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Developing Theme as You Write

In an essay, your'goal is to say as clearly and directly as possible what you mean. In
fiction, your goal is to make people and make them do things, and, ideally, never to
“sdy what you mean” at all. Theoretically, an outline can never harm an essay: This
is what [ have to say, and I'll say it through points A, B, and C. But if a writer sets
out to write a story to illustrate an idea, the fiction will almost inevitably be thin.
Even if you begin with an outline, as many writers do, it will be an outline of the ac-
tion and not of your “points.” You may not know the meaning of the story until the
characters begin to tell you what it is. Yow’ll begin with an image of a petson or a sit-
uation that seems vaguely to embody something important, and you'll learn as you
go what that something is. Likewise, what you mean will emerge in the reading ex-
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perience and take place in the reader’s mind, “not,” as the narrator says of Marlow’s
tales in Heart of Darkness, “inside like a kernel but outside, enveloping the tale
which brought it out.”

But at some point in the writing process, you may find yourself impelled by, under
pressure of, or interested primarily in your theme. It will seem that you have set
yourself this lonely, austere, and tortuous task because you do have something to say.
At this point you will, and you should, begin to let that sorting-comparing-cata-
loging neocortex of your brain go to work on the stuff of your story. John Gardner
describes the process in The Art of Fiction.

Theme, it should be noticed, is not imposed on the story but evoked from within
it—initially an intuitive but finally an intellectual act on the part of the writer.
The writer muses on the story idea to determine what it is in it that has attracted

him, why it seems to him worth telling. Having determined . . . what interests ~/

him—and what chiefly concerns the major character . . . he toys with various
ways of telling his story, thinks about what has been said before about (his
theme), broods on every image that cccurs to hirh, turning it over and over, puz-
zling it, hunting for connections, trying to figure out—before he writes, while he
writes, and in the process of repeated revisions—what it is he really thinks. . . .
Only when he thinks out a story in this way does he achieve not just an alterna-
tive reality or, loosely, an imitation of nature, but true, firm art—fiction as seri-
ous thought.

This process—worrying a fiction until its theme reveals itself, connections occur,
images recur, a pattern emerges—is more conscious than readers know, beginning
writers want to accept, or established writers are willing to admit. It has become a
popular—cliché—stance for modern writers to claim that they haven’t the faintest
idea what they meant in their writing. Don't ask me; read the book. If I knew what it
meant, | wouldn’t have written it. It medns what it says. When an author makes such a
response, it is well to remember that an author is a professional liar. What he or she
means is not that there are no themes, ideas, or meanings in the work but that these
are not separable from the pattern of fictional experience in which they are embod-
ied. It also means that, having done the difficult writerly job, the writer is now un-
willing also to do the critic’s work. But beginning critics also resist. Students
irritated by the analysis of literature often ask, “How do you know she did that on
purpose? How do you know it didn’t just happen to come out that way?” The answer
is that you don’t. But what is on the page is on the page. An author no less than a
reader or critic can see an emerging pattern, and the author has both the possibility
and the obligation of manipulating it. When you have put something on the page,-

you have two possibilities, and only two: You may cut it or you are committed to it.
Gail Godwin asks: .

But what about the other truths you lost by telling it that way?

Ah, my friend, this is my question too. The choice is always a killing one.
One option must die so that another may live. I do little murders in my work-
room every day.

Theme 365

Often the choice to'commit yourself to a phrase, an image, a line of dialogue will
reveal, in a minor convulsion of understanding, what you mean. [ have written no
story or novel in which this did not occur in trivial or dramatic ways. I once sat bolt
upright at 4 A.M. in a strange town with the realization that my sixty-year-old narra-
tor, in a novel full of images of hands and manipulation, had been lying to me for
two hundred pages. Sometimes the realistic objects or actions of a work will begin to
take on metaphoric or symbolic associations with your theme, producing a crossing
of references, or what Richmond Lattimore calls a “symbol complex.” In a novel
about a woman who traveled around the world, I employed images of dangerous
water and the danger of losing balance, both physically and mentally. At some point
I came up with—or, as it felt, was given—the image of a canal, the lock in which
water finds its balance. This unforeseen connection gave me the purest moment of
pleasure ] had in writing that book. Yet I dare say no reader could identify it as a mo-
ment of particular intensity; not,  hope, would any reader be consciously aware that
the themes of danger and balance joined there.

Such an unpredictable moment of recognition is what Robert Morgan calls “the
point beside the point” of the story—“the surprise that seems inevitable once it oc-
curs. The truest vision of a story is probably the peripheral,” Morgan explains.
“What is going on off to the side may seem marginal at first, but central as the story
comes to a climax and resolution. That curvature, the surprising convergence, is de-
finitive in the really good short story.” ) ‘

The fusion of elements into a unified pattern is the nature of creativity, a word
devalued in latter years to the extent that it has come to mean a random gush of self-
expression. God, perhaps, created out of the void; but in the world as we know it, all
creativity, from the sprouting of an onion to the painting of Guernica, is a matter of
selection and arrangement. At the conception of an embryo or a short story, there
occurs a conjunction of two unlike things, whether cells or ideas, that have never
been joined before. Around this conjunction other cells, other ideas accumulate in a
deliberate pattern. That pattern is the unique personality of the creature, and if the
pattern does not cohere, it miscarries or is stillborn.

The organic unity of a work of literature cannot be taught—or, if it can, [ have
not discovered a way to teach it. I can suggest from time to time that concrete image

When we dream we make connections that astound us later. . . . The
same thing happens on the page when we forget ourselves and as it were,
watch our own waking dream. . . . Later we can make sense of what
we've created and craft it accordingly. That's when we appreciate the
poetry of our unconscious mind.

Tom Batt
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is not separate from character, which is revealed in dialogue and point of view,
which may be illuminated by simile, which may reveal theme, which is contained in
plot as water is contained in an apple. But I cannot tell you how to achieve this; nor,
if you achieve it, will you be able to explain very clearly how you have done so.
Analysis separates in order to focus; it assumes that an understanding of the parts
contributes to an understanding of the whole, but it does not produce the whole.
Scientists can determine with minute accuracy the elements, in their proportions,
contained in a piece of human skin. They can gather these elements, stir and warm
them, but the result will not be skin. A good critic can show you where a metaphor
does or does not illuminate character, where the character does or does not ring true
in an action. But the critic cannot tell you how to make a character breathe; the
breath is talent and can be neither explained nor produced. No one can tell you
what to nean, and no one can tell you how. )

In the unified pattern of a fiction there is something to which the name of magic
may be given, where one empty word is placed upon another and tapped with a
third, and a flaming scarf or a long-eared hope is pulled out of the tall black heart.
The most magical thing about this magic is that once the trick is explained, it is not
explained, and the better you understand how it works, the better it will work again.

Birth, death, work, and love continue to occur. Their meanings change from time
to time and place to place, and new meanings engender new forms, which capture
and create new meanings until they tire, while birth, death, work; and love continue
to recur. Sotnething to which we give the name of “honor” seems to persist, though
in one place and time it is embodied in choosing to die for your country, in another,
choosing not to. A notion of “progress” survives, though it is expressed now in tech-
nology, now in ecology, now in the survival of the fittest, now in the protection of
the weak; “love” takes its form now in tenacious loyalty, now in letting go.

Ideas are not new, but the form in which they are expressed is constantly re-
newed, and new forms give life to what used to be called (in the old form) the “eter-
nal verities.” An innovative writer tries to forge, and those who follow try to perfect,
forms that so fuse with meaning that form itself expresses.



