 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #13 - The Big Book, What is It?
“Don’t Bunt.  Aim out of the ballpark!”  -- David Ogilvy

Some years back Albert Zuckerman, a literary agent and book doctor, published a book called WRITING THE BLOCK BUSTER NOVEL.  One of the chapters deals with what, exactly, a “big” book is.  Since every writer I know (including me) would dearly love to write a blockbuster and makes millions, I want to share what Zuckerman had to say.  I’ve condensed a lot, but here are the important points.

Zuckerman says many a distraught author has approached him, saying, “What’s wrong with my book?  Look at these reviews – ‘as good a mystery as I’ve read this year,’ ‘reminds me a lot of John D. MacDonald at his best,’ ‘a compelling, even hair-raising finale.’”

He says he’s told all these authors the exact same thing: there’s nothing wrong with their books.  In fact, the books are wonderful and highly accomplished pieces of work, but from a publisher’s point of view, they are small books.  To which the authors have replied, “Small?  What are you talking about?  A good book is a good book.  Shouldn’t that be enough?”

Unfortunately, Zuckerman says, as writers discover every day, simply because a book is praised by reviewers and even by many discriminating readers, because it really is good, doesn’t necessarily mean it will be discovered by much of the reading public.  Even a novel deemed worthy of the National Book Award or the Pulitzer Prize may sell only a few thousand copies.  And New York publishers, with their large staffs of managers, editors, salespeople, publicists, warehouse clerks, and bookkeepers have massive overheads.  They can’t afford to stay in business, can’t continue issuing new works of fiction, unless a minimum of two or three of their titles in any given year sell in the hundreds of thousands.

It’s not uncommon for authors with important reputations acquired over years and years of distinguished publication to become disgusted or even furious when they learn that some first novelist is receiving a half-million dollar advance or that some “name brand” (but in their view inferior) writer is getting millions.  Indeed, to most writers, publishers appear to be grudging skinflints.  Actually, publishers often are happier and more comfortable agreeing to a million-dollar guarantee for a novel than to a ten-thousand-dollar one.  For the seven-figure payment, they presumably are acquiring a book whose author talk-show hosts will interview, which bookstores will display in their windows, which drugstores, supermarkets and airport newsstands will stock, which film and television producers will compete for, which, despite the intense competition from movies, TV, sports and other activities for people’s leisure, will somehow break through and penetrate the vast public’s consciousness.

The book that accomplishes this is (for want of a better term) the Big Book.  Editors and publishers pursue manuscripts and proposals that possess such potential (and of course, popular authors, too) with demonic intensity and will compete for them almost ferociously.  So, what exactly is this thing?

HIGH STAKES
The first thing to note about a big novel is that what’s at stake is high – for a character, a family, sometimes a whole nation.  This life of at least one major character is usually in peril.  But more than that, in this type of book the individual at risk often represents not just himself, but a community, a city, an entire country.  Feliks in THE MAN FROM ST. PETERSBURG is both hunter and hunted.  As hunter, if he succeeds as an assassin, he not only kills a man, but by doing so he deters Russia from allying with England against Germany; he will thus save millions of his young compatriots from being slaughtered in an insane war. 
In many major women’s novels, however, the principal stake is not life or death but personal fulfillment, as with Scarlett in GONE WITH THE WIND or Meggie in THE THORN BIRDS.  Although this stake – the consummating or the not consummating of a love relationship – may in itself seem mundane, no more than the stuff of everyday life, these heroines’ lusts, longings and passions are imbued by their creators with such fierce and unrelenting intensity that what is at issue for them strikes the reader as powerfully as mayhem, murder or national catastrophe.

LARGER-THAN-LIFE CHARACTERS
A second key characteristic of the mega-best-seller is larger-than-life characters.  Characters in fiction, as in life, are defined by what they do, and in big novels the main characters do extraordinary things.  Don Corleone in THE GODFATHER lets it be known that he wants an acting role in a big Hollywood movie for his godson.  The studio head, outraged at being subtly threatened, refuses his request.  The Don, to demonstrate his power and seriousness of purpose, arranges for the executive’s prize possession, a costly thoroughbred racehorse, to be slaughtered and its severed head placed in the man’s bed.

In the opening chapters of GONE WITH THE WIND, Scarlett is portrayed as a willful, mercurial, outrageously flirtatious and selfishly bratty teenager.  But later in the novel, when the tide of war turns against the Confederacy, and Atlanta, an inferno of noise and flame, is being invaded by hostile Union troops, she, with no knowledge or experience, delivers Melanie’s baby.  Then she dares to flee into the night (despite exploding bombs and cannon-fire) with only comatose Melanie, her newborn, terrorized Prissy and no protection,

These are the kinds of characters that big books share.

