with her.
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Intro
I don’t know about you, but when people I like start arguing with each other,
I generally want to crawl into a hole (or other more horrific places).
And when they’re arguing in front of me, the fact that they’re forcing me to
put up with the crap they’re throwing at each other generally makes me like
them less.
God forbid if they should try to draw me in to take sides.
So…
You’ve created these characters you want your readers to like. To care
about. And your idea of good conflict is to have these people you want
them to like argue with each other, and you want make your readers pick
sides on which one is right… and you want them to keep reading your
work?
Bad idea.
You want to get your reader on YOUR side, by getting your readers on your
characters’ sides.
You have to do this without making your readers wish your characters
would just kill each other and be done with it so they can go find writers
who tell stories that are fun to read. You have to learn to create
IMMERSIVE CONFLICT.
This week you’re going to learn how to do that.
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Confli! Versus Argument
In building your artifact, you’ve already built
some of your novel’s conflict.
You just might not recognize it as conflict yet.
In my case, I’ve built two pretty good conflicts, both listed in last week’s
lesson.
They are:
Story Arc One: One-time hero and her once and future love are
pulled out of their quiet lives because to survive together, they must
first save themselves and humanity’s innocents from enslavement —
again.
Story Arc Two: The unscathed villain, mastermind of a previous
largely successful attempt to enslave the world for his and his
friends’ benefit, must eliminate those who broke his first attempt in
order to take a second run at being a god. But this time he knows
who his enemies are, knows that they have made themselves
mortal... and knows how to find them.
These two stories just crawled naturally out of the process of building my
artifact. The odds are very good that you have discovered some things like
this plopping onto your pages, too. And you might not be entirely certain
what to do with them.
You’re going to turn your conflicts into story arcs. To do that, we’re going to
do some quick dissection.
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Here are the parts of a story arc:

•
•
•

The characters involved
What the characters want
Why they can’t have it

So let’s take my two examples apart.
Story Arc One: One-time hero and her once and future love are
pulled out of their quiet lives because to survive together, they must
first save humanity’s innocents from enslavement — again.

•

The characters involved: My nameless humanized AI and the man
she fell in love with

•

What the characters want: To find each other, to be together, to live
happily ever after

•

Why they can’t have it: Because the world the two of them saved
once is about to fall back under the power of the Man Who Would Be
God, and this time he knows how to find and destroy the people who
thwarted his first attempt

Their conflict here is simple: They cannot have love and happiness until
they save their world.
And that’s conflict in a nutshell.
What the character wants, and why the character can’t have it.
So what about the next one?
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Story Arc Two: The unscathed villain, mastermind of a previous
largely successful attempt to enslave the world for his and his
friends’ benefit, eliminates those who broke his first attempt in order
to take a second run at being a god. But this time he knows who his
enemies are, knows that they have made themselves mortal... and
knows how to find them.

•

The character involved: My nameless AI-subverting villain, who
sees himself as the rightful ruler of humanity because he’s so smart,
so talented, and so right about how the world should be run

•

What the character wants: To be an immortal god and rule humanity
through his superior grasp of science

•

Why he can’t have it: Because there are people alive who know
both what he did the first time, and how he did it, and will alert the
ignorant of his plan if he doesn’t find and destroy them first

His conflict, too, is simple: He cannot rule humanity until he kills the
people who could knowingly object.

And from the storyteller’s perspective, the beauty part
is this:
For one character to succeed, the other must fail. There is no safe middle
ground where both parties can come together. There is no possible position
of friendly compromise.
There is now way to solve this with arbitration, pacts, treaties, “come on,
we’re all reasonable people.”
This kind of conflict, ABSOLUTE conflict, makes the positions of the players
clear, and establishes both the biggest scoan absolute, unquestionable
measure of success or failure. The heroes win and save humanity, or the
heroes lose, and humanity loses with them.
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Absolute Conflict is NOT the Only Kind of
Conflict
You identify all conflict the same way — by asking what who the characters
facing it are, what what they want, and why they can’t have it.
But what’s at stake doesn’t have to be the whole of human existence and
individual freedom.
Let’s go WAY smaller for the next example.
Same protagonists: My humanized AI and the man she would love if she
could just find him.
Antagonist this time: Just that she can’t find him and he can’t find her.

