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Horace Walpole once said, “This world is a comedy to those who think, a tragedy to those who feel.”

According to Gary Provost, in his chapter on Unity in BEYOND STYLE, MASTERING THE FINER POINTS OF WRITING, that’s a nice quote.  Unfortunately, he says, it has nothing to do with unity in writing, so it shouldn’t be here except to make this point: To achieve unity in your writing you must leave out anything that doesn’t belong there, no matter how witty, poetic, or profound it is.

Unity, that quality of oneness in your writing, means that everything you write should look as if it were written at one time, by one person, with one purpose, using one language.

Why Is This So Important?
It’s important because life is a mess.  Well, maybe not a mess exactly, but life is just a bunch of stuff.  It’s random.  You could slip on the ice and break your leg, or you could land safely and find a hundred dollar bill.  Life isn’t thinking, “This is a story about a guy who has good luck” or “This is a story about a guy who has bad luck.”  Life just sort of happens and we look at events later to figure out if they mean anything.

The fact that life just sprawls all over the place is kind of scary, and so human beings look to artists like you and me to organize life, to make sense out of it.  Artists don’t just paint a bunch of stuff; they paint pictures of things.  Even the painter of abstracts seeks a unity which is called composition.    Composers don’t sit down at the piano and say, “Gee, I think I’ll write a bunch of notes.”  They choose notes carefully to create an overall effect.  In fact, to my mind, unity is as good a criterion as any for determining what is art and what is not.

When there is no unity there is no sense of satisfaction.  As a writer, you must aim for unity in everything that you write or you will not satisfy your readers.  Don’t just write a bunch of words.  Write words that have something to do with each other.

Why Are You Telling Me This?
Provost says if he were to begin writing about wire now, he would destroy the unity of this lesson.  You would be disturbed the question, “Why is he talking about wire?”  But if he said that unity in your writing is made up of several smaller unities (unities of slant, tone, viewpoint, etc.), just as a length of wire is made up of several thinner strands of wire all going in the same direction, you would see immediately that wire had something to with the subject at hand.  You would not be disturbed because you would understand what wire had to do with unity in writing.  You would know why he was talking about wire.

For every sentence you write there should be an answer to reader’s implicit question, “Why is the writer telling me this?”  Sometimes the answer can come later, but ninety-nine percent of the time, the answer should be obvious as soon as the reader reads the sentence.

The Reader Assumes Unity
Provost tells of a student of his named Mona, who lived in Cleveland, Ohio.  Mona sent him a story about a seventeen-year-old girl from Cleveland who takes a summer job at the New York World’s Fair in 1964, meets a boy, and falls for him.  It was a pleasant story of young love.  But there was one scene in it where the girl’s aunt, who lives in New York, comes to the girl’s apartment and gives her a new typewriter, because the girl will be going off to college in the fall.  There’s a lot of material about how attractive the typewriter is and as he read the manuscript, he just assumed that the typewriter scene had something to do with the story.  Maybe the girl would write love letters on it or maybe she’d write a story about her New York experience on it.  Maybe she’d give the typewriter to her boyfriend because he needed to write a ransom note.  Something.  But by the time the story ended and the sweethearts parted, the typewriter had not served any story purpose.  It just sat there in the girl’s room.

When he asked Mona why the typewriter was in the story she said, “Oh, no reason.  But when I was in New York in 1964 that really happened.  I’ve always remembered that day and I thought it was such a touching, lovely thing for my aunt to do that I wanted to put that scene in for her.”

Hmmm.  Well, Provost says, he’s sure Mona’s aunt was a lovely lady, and sure your aunt is equally wonderful, but don’t put anything in to please her if it’s not part of your story.  The fact that something happens to be true is not a good reason to write about it.  The fact that it’s relevant is.

Unity of Theme
I talk about theme a lot in my novel writing classes, but all I’m going to say here is that I hope you know what your theme is and that you need to keep it in mind at all times during the writing of your book, because it’s easy to go off track.  My suggestion is to print it out and post it above your monitor.  Every time you glance up you’ll see “Hardship Builds Character” or “Lies Beget Other Lies” or “Blood Trumps Friendship” or “Family Matters” or whatever it is you’re hoping to convey.  When I’m writing I consciously try to bring my theme into each chapter.  In some books, it’s easy.  For instance, in WHICH END IS UP?, I used quotes about sisters at the beginning of each chapter, so the reader was constantly reminded of my theme of what it means to be family.  It was also easy in WISH COME TRUE, my Harlequin NeXT about a woman who wins a large amount of money in the Texas State Lottery.  The theme of that book was “money doesn’t bring happiness.”  I could easily illustrate that theme with what happened to my protagonist and her children.  Sometimes, though, more subtle means have to be used to illustrate and strengthen your theme: metaphors, symbols, and the like.

