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Jessica Page Morrell In BETWEEN THE LINES - MASTER THE SUBTLE ELEMENTS OF FICTION WRITING, begins her chapter on subtlety with this quote by Robert Southey: If you would be pungent, be brief; for it is as with words as with sunbeams.  The more they are condensed, the deeper they burn.
She goes on to say that an old writing maxim that resonates with common sense is Less is more.  Subtlety is needed on all levels: in diction, style, voice, and grammar, as well as in plot and characterization.  A lack of subtlety leads to redundancy and overstatement, too-obvious characters, overblown dialogue, scenes that carry on or explode instead of delivering dramatic moments, and plots and subplots that take off like runaway trains.

Subtlety is difficult to explain, but when it is present in fiction the writing whispers and contains a poignancy that lingers far longer than obvious ploys such as shouting, pratfalls, curses, and winks.  Since readers are not usually looking for subtlety, an author’s subtler techniques can go unnoticed.

Two Approaches: Over and Under
Writers tend to fall into two broad camps, says Morrell: those who overwrite and those who underwrite.  And, while a novelist may be able to get away with writing a spare story, a thin story will never ignite the reader’s imagination.  A spare story is one in which the writer deliberately chooses to pare down every element, using a small cast of characters, only one or two subplots, and little exposition and description.  A well-crafted, yet spare story can work when every word counts and there is enough information to take the reader on a fictional journey.  Ernest Hemingway usually wrote spare stories, but readers still feel immersed in his stories and understand the ramifications of the plot on the lives of the characters.

A thin story, on the other hand, is not based on deliberate choices, but rather on inexperience.  In a thin story, the writer does not supply enough sensory data, creating a story line that can’t be followed with confidence because of a lack of needed information.  Spare stories spark the reader’s imagination, but thin stories do not have enough data to do so, leaving the reader confused.  In these anemic offerings, the reader is often adrift, longing for a setting detail to place him in the scene, a hint about the themes or deeper meanings, or any doorway into the writer’s intentions.

The opposite problem occurs when a novel is overwritten, because if it is crowded with too many descriptions, characters, subplots, and themes, the story line becomes choked and muddled.  The overachievers smother their sentences under purple prose and convoluted clauses.

Overwritten stories stop for many a scenic detour, and the characters are often breathing heavily with hearts pounding, exclaiming angst, heartbreak, and worry.  Descriptions of windowsills, sunsets, cowboy hats, and barren landscapes go on and on, but don’t quite add up to resonance, mood, or meaning.

Not only does an overwritten story never soar, it leaves the reader weary.  This is where the real danger lies, because exaggerated characters, a convoluted plot, and too much dull detail can blunt the reader’s senses, just as too much chocolate can ruin your appetite.  Overwriting is most common in beginning writers.  Nervous and unsure of their skills, they often keep piling on details and subplots, certain that this equals storytelling.  Or, beginning writers sometimes believe that it’s the reader’s job to discern the story buried under the excess.  This is not the case.  Your job as a writer is to cause fiction to lift off the page and into the reader.

Trust Your Reader
It can take years to hone your discernment, Morrell tells us, to be able to judge your work and know when you’re being subtle or when your writing is over the top.  Excess and gimmickry stem from inexperience and a distrust of the reader.  Each reader brings her own frame of reference and understanding of human behavior to your pages.  If you leave out minor details or don’t describe every sunrise or searing kiss, the reader can fill in the gaps with her imagination.  This doesn’t mean the reader is doing your job for you.  Instead, she is an active participant in your story, knowing what your character knows and feeling what he feels.

Morrell reminds us that contemporary readers, accustomed to the sights and sounds of a multi-media world, come to your story with a vast storehouse of images, memories, and information.  Your job is to remind them of what is in their storehouse, not to serve as a nonstop tour guide who points out the highlights as well as every stop sign and crack in the sidewalk.  The exceptions to this guideline are historical novels, fantasy, and science fiction, where your job is to build an intricate story world so that the reader not only imagines it, but also understands its history, laws, and culture.