Progagonist One:

•

The character involved: My nameless humanized AI, who learned
how to be human and gave up immortality to become human

•

What the character wants: To find the man who showed her what it
meant to be human

•

Why she can’t have what she wants: Because when she became
human, she lost the connections to the Interface that would have
taken her straight to him — and because he’s looking for her, he’s not
in the last place she knew to find him

Protagonist Two:

•

The character involved: My nameless human guy, a good man with
a passion for life and dreams he wants to make real
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•

What the character wants: He wants to create, to explore, to make
something worthy of admiration, of touching history, of being
remembered… and most of all, he wants to love the woman who
opened the door that is allowing him to pursue the rest of his dreams

•

Why he can’t have it: Because on the day the world changed, he
woke up and she — the woman who helped him hang on — was no
longer touching his mind, no longer promising him she would find
him. Everything he ever wanted became possible, but without her, it
would have felt meaningless. So he goes in pursuit of her.

Two people chasing each other across a map would not be a good story.
But two people discovering who they are and becoming more, and finding
ways to matter to people whose lives they touch as they get closer to
finding each other, would be an EXCELLENT love story.
This is a very basic personal conflict, in which nothing is at stake bigger
than the happiness of two people and any lives they happen to touch in
their search for each other.
In between absolute conflict (in which the survival of a story world and
everyone in it is a stake) and personal conflict (in which the only people
affected are those in the story) lies a universe of possibility.
From epic wars and discoveries of alien life all the way down to two kids
rescuing a kitten from a pond, you’re looking at people (of whatever
species) making choices that make changes to their world and change their
lives.

The conflict is the choice your characters make, and the
price they pay for making it.
There is always a choice. And there is always a price to be paid. Nothing
worthwhile in good fiction is obtained without effort.
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INTRO: The Myth
of the Killer Fir! Page
“You absolutely must write a killer first page.”
“The first page sells the book.”
“The first line sells the book.”
You’ve heard it, I’ve heard it, and it isn’t true. But there are three layers of
garbage we have to dig through before we can even get a glimpse of the
truth.
Layer One: No first page EVER sold a book.
The absolute best thing a great first page can hope for is to get a
purchasing editor (or reader digging through your sample pages) to turn to
the next page and keep reading.
That’s it.
There has never in the history of publishing been an editor who read one
page, stopped, uttered, “My God, that is a book that has to be published,”
and whipped out a contract.
Not one.

Not ever.

Layer Two: Novel first drafts are ugly, they smell weird, and their
mother dresses them funny. (For folks not from the US, or maybe just
from Ohio, this is a riff on that childhood insult, “You’re ugly, you smell
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weird, and your mother dresses you funny.” If you’re a skinny girl with
homemade clothes, a haircut done by your mother (who needed to walk
away from the scissors), you wear glasses, and you’re the new kid in
school every year, you’ve heard this one more times than you can count.
But the first draft of your novel is allowed to be that kid. More importantly,
the first draft of your novel is going to teach you a lot by being that kid.
Here’s why. First draft is where you you learn what your book is going to be
about once you’ve revised it.
Very few first pages in revised drafts bear much resemblance to the first
pages in the writers’ first drafts. Some (including a lot of mine) bear ZERO
resemblance.
So why in the whole wide universe do writers drive themselves crazy trying
to start the first draft of a novel with the perfect first line, and the perfect first
page? They do it because some dumbass told them they had to.

You don’t have to.
You write, you discover, you make mistakes. This is the process that gets
first drafts finished, and you’re going to adopt it because it’s fun, it’s
fascinating, and it will set your Muse free.

