
 

Intro Transcript 

 

>>[Text on screen] How Writers Write Fiction 2016: Storied Women 

 

>>[Text on screen] Class 5: Character and Structure in Narrative Experimentation 

 

>>[Text on screen] We are very proud to bring you the perspectives of authors from around the 

world, and trust that you will find their perspectives valuable. Because some of our contributing 

authors are nonnative speakers of English, we suggest that you turn on video captions. You can turn 

on captions by clicking the “cc” button at the bottom right of the video. 

 

>>[Text on screen] Authors on Narrative Experimentation: 

 

1) Suzanne Scanlon 

2) Priya Dala 

3) Margot Livesey 

 

>>I grew up reading the great nineteenth century novels, many of which have great, great plots. I 

mean, I think of something like Dickens' novel Great Expectations, full of wonderful surprises and 

reversals and that sense of inevitability. And I've always sought to emulate that in my own work. 

And I think that as a young writer I was rather cavalier about plot, I thought, "Oh, that doesn't really 

matter that much." Now I think a great deal about the occasion for a story or novel, and the 

destination of a story or novel: Where are my characters heading? And I may not know the root by 

which they're going to get to that destination, so there are probably going to be a few dead-ends and 

cul-de-sacs, but it's important to me to have somewhere in sight as I begin a story or novel. 

 

>>So how does that process work for you? 

 

>>It's completely tied to my characters and who they are. What happens to them, happens to them 



 

because of their virtues and faults. Just as in Hamlet, say, I mean everything comes down on the 

prince and the stage ends up being covered in bodies because of his mixture of grief, curiosity, and 

indecision. And that may be a rather extreme example, but I try to make sure that what happens to 

my characters is, as you say, surprising and inevitable. 

 

>>Surprising but inevitable which, of course, is something that Flannery O'Connor - a graduate of 

our Writers' Workshop - was saying a story should end in surprising and inevitable ways. How does 

that work? 

 

>>She perfectly demonstrates the surprising and inevitable - or surprising but inevitable - ending, I 

think, in her story "A Good Man is Hard to Find," in which a grandmother who doesn't want to go 

to Florida ends up taking the wrong road and has a kind of duel, if you will, with the criminal called 

The Misfit. And the story just ends up being so much connected with the grandmother's faults and 

strengths, and so much connected with The Misfit's faults and strengths. The grandmother is very 

sure she's right, and believes herself to be a good Christian; The Misfit, however, thinks if you're a 

good Christian, then you need to follow religion very strictly, and there's just no way to know the 

truth about Christianity. And when the two come together, O'Connor creates a really explosive 

conversation and an explosive ending. 

 

>>Which is surprising but inevitable. The character's virtues and vices - I love how you put that - 

coming into collision with the other character's virtues and vices. 

 

>>Yes, and I think that O'Connor had some great archetypes that she was always coming back to, 

and we see her experimenting with versions of these characters in other stories, and I think that's a 

very writerly lesson as well: that if we're writing - particularly if we're writing stories - we are going to 

want to come back to certain characters. 

 

>>She was particularly good at capturing a certain kind of pride in a character that would inevitably 

lead to tragedy. 



 

 

>>Yes. The mother in "Everything That Rises Must Converge," and Mrs. Turpin in "Revelation," 

for instance, and the mother in "Good Country People" - all those mothers. 

 

>>And interesting that she lived with her mother until the end of her life, so we know that fiction 

comes always - at least in some ways - from things that happen in our lives. 

 

>>And I think another thing to think about plot - I mean, we have all these different ways of 

approaching narrative. And I've just been teaching Ford Madox Ford's The Good Soldier, and Ford 

says - this is in something like 1910 - he says: "The problem with the English novel is that it only 

goes forwards, it only proceeds in a straightforward way." And he decides in his novel The Good 

Soldier to sabotage that. And I think in telling a narrative, we always have to face a big choice: are we 

going to tell it in a straightforward way, beginning at the beginning and going forward, is it going to 

be that kind of plot; or are we going to begin in the middle and perhaps go backward to fill in what 

the reader needs to know and then come forward; are we going to mix up the chronology, going 

sometimes backwards and sometimes forwards? We have lots of choices nowadays about how to tell 

a story and how to make it more suspenseful, and we see that in the work of people like David 

Mitchell's Cloud Atlas, or Ali Smith's How To Be Both. 

 

>>So in a writing class we might talk about traditional story arc, we might talk about different kinds 

of plots. What are you thinking about when you're imagining a student's... the arc of a student's 

story, the arc of a story you're reading in The New Yorker? How does this shape your own thinking 

about your art? 

 

>>Something I come back to over and over again with my students is the idea of a kind of triangle, 

that very often when a story or novel opens, two things are in balance, often two characters but 

sometimes a character and a situation, and then somebody or something comes in from the outside 

and unbalances that situation and begins the trouble that is going to be the novel's story. And I think 

in our best stories we often have what you might think of as a kind of bi-valve structure: that there is 



 

an external narrative in which suspense is mounting and often worse and worse things are 

happening to the characters; and there's an internal narrative in which we're learning more about the 

character and learning their secret fears and hopes, and that the outer events are revealing the inner 

landscape, if you will. And eventually in the climax or turning point, the two, as it were, come 

together. 