This advice may seem confusing when you note the success of authors who are often not subtle, particularly literary writers such as Joyce Carol Oates, and the like.  But these authors, while laudable, aren’t necessarily whom you should emulate if you’re a beginning writer.  Start writing at your current skill level, creating the sort of story you most love to read, based on a character or an idea that just won’t let you go.  You’re probably not ready to write a generational saga that skips across four continents.  Instead, focus on telling a manageable tale and building it scene by scene with clarity and grace, rather than on embroidering with complicated subplots and twists.

Writers make solitary choices as they practice their craft, deciding what to include and what to leave out.  Writing is a tightrope walk of guiding the reader to an experience while somehow staying out of his way.  Your decisions about when to be bold and when to hold back stem from understanding when a story needs to slow down, when it should whisper, and when it needs to create blood-boiling intensity.  As you write, constantly ask yourself, “What effect am I going for here?  What are my characters feeling?”  Not every scene can have the same emotional impact, and not every dialogue exchange can disintegrate into a shouting match.

Setting, Character, and Subtlety
As writers become more practiced, they realize there are times to state and inform, and times to suggest or hint.  In a setting, you might want to suggest menace, danger, or a disaster looming.  So if your story is set in a sleepy resort town, you might depict the waters as turbulent or endlessly deep to foreshadow future events.

If a character has murderous intentions or dangerous secrets, you’ll want to include some mysterious note about him.  Perhaps your character has a way of evading answers, or is vague about his past.  Or maybe we first meet him in a setting that strikes an odd note.  Most characters, particularly antagonists and villains, must be unmasked over time, until their pasts and secrets are exposed in the climatic moments.  If a character is somehow unbalanced, but you don’t want the reader to realize it when he first appears in the story, you can toss in little oddities – maybe the way he arranges food on his plate so that the carrots don’t touch the meat loaf or mashed potatoes.  Or he can be constantly washing his hands, as the Jack Nicholson character did in As Good As It Gets.

Let’s say your character, a traditional Southern woman, appears gracious and charming, but has a will of steel.  This characteristic is important to the overall story, so you might depict her running her household like a well-oiled machine, setting up the Ladies Aide meeting, and setting behavioral standards for her family that would make a Marine Corps drill sergeant proud.  You could also show her in the kitchen, after the family finishes dinner, with a cleanup routine that whisks the leftovers out of sight and restores the kitchen to sparkling perfection.  Her movements are practiced, efficient, and orderly.

Now, you might be thinking that this is a small aspect of characterization, but it is not.  If she was the type who retired to the porch with an after-dinner drink to watch the night sky while the leftovers congealed on the serving platters and the dirty dishes attracted flies, this would imply a vastly different character, perhaps one who is dreamy, or simply relaxed about housekeeping.  Your character, on the other hand, has a steel backbone for a reason.  Perhaps her children will rebel against her nature, longing for a mother who is more flexible and easy.  Or perhaps after a lifetime of self-control, a tragedy will shake her to her core and all her self-control will crumble, exposing the woman beneath the steel facade.

The point in adding details is to find a select few that murmur volumes, rather than creating travelogues and catalogues.  Allow readers to interpret how and why a person operates in her world by providing subtle details, choices, and characteristics.

Subtlety in Character Descriptions
Fictional characters are bigger than life, with huge appetites, passions, longings, and goals made visible through actions.  Recall some of literature’s memorable characters – Tom Sawyer, Huck Finn, James Bond, Sherlock Holmes, Jo March, Scarlett O’Hara, Frankenstein, Hannibal Lecter, Atticus Finch.  While Atticus epitomizes a Southern liberal and intellectual, this is not a subtle bunch.