Finally…
Layer Three: If you ever bought into the Myth of the Magnificent First Draft,
this is difficult to believe, but when you are writing a first draft, you have
absolute freedom to totally wreck your first page and your first
chapter, and if you do, there will be NO CONSEQUENCES.
None.
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•
•

You will not kill your book.

•

You will not cause the heat death of the universe. (You probably
never worried about that last one, but the other two? You did worry at
least a little, didn’t you?)

You will not destroy all hope of ever becoming a published, selling
writer.

Absolutely nothing is at stake here. All you’re trying to do in first draft is
start telling your story in an interesting engaging manner, just for yourself.
Because until you have finished revising this bad boy, nobody is going to
see it but you.

This is important.
You’re going to want to show what you’re writing to folks because
you want them to share your excitement. (Or tell you how
wonderful you are. Hey, that’s okay. We all love to hear that.) But…
Don’t. Until you’ve written the ending, you aren’t even close to
figuring out what the real beginning needs to be.
Millions of published words later, I still don’t show my raw first
drafts to people. I show my revised first draft to Matt, and my
edited first to beta readers.
But while I am discovering the world and uncovering the story I’m
trying to tell, it’s just me and the book.
Why? Because until I KNOW the story I’m telling, other folks’
random comments can throw me in completely wrong directions.
(This does not apply to getting crits while you’re writing if you have
a good writers’ group. But in general, keep first draft to yourself.)
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So exhale.
Seriously.
You are free to make mistakes, to write off target, to get lost, to meander, to
miss your point.
No pressure, no pain, no shame, and no failure will result from what
you’re about to do.
You’re just slinging words on a page, they are for your eyes only, and they
are FIRST DRAFT.
You can totally do this.
Onward.

HollysWritingClasses.com © 2018 by Holly Lisle. All Rights Reserved.
6

How to Write a Novel: Lesson 5

So. No Pain.
Let’s Ju! Have Some Fun
If nothing is at stake here, how can you be writing a novel? If you’re not
under terrible, terrifying pressure to be brilliant, how can you write anything
that’s good?
The myth of the tortured artiste is as old as the arts. Back in the days of
cave painting, Og convinced the Paleolithic cave hotties that he was a
tortured soul in order to get… well… hotties.
It worked, his genes made it into the breeding pool, and today folks are still
using the “tortured artiste” persona to get laid.
HOWEVER…
Just because it’s a winning strategy for keeping your genes in the gene
pool after you’re gone, this does NOT mean it’s a winning strategy for
getting your books onto the shelf.
Being a tortured artiste is a waste of time and sends your Muse some
devastating wrong signals. Wearing the Cloak of Misery and Suffering
keeps you from having fun, from loving your work, and from DOING your
work, because your Muse — the part of you that’s coming up with the good
stuff — likes to play. It does not like to be tortured, or be buried deep in the
grimdark of a personal reenactment of Hamlet’s soliloquy lived out inside
your skin.
Focus on having fun. If you’re like me, you can have a whole lotta fun doing
terrible things to your characters. They might not be having fun.
But you should be.
So what are we doing next? Math. As a hater of math, I am not oblivious to
the irony.
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Novels That Get Finished on
Deadline and to Length Start
With A PLAN
And the bones beneath a novel’s skin are numbers.
40,000 words and up counts.
I’m going to show you the math for writing a 50,000 word novel, which is a
nice length for an indie book, and doable within the length of this class.
And for those of you who want to go long because this is NOT your first
rodeo, or because you’re into self-flagellation and want to brag about
massive word-counts on the forum, or for whatever reason, pick your crazy
massive word-count number, plug it into the formulas, and do the math.

First-draft Book Math formulas are simple.
Formula One: Weekly Word Goal

Novel Goal ÷ Number of Weeks = Weekly Word Goal
For this class, I’m using 50,000 words.
Divide your desired book length by 33 weeks, because that’s what’s left of
this class.
If you’re going with the recommended 50,000 word length for this project,
that’s 1515 words per week.
That’s the start, but small daily goals are much easier to hit that a single
weekly goal. SO…
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Intro
This week, it’s Show. Don’t Tell time. The other name for which is
Curing Expository Disease.

