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>> Hi, I'm Stephen Lovely, and I'm here to talk to you today about plot. I'm excited 

to talk to you about plot. I'm also a little apprehensive to talk to you about plot because 

I don't think most fiction writers begin writing fiction because they're excited about plot. 

I think maybe if you grew up reading, if you really love a certain kind of mystery, fiction, 

or thriller, or a certain literary genre in which plot is really essential and really 

in the foreground and really a large element of the genre, then maybe you do go into writing 

that kind of thing because you're interested in plot and because you're interested in figuring 

out all of the complicated architecture with the reversals, the twists, the turns, and 

all the things that make reading mysteries and thrillers exciting. So if you're that 

kind of writer and you went into writing because you love plot or because you were excited 

about learning about plot, you may know more about plot than I do, and this may not be 

the talk for you, but I would encourage you to stay with us nevertheless. 

 

I got interested in writing fiction, I think because, for the same reason a lot of people 

do, I loved language. I loved reading. I loved the sensation of going into another person's 

mind and experiencing their internal world and their perspective on the world that was 

so different from mine, this feeling of transcending myself. I love describing all the beauty and 

cruelty of the world, and somehow trying to process it and react to it and understand 

it in some way, or commune with it. So I think that's why I started writing fiction, and 

what happened was really strange. 

 

I think, like many people, you start writing sentences, or you start putting one word in 

front of the other, maybe you break the line and you become a poet, and then you don't 

have to worry about plot, or you have some other things to worry about. So you put one 

word in front of the other, you start writing sentences, and it's wonderful, it's exciting, 

you're describing the world. And then, at some point, something kind of terrifying and 

amazing happens, which is that you discover you're in time. You discover you're moving 



 

forward through time and that the story, or the novel, or whatever it is that you're writing, 

is going to be this thing that exists in time. And it's a little terrifying. 

 

It's as though you've been driving around your neighborhood in a car, and suddenly you 

find yourself on the highway going 70 miles an hour with no idea where you're going. And 

it's frightening. It's very frightening and exciting, and your first inclination is to 

panic and pull over and devise some kind of a plan. Because if you're going on a long 

trip in your car, we'll use a car metaphor for now, you need to know where you're going, 

what's gonna happen when you get there, where you're gonna sleep, all these kinds of things. 

You can't just go into it sort of willy-nilly and blind. 

 

But what I would suggest to you as far as plot is that at this point, when you find 

yourself moving forward in time, you find yourself embarked on a story or a novel, or 

maybe you're not even sure which, and your inclination is to panic and devise some kind 

of a plan, don't. Don't panic. Don't devise a plan. You don't need a plan. 

 

E. L. Doctorow said, really famously, that writing a novel is like driving at night. 

You can only see as far as the headlights, but you can make the whole trip that way. 

It's a wonderful saying and a wonderful way of thinking about writing. 

 

And I think you may ask yourself, well, how can you do that? How can you embark on a story 

or a novel without having some kind of plan, without having some kind of plot or design 

in advance, without knowing what's gonna happen on the way through the course of the work? 

And the answer to that is you figure it out as you go along, or at least many, many writers 

do. 

 

There's a wonderful book by an economist named David Galenson who sequestered himself in 

a library for five years and studied all the creative processes of all kinds of poets, 

and painters, film directors, and novelists. And he reached sort of an interesting conclusion 



 

I think without being too reductive, which is that there are some artists who work sort 

of as conceptualists. They conceive of an idea in their heads, a kind of design or a 

plan, and then they just execute it. So there's this sort of conceptual process, the idea, 

the plan, the design, and then they execute it. 

 

There are many, many other writers who don't work that way. They are experimentalists, 

or at least that's what David Galenson calls them. So they don't really have an idea in 

their head. They have, maybe, a notion or a question, or a series of questions, or some 

kind of fuzzy thing. And I think what my process is and a lot of other writers', is that you 

discover what the plot is during the process of writing the story or the book, rather than 

planning it out beforehand. 

 

So the question is, how do you do that? If you don't have a plot before you begin or 

as you're beginning and you're not going to plan one out, how do you make one emerge as 

you work? And I think the best way to summarize this might just be that you trust the writing. 

