1. Reading Fiction

EXPLORATIONS AND FORMULAS

Each time we pick up a work of fiction, go to the theater, or turn on
the television, we have a trace of the same magical expectation that can be
heard in the voice of a child who begs, “Tell me a story.” Human beings
have enjoyed stories ever since they learned to speak. Whatever the motive
for creating stories — even if simply to delight or instruct — the basic hu-
man impulse to tell and hear stories existed long before the development
of written language. Myths about the origins of the world and legends about
the heroic exploits of demigods were among the earliest forms of storytell-
ing to develop into oral traditions, which were eventually written a.oé:.
These narratives are the ancestors of the stories we read on the printed
page today. Unlike the early listeners to ancient myths and legends, we read
our stories silently, but the pleasure derived from the mysterious power of
someone else’s artfully arranged words remains largely the same. Every
one of us likes a good story.

The stories that appear in anthologies for college students are generally
chosen for their high literary quality. Such stories can affect us at the deep-
est emotional level, reveal new insights into ourselves or the world, and
stretch us by exercising our imaginations. They warrant careful reading and
close study to appreciate the art that has gone into creating them. The fol-
lowing chapters on plot, character, setting, and the other elements of litera-
ture are designed to provide the terms and concepts that can help you
understand how a work of fiction achieves its effects and meanings. It is
worth acknowledging, however, that many people buy and read fiction that
is quite different from the stories usually anthologized in college texts. What
about all those paperbacks with exciting, colorful covers near the cash reg-
isters in shopping malls and corner drugstores?

These books, known as formula fiction, are the adventure, western,
detective, science-fiction, and romance novels that entertain millions of readers
annually. What makes them so popular? What do their characters, plots, and
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themes offer readers that accounts for the tremendous sales of stories with
titles like Cares of Doom, Silent Scream, Colt 45, and Forbidden Ecstasy
Many of the writers included in this book have enjoyed wide popularity and
written best-sellers, but there are more readers of formula fiction than there
ate readers of Hemingway, Fitzgerald, or Faulkner, to name only a few.
Formula novels do, of course, provide entertainment, but that makes them
no different from serious stories, if entertainment means pleasure. Any of
the stories in this or any other anthology can be read for pleasure.

Formula fiction, though, is usually characterized as escape literature.
There are sensible reasons for this description. Adventure stories about sol-
diers of fortune are eagerly read by men who live pretty average lives doing
ordinary jobs. Romance novels about attractive young women falling in love
with tall, dark, handsome men are read mostly by women who dream them-
selves out of their familiar existences. The excitement, violence, and passion
that such stories provide are a kind of reprieve from everyday experience.

And yet readers of serious fiction may also use it as a refuge, a libera-
tion from monotony and boredom. James Thurber’s humorous stories have,
for example, given countless hours of pleasurable relief to readers who
would rather spend time in Thuber's light and funny world than in their
own. Others might prefer the terror of Edgar Allan Poe's fiction or the pain-
ful predicament of two lovers in a Joyce Carol Oates story.

Thus, to get at some of the differences between formula fiction and
serious literature, it is necessary to 80 beyond the motives of the reader to
the motives of the writer and the qualities of the work itself.

Unlike serious fiction, the books displayed next to the cash registers
(and their short story equivalents on the magazine racks) are written with
only one object: to be sold. They are aimed at specific consumer markets
that can be counted on to buy them. This does not mean that all serious
writers must live in cold garrets writing for audiences who have not yet
discovered their work. No one writes to make a career of poverty. It does
mean, however, that if a writer's Primary purpose is to anticipate readers’
generic expectations about how the story should develop, there is litle room
to be original or to have something significant to say. There is little if any
chance to explore seriously a character, idea, or incident if the major focus
is not on the integrity of the work itself.