So now we’re down to it.
Expository Disease (ED) is the single biggest problem most unpublished
fiction writers have in writing readable, salable fiction; most unpublished
and rarely published writers have a terrible case of ED; and the vast
majority of the writers who struggle with ED cannot clearly SEE why
what they’re doing is wrong.
I anticipate the boards being busy this week, with folks trying to get their
head around the exercises, with a fair amount of frustration at the start.
With a lot of Eureka! moments at the end.
To get started I’m going to do some before and after demos. Walk you
through the whole concept of Exposition, which is a very different thing than
Storytelling — a better name for which would be Storyshowing.
So. Onward.

HollysWritingClasses.com © 2018 by Holly Lisle. All Rights Reserved.
3

How to Write a Novel: Lesson 6

Expository Disease
Before I go into detail here, you need to understand that this is where I
started. I am the writer who, after sending Charles C. Ryan the manuscript
for a “Quakers in space” SF short story, received a form rejection slip with
— scrawled in big letters at a 45° angle across it, the words — “Much,
much, much, much, much too much exposition. — Charles C. Ryan”
I had to go to the library and ask for help finding anything that would show
me what I’d done wrong.
So when I start going through this with you, understand that I am coming
from a position of deep empathy.
I know this disease. I know how easy it is to catch it, and how tempting it is
hang onto it like it’s a life preserver, when in fact it’s dragging you to the
bottom of the ocean…
And I know how to identify it, and how to cure it.
I am the person who got THAT rejection slip. And I went on to sell my
work commercially to some of the best publishers on the planet.
It was the most useful rejection slip I ever received.
If you have ED, I want this lesson to be THAT for you.
So that you don’t take what I’m saying as a personal criticism, I’m going to
start by presenting the case history of the first sufferer of the disease I
knew.
Myself.
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ED Case History #1
In my “Quakers in space story,” I was enchanted by
the idea of a group of religious pacifists settling
planets out at the other end of the lonely dark of
deep space. My idea was to take a philosophy I
liked, and to use it to present a positive story
about Friends building a settlement on their own
world and becoming regular and respected traders
throughout human-settled space.
I’m an atheist and not even remotely a pacifist,
and was a younger version of who I am now when I
wrote the story… but I spent a few years in my
teens as a “Quaker by proxy” when my parents joined
the church, then became lay missionaries for it,
and took me and my pre-teen siblings into a civil
war zone to serve God.
My parents were nuts, but that wasn’t the church’s
fault.
I liked the Friends — liked their overall
philosophy and their way of interacting with the
world around them.
So I started into my story, and because most folks
know nothing about Quakers (except for the guy on
the box of oats), I started by introducing the
religion.
I decided that readers needed to know what the
Friends believed.
Then I moved into explaining how the Quakers were
settling parts of space, and what their objectives
were, and what good things they were doing in the
parts of space where they were having an influence.
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I introduced some of my characters, and gave them
conversations in which they talked about what they
were trying to do, as well as about the effects
they wanted to have on the wild and woolly areas of
space into which they were moving.
And at the end of the story, I think I had them
establishing a base on a new planet, and I
described how they were doing that.
I had done my homework, had as much good scientific
stuff in there about planet colonization and
terraforming and genetic engineering as you could
get hold of in 1989 and 1990.
Reading my description of the story (as best I
remember it — mercifully, it’s one of the things I
left behind in my first divorce) you should be able
to see the problem.
Take a moment here to re-read my description of what I wrote back then,
consider what you know about fiction, and see if you can figure out what
was wrong with the story BEFORE I tell you.
When you’ve given it your best shot, go to the next page.
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Expository Disease Symptom #1: Missing
Conflict
The problem with my story was clear, sharp, and simple.
Nothing happened.