You trust the writing, which is something that Frank Conroy, the late director of the 

Iowa Writer's Workshop, it was one of the smartest things he ever said, that you trust 

the writing. You don't necessarily try to tell the story yourself, but you trust the 

writing to tell the story to you. And I think the power behind that idea, or the logic behind 

that approach, is that the writing process is more powerful than the thinking process. 

I think what trusting the writing means for the way it works in a practical sense, is 

that you are, making discoveries at the sentence level, in the microcosm as you write. So the 

way you discover your plot, or the way you feel your way towards the plot in your work 

as you're writing, is to look for information in the sentences that you write that will 

lead you forward and help you figure out what's going to happen in your story or to your characters. 

When you think about it, every sentence is a discovery. If you write, we'll just use 

a really terrible sentence as an example: Jim and Bob Drive to the 7-11. So right there 

there's a discovery. We have two people named Jim and Bob who didn't exist before the sentence 

was written and they're at the 7-11. And maybe there's some notion before you wrote that 



 

sentence that there are these people and they were going to go to the 7-11, but still it's 

a kind of discovery. And as you write each sentence, you send these people into the 7-11, 

they buy their Cokes, they go back out to the car, they interact with the cashier, I 

think what'll happen, and what you've probably experienced already when you write, is that 

you put information into the sentences from your mind, but then the sentences in some 

way speak back to you. And there are discoveries in the sentences, in information from the 

sentences, that seem in some way not to have originated with you. 

 

I think if write you have that experience once in awhile of writing about a character, 

or a situation, or a place, and suddenly you see something there that you weren't cognizant 

of before. You may be writing about a character and suddenly step back from a sentence and 

realize, on the basis of something that you've written, oh, this character is selfish, or 

this character seems to be stricken with grief, or this character seems to have a longing 

for community or intimacy, or something like that. So I think what's happening as you're 

writing, if you trust the writing to reveal to you the characters you're writing about, 

the people you're writing about. And I really love character-based fiction, I feel like 

that's what I'm most interested in is character. And so I do really feel like I rely on characters 

to animate as I write and to tell me who they are, how they feel about each other, how they 

feel about their situations, and eventually to act, even on the most micro level, even 

just to think and have thoughts and to act with the people around them. And what this 

gradually creates, I think, is a kind of very small chemical reaction that will, if you 

pay attention to it and don't try to impose your will on it, will lead to another chemical, 

which will sort of create a chain of reactions that might lead to some kind of plot. 

I know that sounds very tentative, but I think if you think of it that way, it works. It 

works for all of these writers who trust the writing and try to build their plot as they 

go along. The characters come to life, they develop tendencies, they develop needs, they 

develop desires. And, it's from all those desires, and needs, and from everything that 

bubbles up from the plot or from the story that you're telling that you can then begin 

to try to formulate a plot. 



 

 

I think it's best to think of plot as something that you are not in charge of. You don't want 

to impose your will on it necessarily. I think that you should think of plot as a collaboration 

between you, the writer, and your characters, who you're writing about, and everything that 

kind of bubbles up from the writing itself. So it's a kind of constant ongoing collaboration. 

It's a kind of negotiation where you're putting in information. You're getting information 

from the characters in the sentences. And then you're altering your sense of where the 

story or the plot, or the novel, might go based on who these people are and where they 

seem to want to go. 

 

You can use any, if you go back to the car analogy, you can think of driving down the 

road; you're the author. You have these people with you in the car who are your characters. 

Your on this trip, which is a story or a novel, and at some point, these people who you are 

with on the trip, you're going to get to know them a little bit better. And at some point 

they're going to express a desire to do something. They're going to say, "Let's pull off here 

and go see the world's biggest ball of string." And if you, the author, are so determined 

on your own route and on your own design for the trip that you refuse to let them go there, 

I think, in some way, you're going to end up with a plot, or a map, or a trip that'll 

derive more from your own will and your own preconceptions about what should happen than 

it will from some organic pattern or design, or something that arises from the characters 

themselves and from their situation. 