THE DRAMATIC QUESTION
The plots of big novels may at first glance seem highly complicated.  And a thorough synopsis of the action in, say, GONE WITH THE WIND would be long and involved.  A closer and more careful look, though, would reveal that the book’s spine – the ongoing central conflict around which its major characters interact, the main issue which drives and unites its myriad scenes – couldn’t be more basic and clear-cut.  This novelistic foundation is its suspense factor which Zuckerman calls The Dramatic Question.  In GONE WITH THE WIND there are three dramatic questions: Will Scarlett succeed in getting Ashley to return her love?  And later in the novel, once it’s clear Ashley is not the right man for her: Will she recognize that it’s really Rhett she loves, and will Rhett ever manage to win her love?

In thrillers the dramatic question as an underlying organizing principle is even more evident than in sprawling works such as GONE WITH THE WIND or THE GODFATHER.  In EYE OF THE NEEDLE, it’s this: Will the Needle be able to escape to Germany with the Allies’ D-Day invasion plans, or will British intelligence catch him first?  Frederick Forsyth’s most popular book, THE DAY OF THE JACKAL, pivots on an attempt to assassinate Charles de Gaulle.  Here the dramatic question quite simply is this: Will the Jackal manage to knock off the French president, or will the police inspector, hot on the killer’s heels, somehow get to the Jackal first and prevent this from happening?

Not only big books, but genre novels such as mysteries and romances are also structured on a straightforward dramatic question: Will the sleuth track down the killer?  Will the heroine get together with the man of her dreams?  Such books lack other characteristics of the big novel.  Yet genre authors such as Danielle Steele, Dick Francis and Tony Hillerman, who initially won a following in paperback and whose popularity has grown from book to book, demonstrate that there are routes other than through “the big book” to publishing stardom.

HIGH CONCEPT
Combine “high concept” with a strong dramatic question and you may have an even better chance of coming up with a big book.  High concept, if you are not familiar with the term, is in essence a radical or even somewhat outlandish premise.  Can a young lawyer escape a seemingly respectable law firm that secretly launders money for the Mafia, whose hoods kill any attorney who even talks about trying to leave?  There in a sentence is the dramatic question and high concept of THE FIRM by John Grisham.  In THE FIRST WIVES CLUB by Olivia Goldsmith, three middle-aged women are tossed aside by their callous multi-millionaire husbands, who then all take up with younger women.  The badly treated ex-wives are provoked into seeking revenge.  Will they be able to carry it off?

Big books need to be built on highly dramatic situations, plots that include bizarre and surprising actions and that lead to one powerful confrontation after the next.  In real life, events do not occur with such gross yet highly ordered unlikeliness.  Has anyone ever heard of a young man coming home from college to find that his uncle has killed his father and married his mother?  Shakespeare’s insights into character, family relations, young love, political in-fighting, theatrical lore, his magic with language – in short, his literary artistry – make us believe in Hamlet and in his peculiar dilemma.
So too, in her way, does Eileen Goudge, with her switched babies in GARDEN OF LIES who so coincidentally keep meeting up.  No author sells more books than Stephen King and no author contrives more outlandish plots.  But King’s skill, genius even – and that of most superior popular authors – is, on the one hand, in recreating the dialogue and details of everyday life as he experiences them and, on the other, in orchestrating his story with such a high level of excitement that despite the contrived fantasy elements we quite happily suspend our disbelief.

MULTIPLE POINTS OF VIEW
Another important facet of the big novel is that it involves the reader emotionally with more than one character.  It contains multiple points of view.  The story is not primarily narrated by an omniscient author or by a single character in the novel in the first person, but rather expressed through the feelings thoughts and sensibilities of a small number of major characters. [Pat says this sounds a bit old-fashioned.  Most novels nowadays ARE written in multiple points of view, even those that aren’t block busters or especially big books.]

