
How Not To Write A Novel

How Not to Write a Novel: Avoiding Common
Pitfalls
So, you're dreaming of writing the next great American novel (or British, or Australian… you get the
idea). That's fantastic! But before you dive headfirst into crafting your magnum opus, let's talk about
how *not* to write a novel. Avoiding common pitfalls can save you countless hours of frustrating
revision and ultimately lead to a more polished, compelling story. This article will explore several
crucial aspects of novel writing to help you avoid the most frequent mistakes, focusing on plot
structure, character development, worldbuilding, pacing, and showing versus telling.

Introduction: The Most Common Novel-Writing Mistakes
Many aspiring novelists stumble over the same hurdles. They might struggle with plot structure,
creating a meandering narrative that lacks focus and tension. Weak character development can
render even the most exciting plot dull, while ineffective worldbuilding can leave readers feeling
lost and disengaged. Poor pacing can either bore readers with slow sections or overwhelm them
with rapid-fire action. Finally, relying too heavily on telling instead of showing creates distance
between the reader and the story.

1. Avoiding a Weak Plot Structure: The Importance of
Planning
A compelling novel needs a strong, well-defined plot structure. One of the most common mistakes is
a lack of planning. Beginning a novel without a clear outline is akin to setting sail without a map –
you might reach land eventually, but the journey will likely be chaotic and unproductive.

Mistake: "Pantsing," or writing by the seat of your pants, without a plan. This often leads to
plot holes, inconsistencies, and a lack of overall coherence.
Solution: Develop a detailed outline. This doesn't need to be rigid, but it should provide a
roadmap for your story's progression, including key plot points, character arcs, and potential
conflicts. Consider using tools like mind maps or storyboarding to visualize your plot. Consider
using the three-act structure, or exploring other narrative structures like the hero's journey.

A poorly structured plot often features sagging middle syndrome – a long, dull section in the
middle that lacks forward momentum. Avoid this by ensuring every scene contributes to the overall
narrative arc. Every event should raise the stakes or reveal something crucial about your characters
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or world.

2. Creating Believable Characters: Depth and Development
Flat, uninteresting characters are a surefire way to lose readers. Instead of merely describing
characters, show them in action, revealing their personalities through their choices, dialogue, and
interactions with other characters.

Mistake: Creating cardboard cutouts – characters who are one-dimensional and lack depth or
internal conflict.
Solution: Give your characters compelling backstories, motivations, and flaws. Explore their
relationships with other characters and show how they change and grow throughout the novel.
Consider the character arc—how does the character change from the beginning to the end of
the story? What internal conflicts do they grapple with?

Remember that even minor characters can add depth to your story. Each character should have a
unique voice and purpose, contributing to the richness and complexity of your narrative.

3. Immersive Worldbuilding: Creating a Believable Setting
Effective worldbuilding creates a believable and immersive setting that transports readers to another
place and time. But excessive detail or a lack of consistency can be just as damaging as a poorly
developed world.

Mistake: Info-dumping – overwhelming the reader with excessive exposition about the world.
Solution: Weave worldbuilding details organically into the narrative. Show the reader the
world through the characters' experiences. Don't explicitly explain everything; let readers
discover the intricacies of your world through subtle clues and descriptions. Focus on the
elements relevant to the story.

4. Mastering Pacing: Keeping Readers Engaged
Pacing refers to the speed and rhythm of your storytelling. Poor pacing can make a novel feel
sluggish or rushed.

Mistake: Uneven pacing – long stretches of slow, uneventful action followed by sudden bursts
of frantic activity.
Solution: Vary the pace strategically to maintain reader engagement. Use shorter sentences
and paragraphs for action scenes, and longer ones for more reflective or descriptive passages.
Ensure a balance between action, dialogue, and description. Remember the dramatic arc:
rising action, climax, falling action, and resolution. Ensure your pacing reflects this arc.
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5. Showing vs. Telling: The Art of Vivid Description
Showing, not telling, is a fundamental principle of effective storytelling. Showing involves using vivid
descriptions and sensory details to immerse the reader in the story, while telling simply states facts
without engaging the reader's imagination.

Mistake: Telling the reader what happened instead of showing them through actions,
dialogue, and sensory details.
Solution: Use strong verbs, descriptive language, and sensory details to bring your story to
life. Focus on creating evocative imagery that allows readers to experience the story as if they
were present. For example, instead of saying "She was angry," show the reader her clenched
fists, her flushed face, and her sharp tone of voice.

Conclusion: The Journey to a Successful Novel
Writing a novel is a challenging but rewarding endeavor. By understanding and avoiding the
common mistakes discussed above, you can significantly improve your chances of creating a
compelling and successful story. Remember that consistent effort, revision, and a willingness to
learn from your mistakes are crucial ingredients in the process.

FAQ
Q1: How long should I spend outlining my novel before I start writing?

A1: There's no single answer. Some authors prefer detailed outlines, while others work with looser
plans. The important thing is to have a clear understanding of your story's beginning, middle, and
end before you begin writing. Experiment to find what works best for you. Some authors benefit from
a detailed chapter-by-chapter outline, others only need a broad overview of the plot points.

Q2: How can I improve my character development?

A2: Focus on creating characters with believable motivations, flaws, and internal conflicts. Give them
unique voices, backstories, and relationships with other characters. Show, don't tell, their
personalities through their actions and dialogue. Consider using character profiles to track their
development throughout your writing.

Q3: What are some effective ways to avoid info-dumping?