 

So I think it's important that you not try to dominate the plot, that you not try to 

to decide always what the plot is, but to try to let the plot emerge and to try to have 

a light hand when you are guiding it. 

 

I think it's okay to have a provisional plot, to have some kind of destination or a direction 

in mind, but I think the key is to be willing to deviate from it. I think in some way the 

writing knows more than you know what it wants to be and where it wants to go. 



 

Just to throw in another metaphor, I think it's a little bit in some ways like raising 

a child. You don't want to impose your own preconceptions of what you want your child 

to be, when they grow up, on the child. You want to watch the child grow, try to get some 

sense of his or her needs, interests, inclinations, strengths, weaknesses, and just try to present 

opportunities for the child, try to, let the child develop and grow, find situations, activities, 

scenes, situations that might somehow allow this child to reach his or her fruition. So 

what you're doing is you're giving that child agency. You're not trying to impose your will 

on the child. 

 

And I think it's the same with a story or a novel. You want to somehow keep from imposing 

your preferences on it too much in terms of the plot. And ask yourself continually, what 

does this story want? What does it need? What does it want to be? What does the story want 

to look like, and become? And I think that can be a really helpful way of thinking about 

plot. 

 

One problem with "trust the writing" is it betrays you. You trust the writing. You hope 

to find these discoveries and things bubbling up and the characters come alive, but the 

writing betrays you. The characters are mute and limp. They don't speak. They don't seem 

to have any urges or interests, and nothing bubbles up from the writing. It's just, in 

sailing terms, it's like being in irons, where you're on water, and there's no wind, and 

your boat's sitting there, and nothings moving. You're stalled. To go back to the car, you're 

stalled. 

 

So what do you do in this situation, which I think also happens to even writer's who 

plot out everything in advance? They're still going to reach points in the middle of their 

carefully designed plot, or maybe there's just a hole that they hadn't anticipated. 

And suddenly there's no urgency, there's no energy, there's nothing interesting going 

on, and it's all stalled. 

 



 

I think what's happening is that somehow the characters, there's nothing there that's creating 

urgency and energy to drive the characters forward. There's no chemical reaction happening. 

And I think that in order for this plot to continue to evolve, you have to sort of find 

something or ask yourself what's missing. It may be that the characters are just not 

in a situation that's interesting. It may be that they don't need enough from each other. 

It may be that the characters don't seem to really want anything. 

 

I think that's a really good solution in a situation like this, is to try to give your 

characters something to want, or try to give one of your characters something to want, 

even if you don't end up sticking with it. Maybe one of your characters wants to understand 

why things didn't work out with his girlfriend. Or maybe a character wants to see the Grand 

Canyon, or experience joy, or feel they have some control over their life, or they want 

a drink of water or whatever. So I think one solution in this situation is try to give 

your character something to want. 

 

Ok, so what you're doing with all this trusting the writing, moving forward at the sentence 

level, looking for discoveries, getting to know your characters, trying to let them help 

you figure the way forward into some kind of plot, what you're really doing is you're 

working towards a draft. The idea is that you've got to get to a point where you have 

some kind of whole piece of work. And I think just like you can't survey a big piece of 

land, or like a continent or something, without having flown over it, without having explored 

it, figuring it out where all the coastlines are and all the terrain and everything, there's 

no way you can really look at, make sense, and map out your plot as it exists in your 

story or novel without looking at a whole finished piece of something, which I think 

is what we all call a draft. 

 

So when you have a draft, no matter how messy or horrible, you can get a little more deliberate. 

And you could start to ask yourself, well, what are the things that happen? What order 

do they happen in? Are the events that have happened in this story or novel happening 



 

at the right time? Are they foregrounded enough? Do they need to be more in the background? 

And at this point, plot, in terms of sort of all the events that happened in your story, 

really becomes inseparable from all these other things that you're probably going to 

be thinking about, like structure, composition, the architecture of your story or novel. So 

you can really begin to look at what's interesting, what's not working, and try to think about 

how you might make it better, or how you might improve it, how you might alter it. 