Provost says theme is a junk detector.  It tells you what to leave in and what to leave out.  Leave in the stuff that relates to your theme.  Take out everything else.

Unity of Style
Style is not what you write, but how you write it.  You can write your story any way you want, but to preserve the unity and hold your reader, you should write all of it the same way.  What if I had put a quote about sisters on some of my chapters in WHICH END IS UP? but not on others?  Don’t you think the reader might wonder why I did that?  As a reader, I would have.  Or what if I had written some chapters in first person and some in third?  That device would actually be okay if all the first person chapters were in the protagonist’s point of view and all the third person chapters were in the point of view of the other characters.  But if the selection were willy nilly, it wouldn’t make sense.  There would be no discernible reason for my choice.

Your writing style is the personality that you bring to a piece of writing.  Some writers bring the same personality to every piece.  Others change personality, depending on the material.  Neither is right or wrong, Provost says.  What’s wrong is changing personalities in the middle of a piece.  Whatever you’re writing – novel, short story, article – the entire piece needs to sound as if it is being spoken in a single voice.  One feature of style might be long sentences.  If, in the middle of your book, you suddenly stopped using long sentences, you would violate the unity of style.  Of course, a variety of sentence lengths is important in all of your writing, but the important thing to remember here is that even the variety must be consistent.  If you use mostly long sentences for several paragraphs, you create an expectation by the reader that a lot of long sentences are part of the unity of the piece.  You will destroy that if you suddenly shift to all short and medium-length sentences.

A change of style is most likely to occur when you have begun a story, then left it alone for several weeks and returned to it in a different frame of mind.  To avoid violating unity of style, read the first four paragraphs of an early draft and ask yourself, what are the characteristics of the style?  Are there a lot of long sentences?  Are there lots of short sentences?  Are there lots of commas?  No commas?  Is there one thought in most sentences, or do most of the sentences contain clauses and flash multiple images before the reader?  Then look at the last four paragraphs and ask yourself the same questions.  If you come up with the same answers, great.  You’ve achieved unity of style.  If not, could be you’ve changed style somewhere along the way and you will need to fix that.

Unity of Tone
Because tone and style influence each other so much, it would be easy to confuse them.  For that reason, Provost says he limited his examples of style to things you could see . . . long sentences, punctuation, etc.  Tone, he says, is more of an attitude, a message you send the reader about how the material should be experienced.  Your tone can be humorous, serious, nostalgic, cynical, whatever.  There’s no right tone.  You choose it.  But once you choose it, stick with it.  Don’t violate the unity of the tone by shifting suddenly from idealistic to cynical, or from serious to humorous.

Here’s an example of what not to do.  Provost tells of a student of his – let’s call her Claire – who sent him a story.  She said an editor rejected it and told her the tone was uneven.  She wanted him to explain what the editor meant.

The story was based on a real incident in her life.  She’d been assaulted by a handyman, who apparently intended to rape her but was scared off by her screams.

The early passages of the story are filled with the fear, the indignation, the sense of vulnerability being felt by the character based on Claire.

She could feel the wall pressing against her back.  There was nowhere to go.  As he moved toward her she tried to scream but nothing came out.
So the tone is set.  The writer is saying to the reader, this is a deadly serious situation.  And yet when we get to the end of the story we read:

I learned later that Fred had tried this with other women.  I guess he had his work day set up just the way he wanted it: a little work, a little sex, a little work, a little sex.
That humorous ending violates the tone.  It jars the reader.  The reader feels confused.  You told me to feel this way, now you’re telling me to feel completely different, he thinks.

When Provost explained this to Claire, she told him she had written most of the story shortly after the real incident, and the ending much later.  That’s what Provost guessed.  He said it’s not uncommon for us to joke about serious, even frightening, matters when they are safely behind us.  It’s probably even healthy.  But Claire’s readers didn’t have that six months.  They got the serious tone followed immediately by the humorous tone, and they were in no mood to joke about what had just happened.

Unity of Viewpoint
Briefly, unity of viewpoint doesn’t mean that you can only use one viewpoint in a story.  It means that your use of viewpoint should appear to have some overall pattern.  If you wrote a book in which odd-numbered chapters were written in the omniscient viewpoint, and even-numbered chapters were in character viewpoint, the reader would get a sense of unity.  But if you write fifteen chapters in the omniscient viewpoint and then switched to character viewpoint for the last two chapters, the reader would be disturbed.  Pat says, I have no idea why anyone would want to write 15 chapters in omniscient viewpoint . . . <g>.  In viewpoint, Provost says, as in other aspects of your writing, several changes can create a unity of their own, but a single change will be unsettling.

SUGGESTED HOMEWORK: Really think about your book in terms of unity.  Does the book have a consistent theme?  A consistent style?  A consistent tone?  Does it deliver what it promises?  If the answer to any of these questions is “no” then you’ve got some work to do, haven’t you?
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