A3: Weave worldbuilding details organically into the narrative. Reveal information gradually, as the
characters discover it or need it. Use subtle descriptions and hints rather than long expository
passages.

Q4: How do I know if my pacing is working?
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A4: Read your work aloud. Do you find yourself losing interest in certain sections? Are there places
where the action feels rushed or slow? Get feedback from beta readers. They can provide valuable
insights into your pacing and overall narrative flow.

Q5: What are some tips for showing, not telling?

A5: Focus on using strong verbs and sensory details. Instead of telling the reader a character is sad,
show their slumped shoulders, their tear-filled eyes, and their quiet sighs. Use evocative language to
paint a picture for the reader.

Q6: How many drafts should I write?

A6: There's no magic number. Many authors write multiple drafts, each focusing on different aspects
of the manuscript. You might focus on plot in the first draft, character development in the second,
and polishing the prose in the third. Keep revising until you're satisfied with the final product.

Q7: How important is beta reading?

A7: Beta reading is extremely important. Beta readers provide valuable feedback that can help you
identify plot holes, inconsistencies, and areas where your writing could be improved. Choose beta
readers who are honest and have a good understanding of your genre.

Q8: How do I overcome writer's block?

A8: Writer's block is a common problem. Try different strategies to overcome it, such as freewriting,
brainstorming, changing your writing environment, or taking a break. Sometimes, simply stepping
away from the manuscript for a while can help you approach it with fresh eyes.

How Not to Write a Novel: A Guide to Avoiding Common
Pitfalls
Aspiring novelists often stumble over a myriad of obstacles on their journey to completing their
magnum opus. While the joy of crafting a world and breathing life into characters is undeniably
alluring, the path to a completed novel is paved with potential errors. This article serves as a guide
to help you avoid common traps, ensuring your story doesn't finish gathering dust in a drawer.

Instead of focusing on what *to* do, let's delve into the realm of what definitively *not* to do.
Avoiding these critical errors will significantly improve your chances of producing a compelling and
enjoyable work.

1. The "Tell, Don't Show" Tragedy: Many fledgling writers fall prey to the inclination of "telling"
instead of "showing." Telling involves summarizing events or describing emotions directly; showing
involves using vivid imagery, dialogue, and action to convey the same information implicitly. For
instance, instead of writing, "Sarah was angry," show the reader her anger through her actions:
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"Sarah slammed the door, her fists clenched, a vein throbbing in her temple." The latter generates a
far more powerful image in the reader's mind.

2. The Info-Dump Apocalypse: Drowning your reader in excessive exposition is a surefire way to
kill their engagement. Instead of delivering significant chunks of backstory or world-building
information all at once, weave it organically into the narrative. Disclose information gradually, as it
becomes relevant to the plot or character development. Think of it like a gradual reveal, not a
assault.

3. The Protagonist's Predicament: Unrelatable or Unlikeable Characters: Readers engage
with characters who are realistic, even if flawed. A perfectly virtuous character can be dull if they
lack depth or complexity. Similarly, an unlikeable protagonist can make it challenging for readers to
invest in the story, no matter how captivating the plot might be. Endeavor for nuanced, multi-
dimensional characters with believable motivations, even if those motivations are dubious.

4. Plot Armor and Deus Ex Machina: Avoid forced plot devices that rescue your characters from
seemingly insurmountable situations without logical reasoning. This often manifests as plot armor
(where characters miraculously survive situations they shouldn't) or deus ex machina (a sudden,
unexpected intervention that resolves the conflict). Allow the consequences of actions to play out
naturally, creating a sense of authenticity.

5. The Pacing Problem: Too Fast or Too Slow: Maintaining a uniform pace is essential for
keeping the reader engaged. A plot that moves too quickly can leave the reader feeling confused,
while a plot that drags can lead to boredom. Meticulously consider the rhythm of your story,
ensuring a harmonious narrative.

6. The Inconsistent World Syndrome: If your novel is set in a science fiction world, maintain
uniformity in its rules, customs, and geography. Internal inconsistencies can be disrupting for the
reader and damage the overall credibility of your story.

7. Ignoring Feedback (or worse, actively rejecting it): Constructive criticism is a precious tool
for improving your writing. Be open to receive feedback from beta readers or critique partners, even
if it's not always easy to hear. However, distinguish between helpful suggestions and unhelpful
negativity.

Conclusion:

Writing a novel is a challenging but satisfying undertaking. By avoiding the common pitfalls outlined
above, you can significantly improve your chances of creating a compelling story that readers will
appreciate. Remember, the journey is just as important as the destination. Embrace the learning
experience, and don't be afraid to rewrite your work until it shines.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

Q1: How can I tell if I'm "telling" instead of "showing"?
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A1: Ask yourself if you could replace your sentence with a more visual, sensory description. If you
can, you're likely telling.

Q2: How much world-building is too much?

A2: Only include world-building details that are directly relevant to the plot or character
development. If a detail doesn't serve a purpose, cut it.

Q3: How do I create relatable characters?

A3: Give your characters flaws, motivations, and internal conflicts. Make them struggle, make
mistakes, and grow.

Q4: What if my beta readers hate my manuscript?

A4: Consider the feedback carefully. Separate constructive criticism from personal opinions. Don't
be afraid to make changes, but also trust your own vision.

Q5: How long should I spend revising my novel?

A5: Revision is an iterative process. There's no set time limit. Revise until you're satisfied with the
result.
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