And at this point what you're really doing I think if you're like most writers, is you 

are just gonna go back, and you are going to write another draft. Or you may go back, 

if you feel that your draft has some sort of workable skeleton of a plot that you're 

happy with, you may go back and start to revise, and change, and cut, and add, and make adjustments 

to sort of bring this plot into a more polished, perfect sense of itself within the work to 

make it a really a strong, beautiful, structural skeleton. 

 

And so then, at that point, what you're really thinking about is, the way this plot is going 

to emerge, it may emerge quickly from a second draft, but it's much more likely that your 

final plot for the book, the final sort of arrival at the events and the sequencing and 

everything, is going to take place, is going to crystallize very slowly over a period of 

many, many, many drafts. 

 

And this, again, is the way so many writers work, and it's not always clear, when you 

start out writing, that this is the way it works for most writers, at least for these 

experimentalists, but it is. If you think about the writers like Haruki Murakami, Deborah 

Eisenberg, Andrea Barrett, Margaret Atwood, Paula Fox--these are all writers who, if you 

read about their processes, or if you listen to them talk about their work, they don't 

know what they're doing going in. They trust the writing. And whatever is the final product 

is something that emerges over drafts and drafts and drafts. And acretes very, very 

slowly and gradually, in a very painstaking process. 

 

The other thing I would say is when you finally go back at this stage, and you're writing 



 

seceding drafts, every time through from now on, you can begin to be a little more deliberate 

about the plot. Chances are at this stage, your characters have spoken. They've told 

you where they want to go. You're trying to take them there. And now it's a matter of 

making it all solid. 

 

And you can sort of start to ask yourself questions about suspense, about tension. If 

you have different through lines and arcs in your plot, you can think about, do you 

want them all to crest at the same time? Or do you want one to crest while another one 

is down low? You can think about things like counterpoint between different through lines 

and between different points of view. All these kind of structural architectural things 

are not things that you have to master in your head and know ahead of time. They're 

things you can slowly work on and gradually build, and orchestrate and tinker with, over 

the course of many, many drafts. 

 

So of course, the main thing that comes to mind for me anyway is, well, I don't wanna 

do that. I wanna be the kind of person who can just dream up the plot in my head and 

just sort of put it on the paper. It sounds so hard and painstaking and difficult, and 

the answer is that it is. It is; it's very hard. But this is the way I think most artists 

work. They work in this sort of trial by error way, and they're blind. They're working in 

a state of uncertainty and confusion. There's a lot of self doubt. 

 

And I would suggest maybe just finally, as a kind of survival tip, that if you're a writer 

who works like this, if you're a writer who is going to be a writer who trusts the writing 

and who writes multiple drafts, and who somehow needs that experimental process to figure 

out a plot, you need to find a way to get comfortable in that space where you're very, 

very uncertain, where you don't know where you are or where you're going, where you're 

not sure what's going to happen in the story, where you're not sure who these characters 

are. The chances are you're gonna be in that space almost all the time, day after day after 

day. And if you're in that space as any other kind of person, if you were a neurosurgeon, 



 

or a plumber or a banker, you would be failing. It would be horrible for you to be in that 

space. You're supposed to know what you're doing when you're a neurosurgeon. You don't 

trust the neurosurgery. You know what you're doing, and if you lose control, and you don't 

know what you're doing, it's a huge failure. 

 

But in art, specifically in art and definitely in writing, if you're confused, if you're 

uncertain, if you're blind, if you're full of self doubt, that is situation normal. And 

it should come as a relief to you, in a way, that you don't have to know it all ahead of 

time. You can figure it out as you go along. And I think plot is one those things really 

that writers come to grips with because you have to if you're gonna go and enjoying all 

of the things that you really enjoy about writing. 

 

To go back to the car, if you love driving and you love the feel of being in your car 

and the motion and the wheel and the air in the window, sooner or later, unless you just 

want to spend your whole life driving around your neighborhood, you're going to have to 

go out on the highway. And you're gonna have to learn how to navigate. 

And I think it's the same with writing. If you want to write fiction, sooner or later 

you're gonna have to grapple with plot and figure out how to do it. But the good news 

is that you figure it out as you go along. 