Although the specific elements of formula fiction differ depending on
the type of story, some basic ingredients go into all westerns, mysteries,
adventures, science fiction, and romances. From the very start, a reader can
anticipate a happy ending for the central character, with whom he or she
will identify. There may be suspense, but no matter what or how many the
obstacles, complications, or near defeats, the hero or heroine succeeds and
reaffirms the values and atitudes the reader brings to the story. Virtue
triumphs; love conquers all; honesty is the best policy; and hard work guar-
antees success. Hence, the villains are corralled; the wedding vows are ex-
changed; the butler confesses; and gold is discovered at the last moment.
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theaters and in a variety of television series. Some are better than others
but all are relatively limited by the necessity to give audiences what 2..__.
sell. ,

Although formula fiction may not offer many surprises, it provides plea-
sure to a wide variety of readers, College professors, for example nw.n just
as likely to be charmed by formula stories as anyone else. xnuam_.w of seri-
ous fiction who revel in exploring more n:»:n:mm:m imaginative So.._am, can
also enjoy formulaic stories, which offer little more than an image of the

lentless scientific analysis of the clues, but we take pleasure in seeing how
IQBQ unravels the mystery before us, Similarly, we know that James Bond's
WIt, grace, charm, courage, and skill will ultimately prevail over the diabolic
schemes of eccentric villains, but we volunteer for the mission anyway
Perhaps that happens for the same reason that we climb aboard a .n.o__nn
coaster: no matter how steep and sharp the curves, we stay on 2 track that
is both exciting and safe. Although excitement, adventure, .558Q and ro-
mance are major routes to escape in formula fiction, most of us :wm_a that
trip only temporarily, for a little relaxation and fun. Momentary relief from

The following composite tip sheet summarize i i
nw_,ma by publishers of romance novels. These are m“goﬁmm NW_MWMQMM mcm.m
titles published in the United States; it has been estimated that four ow: of
every ten nuvmnc,mnxm sold are romance novels. The categories and the tone
of S.m language in this composite tip sheet are derived from a number of
publishers and provide a glimpse of how formula fiction is written.

A 00.5%0.&3 of a Romance Tip Sheet

PLOT

The story focuses on the growing relationship between the heroine and
hero. After a number of complications, they discover lasting love and make a
permanent commitment to each other in marriage. The plot should move quickly.
Background information about the heroine should be kept to a minimum. The
hero should appear as early as possible (preferably in the first chapter and no
later than the second), so that the hero’s and heroine’s feelings about each other
are in the foreground as they cope with misperceptions that keep them apart
until the final pages of the story. The more tension created by their uncertainty
about each other's love, the greater the excitement and anticipation for the reader.

Love is the major interest. Do not inject murder, extortion, international
intrigue, hijacking, horror, or supernatural elements into the plot. Controversial
social issues and politics, if mentioned at all, should never be allowed a signifi-
cant role. Once the heroine and hero meet, they should clearly be interested in
each other, but that interest should be complicated by some kind of misunder-
standing. He, for example, might find her too ambitious, an opportunist, cold,
or flirtatious; or he might assume that she is attached to someone else. She
might think he is haughty, snobbish, power hungry, indifferent, or contemp-
tuous of her. The reader knows what they do not: that eventually these obstacles
will be overcome. Interest is sustained by keeping the lovers apart until very

near the end so that the reader will stay with the plot to see how they get
together.

HEROINE

The heroine is a modern American woman between the ages of nineteen
and twenty-eight who reflects today's concerns. The story is told in the third
person from her point of view. She is attractive and nicely dressed but not
glamorous; glitter and sophistication should be reserved for the other woman
(the heroine’s rival for the hero), who will compare unfavorably with the her-
oine’s modesty. When the heroine does dress up, however, her beauty should
be stunningly apparent. Her trim figure is appealing but not abundant; a petite
healthy appearance is desirable. Both her looks and clothes should be gener-
ously detiled.

Her personality is spirited and independent without being pushy or stub-
born, because she knows when to give in. Although sensitive, she doesn't cry
every time she is confronted with a problem (though she might cry in private
moments). Because she is on her own, away from parents (usually deceased) or
other protective relationships, she is self-reliant as well as vulnerable. The story
may begin with her on the verge of an important decision about her life. She is
clearly competent but not entirely certain of her own qualities. She does not
take her auractiveness for granted or realize how much the hero is drawn to
her.

Explorations and Formulas 1} Common careers for the heroine include executive secretary, nurse, teacher,
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interior designer, assistant manager, department store buyer, travel agent, or
struggling photographer (no menial work). Her job can be described in some
detail and made exciting, but it must not dominate her life. Although she is
smart, she is not intellectual or defined by her work. Often she meets the hero
through work, but her major concerns center on love, marriage, home, and
family. Typically (and ideally), she should be a virgin who is equally inexperi-
enced with drugs, alcohol, or cigarettes. White wine is okay, but she never drinks
alone. She may be troubled, frustrated, threatened, and momentarily thwarted
in the course of the story, but she never totally gives in to despair or despera-
tion. She has strengths that the hero recognizes and admires.

