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To plot or not to plot – that is the question. Christine Bongers 
looks at different approaches to providing readers with a 
satisfying beginning, middle and end.

In the realm of fiction, Story is King. Any characters or events 
that fail to serve the Story must be put to the sword. 

Welcome to the cruel world of the novelist. Murdering our 
darlings. Slashing scenes that go nowhere. Confronting our 
protagonists with their worst nightmares, while dangling their 
hearts’ desires tantalisingly beyond their grasp ...

We shape stories, using every tool at our disposal, to make 
willing captives of our readers. Snaring them with a seductive 
beginning, riveting them with rising tension and dramatic turning 
points, and binding them to us with a meaningful climax. 
Afterwards, we hold them just long enough to whisper the 
words that our readers need to hear to make sense of the  
whole experience, so that they go away satisfied, and come 
back for more.

This is what novelists do: we shape stories that compel the 
reader to read on, to find out what happens next. We dig deep 
into our experiences and imaginations to forge stories with 
enticing beginnings, engaging characters, involving plots, and 
satisfying ends.  

When people ask me how I go about writing a novel-length 
manuscript, I always answer ‘one scene at a time’. But the truth 
is that story shaping begins long before the first word is writ. 

My latest novel and works-in-progress started out as persistent 
daydreams, with scenes spooling through my mind’s eye so 
vividly that I just had to write them down. 

According to Kate Forsyth, that’s a good way to start shaping 
a novel. The international best-selling author of more than 
20 novels, including The Witches of Eileanan series and The 
Wildkin’s Curse, teaches creative writing from primary to  
tertiary levels, and advises writers not to rush prematurely to  
the keyboard.

‘Take the time to daydream about your story for a long time,’ 
she says. ‘Allow your subconscious to dredge up ideas from 
deep inside your brain. Then write with courage, conviction  
and beauty.’

Bill Condon, winner of the $100,000 Prime Minister’s Literary 
Award for his young adult novel Confessions of a Liar, Thief and 
Failed Sex God, says it is crucial that novelists spend plenty of 
time deciding what to write.

‘You need to find a subject that has enough depth to sustain 
and interest you for what could be a lengthy time. If your 
subject isn’t important and you aren’t passionate about it, that 

will quickly become evident in what you produce. Thousands 
of books are published. Your job is to make yours special and 
different. You achieve that by putting your heart and soul into it; 
leaving your blood on the page.’

Creative writing teacher and author Anthony Eaton advises 
writers to think before they start writing a novel. 

‘Remember that the story you put onto the pages will, most 
likely, only be a slice of a much larger story, and that before you 
start committing words to the page, it’s helpful to know where 
your ‘slice’ of the action will begin and end.’ 

Eaton, the author of 11 critically acclaimed novels including Into 
White Silence and Daywards, the latest in his Darklands trilogy, 
describes himself as a plan-before-writing type of person.  

‘I use a combination of journals and (recently) the “research” and 
“corkboard” functions of Scrivener (my favourite program in the 
whole world) to map out a detailed plan of attack before I allow 
myself to write a single word,’ he says. ‘For me, this is a key 
aspect to avoiding writer’s block and maintaining my momentum 
during writing. It means that I’ve always got somewhere to go, 
even when I’m really struggling.’

Condon, on the other hand, says he is ‘woeful’ at planning and 
plotting, despite having more than 100 titles for children and 
young adults to his credit. 

‘I simply blunder along in the dark for a very long time. Ever so 
slowly the book finds its shape – you could call it jigsaw writing.’

It takes him the best part of a year to finish a young adult novel, 
endlessly rewriting and paring it back.

‘My so-called “method” probably won’t be found in any book 
about how to write – unless there is a chapter on things to be 
avoided.’ 

He call it an ‘excruciating process’ which causes many sleepless 
nights, but lets him get to know his characters intimately over 
a long period. ‘Even when I’m away from the computer, those 
people are constantly on my mind as I try to get out of the latest 
mess I’ve made because I didn’t plan at the start. The upside of 
getting lost is that sometimes you stumble on little treasures that 
you never expected.’
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The Prime Minister’s Literary Award judges described Condon 
as ‘a writer of considerable craft who eschews the flamboyant 
in search of deeper truths’. Yet this self-effacing author admits 
there are still days when the words simply won’t come.

‘In these times I feel like a big fraud. I convince myself that I 
can’t write and I have no idea how I ever did before. But I know 
these are the mind games that have always beset writers, and 
no doubt always will. The trick is to keep ploughing on, no 
matter how slowly.’

He advises writers to dig deep into their own experiences and 
draw on them ‘so that your characters are authentic and you 
really care about them. Only then will your readers care. Don’t 
be wishy-washy. Be brave’.

For Forsyth, the most important job of a writer is to elicit 
emotion. ‘A good book is one in which the reader laughs, cries, 
gasps, sighs, grows angry, then wants to leap out of their chair 
and cheer. At the end of the book, the reader should have 
grown or changed in some way, they should have had their 
world enlarged.’ 

She likes to combine analytical and organic approaches in 
shaping her stories and never starts writing a book without 
knowing her target market, genre, key characters and setting, 
as well as the shape of the narrative arc.

‘I need to know the beginning and the end and a number of key 
plot points along the way, plus some idea of the shape of the 
novel,’ she says. ‘I’ll have already done a lot of research and 
I’ll have a notebook full of ideas, questions, interesting facts, 
brainstorming and names. Only then will I begin to write.’

She has a loose plan, which she likes to follow, but also likes 
to leave room for ‘new ideas, serendipitous discoveries and 
imaginative leaps’.

‘I am constantly editing and refining as I write, often going back 
and rewriting my early chapters as I discover the story more 
fully. Then, in the final stage of the book, I cut, polish, reshape, 
rewrite, and look very hard at the underlying architecture of the 
story to make sure it’s working properly.’

While writers may differ on how they shape the first draft,  
there is common agreement on what needs to occur during  
the rewrite.

Eaton advises writers struggling with an unwieldy manuscript 
to remember that most editing is about cutting perfectly good 
writing. ‘Don’t be afraid to chop entire paragraphs if they’re 
okay, but not contributing. Anything that doesn’t belong in your 
“slice” of the overall story doesn’t belong in your book.

‘The biggest thing I’m always telling my writing students is to 
remember that, often, what you don’t write is more interesting 
than what you put on the page. The secret is to find a balance 
between telling the story and leaving in enough “gaps and 
silences” to allow your reader full rein with their imagination.’

Condon says that, above all else, you need to write every day. ‘If 
you want to be good at anything in life, just wishing doesn’t cut 
it. You have to exercise those writing muscles. And be merciless 
when you edit … some of your material might be brilliant, but it’s 
worthless if the whole package doesn’t click together. You won’t 
hurt the words if you chop them out. But you may deal a fatal 
blow to your story if you retain them.’ 

According to Forsyth, problems such as a limp beginning, 
saggy middle or weak climax are usually due to poor planning 
and structure, and can be easily fixed in the final stages of 
writing the novel. 

‘Cut, cut, cut. Keep your focus tight. Don’t be afraid to jump-cut 
over boring scenes, straight to the interesting one,’ she says. 
‘Climaxes are the most important scene in the book – they carry a 
great deal of symbolic weight as well as being the point of highest 
tension. Take your time to develop atmosphere, build suspense, 
add an element of surprise, but do so without losing pace.’ 

Shaping stories requires the sensitivity of an artist and the 
precision of a surgeon. And always remember – the first draft 
might be for us, but the final draft is for our readers. 
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