Pat again: I’m completely hooked on a very popular best-selling English author – Penny Vincenzi.  She’s written thirteen huge (600-900 pages) novels – all blockbusters – and I’m working my way through them (have only two left, boo hoo).  I own them all – ordered a few directly from her English publisher because only the last three or four have been published here in the U.S.  Anyway, she wrote a trilogy about a publishing family in London.  The first book takes place before, during, and after World War I; the second (which I’m reading now) takes place in the mid-thirties and beyond, encompassing all of the WWII years; the third takes place in the post-war years.  I’m guessing that at least a dozen points of view are used throughout.  To say that I would give anything to have written these books is not an exaggeration.  They are all-consuming and totally compelling and it’s impossible to say which character I identify with.  When she’s in one point of view, I want to keep reading about that person and what’s happening to him or her.  Then she switches to another POV and I get all caught up in THAT character’s life.  These are truly “big books,” not just in size but in scope.  They would not be nearly as fascinating or compelling if they’d been written from just one or two points of view.

SETTING
Zuckerman again:  The last of the big novel’s components I’ll point to for now is setting.  Readers of popular books enjoy escaping into the minds, hearts and vicissitudes of fictional characters, but they also like to be drawn into new, unfamiliar and even exotic environments. Novels such as AIRPORT and HOTEL by Arthur Hailey are permeated with thousands of details on every facet of what’s involved in running a huge metropolitan hotel or busy airport.  Most of us pass through such places on a regular basis, but we know little or nothing of the goings-on behind the scenes, the day-to-day problems, the technical intricacies.  Coupled with a good story, such a body of information becomes a learning experience; and readers, by and large, are people who do like to learn.

A more contemporary example, THE HUNT FOR RED OCTOBER by Tom Clancy, probably contains as much technical informatin about submarines and undersea warfare as one might find in a Naval Academy book.  The more recent WATER FOR ELEPHANTS by Sara Gruen details exactly what it was like to be a part of a traveling circus in the early 1900s.  James Michener’s vast popularity stems from the combination of his novelistic skills with his judicious culling of history for dramatic episodes, physical descriptions, ways of behaving and thinking, all of which he weaves into fiction to build such works as HAWAII, CHESAPEAKE and POLAND.

For a writer attempting a blockbuster novel now, however, Zuckerman advises against a historical setting.  He says an established author like Ken Follett can attract readers with a medieval saga such as THE PILLARS OF THE EARTH, but it’s relatively rare these days for a book club to choose a historical novel as a main selection, and the clubs do reflect the taste of the hardcover fiction-buying public.  That public, which is affluent (with novels these days costing between twenty and thirty dollars) and which comprises no more than three percent of our population, also tends to favor stories set in the worlds of characters who are powerful, rich and famous, as opposed to environments inhabited by convicts, small farmers, blue-collar workers, welfare recipients or even “average” middle-class families.

A FINAL CAVEAT
Fiction is an art, and art is not mathematics.  Zuckerman says he can lay out and analyze in considerable detail elements, techniques and structures with which most major best-sellers have been built, but in the end, in fiction as in art, there are no precise rules.  If an author is brilliant enough to make his book work and at the same time disregard what is generally accepted as a key element of craft, then it works.  One or another of the building blocks that are deemed essential to constructing a blockbuster novel you will inevitably discern to be absent from this or that huge best-seller.  For every precept propounded, you may be able to pick out a book you love that ignores it.

For example, Zuckerman suggests several major point-of-view characters for a big novel, usually at least three.  Yet two of the most wonderful and successful novels of recent years, PRESUMED INNOCENT and THE BURDEN OF PROOF, both by Scott Turow, are written entirely from within the point-of-view of only one character.

But the chances of your snagging a spot on the best-seller list – and no matter how talented and assiduous you are, these chances are slim – will improve if you ask yourself, Is what’s at stake in my story monumental, at least for my main characters?  Am I creating a character (or maybe two) who is extraordinary in some way, even larger than life?  Can the thrust of my novel be summarized in a simple but strong dramatic question?  Is my plot built around a high-concept conflict such as one finds in almost any book by Sidney Sheldon or Michael Crichton?  Am I developing at least one character (and preferably more than one) with whom the reader will become emotionally involved?  Am I placing my characters in an environment that is in some way unusual or exciting, one that will cause the reader to feel she’s entering a largely new world?

If you can say “yes” to these questions and at the same time bring to your writing qualities that are unique to you, some measure of your own individual artistry, you could be on your way to becoming the author of a blockbuster novel.
HOMEWORK: Dream big.  Start a folder right now, titled MY BIG BOOK and every time you have a thought you think might fit, jot it down and drop it into your folder.  Even if the thought is simply a song title or a name, save it. Save bits of research, save words and phrases, save pictures that inspire you, ideas for scenes.  Save everything you think of. And keep dreaming.
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