HERO

The hero should be about ten years older than the heroine and can be
foreign or American. He needn't be handsome in a traditional sense, but he
must be strongly masculine. Always tall and well built (not brawny or thick) and
usually dark, he looks as terrific in a three-piece suit as he does in sports clothes.
His clothes reflect good taste and an affluent life-style. Very successful profes-
sionally and financially, he is a man in charge of whatever work he’s engaged
in (financier, doctor, publisher, architect, business executive, airline pilot, artist,
etc.). His wealth is manifested in his sophistication and experience.

His past may be slightly mysterious or shrouded by some painful moment
(perhaps with a woman) that he doesn't want to discuss. Whatever the circum-
stance — his wife's death or divorce are common — it was not his fault. Avoid
chronic problems such as alcoholism, drug addiction, or sexual dysfunctions.
To others he may appear moody, angry, unpredictable, and explosively passion-
ate, but the heroine eventually comes to realize his warm, tender side. He should
be attractive not only as a lover but also as a potential husband and father.

SECONDARY CHARACTERS

Because the major interest is in how the heroine will eventually get to-
gether with the hero, the other characters are used to advance the action. There
are three major types:

(1) The Other Woman: Her vices serve to accent the virtues of the heroine;
immediately beneath her glamorous sophistication is a deceptive, selfish, mean-
spirited, rapacious predator. She may seem to have the hero in her clutches,
but she never wins him in the end.

(2) The Other Man: He usually falls into two types: (a) the decent sort who
is 5@3 when the hero isn't around, and (b) the selfish sort who schemes rather
than loves. Neither is a match for the hero's virtues.

(3) Other Characters: Like furniture, they fill in the background and are
useful for positioning the hero and heroine. These characters are familiar types
such as the hero’s snobbish aunt, the heroine's troubled younger siblings, the
loyal friend, or the office gossip. They should be realistic, but they must not be
allowed to obscure the emphasis on the lovers. The hero may have children
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from a previous marriage, but they should rarely be seen or heard. It's usually
simpler and better not to include them.

SETTING

The setting is always contemporary. Romantic, exciting places are best: New
York City, London, Paris, Rio, the mountains, the ocean — wherever it is exotic
and love's possibilities are the greatest. Marriage may take the heroine and hero
to a pretty suburb or small town.

LOVE SCENES

The hero and heroine may make love before marriage. The choice will
depend largely on the heroine’s sensibilities and circumstances. She should re-
flect modern attitudes. If the lovers do engage in premarital sex, it should be
made clear that neither is promiscuous, especially the heroine. Even if their
relationship is consummated before marriage, their lovemaking should not oc-
cur until late in the story. There should be at least several passionate scenes,
but complications, misunderstandings, and interruptions should keep the cou-
ple from actually making love until they have made a firm commitment to each
other. Descriptions should appeal to the senses; however, deuiled, graphic close-
ups are unacceptable. Passion can be presented sensually but not clinically; the
lovemaking should be seen through a soft romantic lens. Violence and any out
of the way sexual acts should not even be hinted at. No coarse language.

WRITING

Avoid extremely complex sentences, very long paragraphs, and lengthy de-
scriptions. Use concise, vivid details to create the heroine’s world. Be sure to
include full descriptions of the hero’s and heroine’s physical features and clothes.
Allow the reader to experience the romantic mood surrounding the lovers. Show
how the heroine feels; do not simply report her feelings. Dialogue should sound
like ordinarv conversation, and the overall writing should be contemporary En-
glish without slang, difficult foreign expressions, strange dialects, racial epithets,
or obscenities (“hell,” “damn,” and a few other mild swears are all right).

LENGTH
55,000 to 65,000 words in ten to twelve chapters.

Considerations

1. Who is the intended audience for this type of romance? Try to describe the
audience in detail: How does a romance novel provide escape for these readers?

2. Why is the heroine “auractive and nicely dressed but not glamorous™? Why are
there detailed descriptions of her clothes? Do vou find the heroine appealing?
Why or why not?