In many stories, the protagonist serves as the reader’s alter ego, standing up to bad guys when they’d cower or run, and making love to the woman or man they’d be afraid to approach.  Protagonists in many genres have heroic qualities and are proactive, although occasionally stories are written about a more passive character.

Yet even larger-than-life characters need moments of normalcy, nuance, and subtle gestures.  If they’re caterwauling, rampaging, and lusting every moment of every page, it wearies a reader.  Fiction seesaws between obvious action and more delicate shadings of emotion.  There are intense scenes, but also quiet moments and reflection, which are often built into scene sequels.

When you need to be direct, slip in a viewpoint character’s thoughts, but don’t spend so much time there that the reflective moment overshadows the action.  Endless ruminating wears on the reader and can be static.  The reader doesn’t need access to all the character’s thoughts: Save these explorations for the more explosive or painful realizations, difficult decisions, and haunting or painful memories.

Conveying Emotions
John Gardner called details the lifeblood of fiction, but some writers consider it to be emotion [and I’m one of them, and so is Karl Iglesias, whose book we studied so heavily in Novel Writing II].  Emotions energize characters, and thus stories and readers.  Your deep understanding of the emotions and psychology of your characters brings them to life.  And if you want to write drama instead of melodrama, it is in character emotions that subtlety is especially needed.

Emotions flood through us at different intensities, some lasting a long time, some passing quickly.  Emotions trigger increased blood flow to the brain and a release of hormones that affect many physical systems.  In real life, a person’s emotions flicker across her face.  Research has shown that the basic emotions are anger, disgust, sadness, contempt, happiness, fear, and surprise, with many variations of each.

As a writer, make certain that you’re working with these basic emotions and their variations, and that your characters’ emotions are exhibited physically.  Emotions are individual – they’re what make people so fascinating and mimes so annoying.  After all, the caricatures of emotions created by the person in white face are broad strokes and exaggerations.

Fictional characters are multi-dimensional, and heir layers must be revealed gradually and proven via the series of changes they undergo.  A character’s beliefs and philosophy create his attitudes and approach to life.  They influence his decisions and choices, and also cause him to react and behave in distinctive ways, displaying specific emotions.  Some people react to crisis or change with hysteria, and some people are stoic.  Some people react to challenges with anger, bitterness, or resentment.

A character’s emotional life will predispose him to act and react in certain ways, all of which are influenced by his past.  As your characters respond to story events, so do your readers.  In all this, remember that often the deepest or strongest emotions are the most difficult ro render realistically and subtly.  Use the following techniques to create believable, nuanced, emotional expressions for your characters.

$ 
Rid your text of clichés and generic markers, such as “blinking back tears,” or “pounding heartbeats.”  Instead, find fresh depictions of emotions through images and language.
$ 
Find eccentric or specialized ways in which people or characters reveal emotions.  Your character’s emotional core supplies the reactions, but then you can make choices based on his interests and the accouterments of the setting.
$ 
Analyze emotions in plays and films, noticing when they are underplayed.
$ 
Know what your characters fear the most.  Is it illness, poverty, loss of love, death?  Is the fear rational?  How will they avoid their fears?  What will they do anything to avoid?  How far will they go to achieve their desires.
$ 
Generally avoid stating emotions in ways like “Mary felt miserable.”  Sometimes a simple declaration is necessary, but emotions should be proven in your characters’ actions and reactions.
$ 
Make the emotions significant and motivating.  Greed, love, hate, jealousy, and guilt cause things to happen.
$ 
Give your characters emotional choices and have them regret these choices at times.  Not taking action can also be a choice with consequences.
$ 
Pay attention to when your characters are simmering and when they’re operating at full boil.  If your character reacts with the same level of rage to spilling coffee on his clean shirt, getting cut off in traffic, and his girlfriend dumping him, you’ve created a psychopath, not a believable, knowable human.

HOMEWORK: Post a part of your WIP (already written or something new) that shows your protagonist having an emotional reaction, which is revealed more by the way he behaves than by what he says.  
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