Nothing…
.
.
.
Happened…
Not in the whole story.
There was not a single conflict in there.
There was my cool idea of Quakers in Space, and my
working through what effects the philosophy and
presence of the Friends in space might have on the
dangerous areas through which they were moving, and
that was it.
There was no story in my story.
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What is a story?
A story is a character or characters we care about who need something
deeply, urgently, even desperately, who must overcome obstacles to get
what they need, and who earn the solution to their problem in an interesting
and preferably surprising fashion.
In its barest, stripped-down form, a story is:

•
•
•
•
•

Protagonist
VERSUS (conflict)
Antagonist
In Setting
With Twist

Yep. You’ve seen this before, and you will see it again.
All I had in somewhere between 10,000 and 15,000 words was:

•
•

Protagonists, and
Setting

I tried to make my characters likable, but I did by TELLING my reader they
were likable.
They talked about what they were doing, but they never did it. They never
did anything that SHOWED they were likable (never saved a cat, never
gave up their seats, never risked themselves for people who needed help).
And I said the part of space they were in was was dangerous. But I never
showed them in danger. There were no supernovas in nearby systems,
they almost passed through, no space pirates, no wicked women or wicked
men out to tempt them away from their virtue.
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Intro
There is no One True Way to write fiction. And the more you connect
with the way your mind creates fiction, the way you discover and
experience stories, and the way you actually sit down and get work
done, you’ll discover there isn’t even really “YOUR One True way.”
There will be the way you write “this story” and the way you write “that
story.”
No two people are the same.
And no two stories are the same.
Trying to shoehorn an infinite number of unique brains telling unique
stories into a three-act structure, or a seven-act structure, or an
alternating POV structure and saying This is the One True Way would
be ludicrous.
In spite of which, I had a lot of people tell me the One True Way when I
was getting started, and I rather imagine you’ve had some tell you.

Time to stop listening.
But there are classifications you can make to identify better and worse
ways you can go about building your stories. And there are some
techniques you can use to figure out different structural options you can
use which will work well (or LESS well) for YOUR story.
By identifying what matters most to you about your particular story, you can
then make intelligent decisions about how to present it in the most
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interesting and enjoyable fashion, both for yourself while you’re writing it,
and for you reader while he or she is reading it.

Having fun while you write is a worthy and frequently
undervalued objective…
But if you have fun while you write, your reader is MUCH more likely to
have fun reading what you’ve written.
And getting the reader to have fun while reading is the whole game.
Onward.
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Fi!ion By Classification
Before you can decide on how you want to present your story, you have to
figure out what kind of a story you want it to be.
You have four rough classifications (and I’ll note that these are rough
because you can perform — and I HAVE performed — mix-and-match
maneuvers with these that have sometimes included all four classifications
in the same story).
And I’ll note that while I have seen all four of these classification identified
as structures, they are NOT structures, anymore than the concept “BIRD”
is a structure. “BIRD” is a concept-word classifying a broad group of warmblooded, feathered post-dinosaurs with either working or rudimentary
wings.
These four classification are concept words grouping thematic qualities,
and they’ll become useful to you when we get into REAL structure.
For that reason, these are the first four tools to come out of your Structure
toolbox. They are…

World-Based Storytelling
This is exclusively where I used to start. With a map, a city, a space station,
flora and fauna, alien creatures, foreign languages, the development of
magic or science, and the RULES by which these operated.
I wanted readers to be able to live in my worlds, and I was going to create
those worlds in enough size and depth and detail that they could.
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My Quakers In Space short story (I don’t remember the title of that
monstrosity anymore) was a purely world-based extrapolation pointed
toward showing the value of the Quaker philosophy through a far-future
lens.
And everything from my Arhel stuff through my Matrin stuff to my Cat Creek
novels and my Korre novels started with what I think of as the Tolkien
Process: Draw the world map, draw the cultural and species prototypes,
build out the cultural philosophies, build the flora and fauna, build the
histories, create the languages and writing systems, and then start writing
the stories.
Lord of the Rings, which turned me into a world-building junkie AND gave
me my first hit of literary heroin (and was the book that made me think I had
to build a whole world before I could write a story), is massively worldcentric. And as a young teen, the glossaries and indexes at the back of the
book spoke to me as much as the story. They promised that the world went
past the borders of the story. That there was more, and that if I could just
crack the code, I could get there.
Later readings (I read The Hobbit and the Lord of the Rings trilogy a total of
13 times before I hit the age of twenty-one, but never again after that)
contains a deep and empathetic subtext about the people who were
changed beyond repair by World War I, and who then returned to England
to find that they no longer fit into their old world and old lives.
However, because Lord of the Rings is telling the stories of people
changed beyond repair by war, in the end, in spite of having a lot of primary
characters and multiple stories wandering all over a map, it is NOT a pure
example of World-Based Storytelling. Tolkien created deep, strong, and
lasting characters who in the end became bigger than the world they lived
in. In the end, they — not the world — are what lingers.
Pure World-Based Storytelling is:
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Gulliver’s Travels — its political satire of then-current society through the
lens of the author’s invented societies were designed to have each newly
discovered “world” lampoon a different part of the society he lived in.
Animal Farm is also world-based, as is Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four.
In each of these novels, the worldbuilding is the point of the novel. The
characters are bit players used to take the reader to the author’s
conclusion, and as such can be considered (depending on where a reader
personally stands on the issue being presented) noncontroversial or
polemical in nature.
All three of these books are very good examples of pure world-based
storytelling. Unfortunately, most world-based story-telling is NOT good.
World is important to your story, and starting with your world can
become addictive. Playing in your world, as I play in Settled Space, can be
compelling, too.
But world-based storytelling which lacks compelling characters
driven by strong personal conflicts and meaningful needs is left with
satire, parody, and axe-grinding agendas. It’s going to trend toward
exposition of the utopian or dystopian hard sell, and done badly, tends
toward the annoyingly preachy.
NOTE #1:
All stories that exist in a world other than
some fictional version of present-day real
world are to some extent World-Based. You
need to identify the most important
differences between your world and THE
world (presence of magic, super-science,
happens in the past or future, has vampires
or giant people-eating monsters, etc…)
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Event-Based Storytelling
In its pure and undiluted form, this is where summer blockbuster movies
are born. The writers leap at things like (not titles, at least not intentionally)
Devastating Tidal Wave, Massive Earthquake, Giant Meteor, WAR!!!, Alien
Invasion, Giant Pissed-Off City-Destroying Monster, Idiot Tourist Eaten by
Killer Shark (Seriously? Just stay out of the ocean, and the problem
disappears…), and so on.
Event-Based Storytelling centers around what leads up to the event, the
event itself, and the aftermath. And bad Event-Based Storytelling usually
features mobs of people from whom a few representative thinly drawn
examples are written to give the story a human face.
Good Event-Based Stories go deeper.
Micheal Crichton’s novel The Andromeda Strain —the first thing I read by
him, and the book that made me love him) — is one of my favorite
examples of Event-Based Storytelling done well. He has the science, he
has the before, during, and after of the event, but he goes deeper into the
characters than most “event writers” do, and his characters matter as
human beings.
If you’re looking at movies, both Armageddon and Deep Impact are “Meteor
Heads for Earth” movies, but Armageddon succeeds by focusing on a tight
group of people who fight to save the world and succeed. The story is big
but the world narrows down to a tight-knit group of people through whose
eyes we live it. The writers show us how their lives matter to each other,
and by doing so, make them matter to us. In the end we care about every
single one of them.
Deep Impact covers the same event type, but fails by simply reporting the
unrelated and irrelevant actions of randomly chosen people, none of whom
do anything that matter. It fails to make the viewer care deeply about any of
the characters, or give good reasons why they were viewpoint characters to
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Like what you’ve learned
so far?
You can join this class if registration is open (or add yourself to the
notification list if registration is closed, and I’ll email you when it reopens)
by going to my How to Write a Novel class registration page, linked below.

How to Write a Novel

Holly Lisle
https://HollysWritingClasses.com

