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How This Course Works and What to 
Expect by the End: 

The Become a Professional Author 
Course is made up of three basic parts: 

1. Write Stories That Work 

In eight Lesson Modules, you will learn the basic 
structures of all successful fiction and be 
encouraged through practical exercises to 
produce stories of your own which grab, glue, 
guide and control readers’ attention. 

2. Sell Stories Effectively 

In four Lesson Modules, you will discover how 
marketing really works and work through several 
practical exercises so that you will have 
customers who like, buy and recommend your 
work to others. 

2. How Clarendon House Can Help You 

In two Lesson Modules, you will be shown how 
Clarendon House lays out routes of opportunity 
for you to get published and acquire a readership 
of your own. 



genrecharacter
theme
scene

chapter

pace

prose

‘The ultimate fiction-making machine…’

If you haven’t yet done so, 
DOWNLOAD YOUR COPY 

of The Story Creation 
Handbook for use in 
prompting stories for 

exercises.

https://www.clarendonhousebooks.com/copy-of-story-creation-handbook


LESSON SEVEN: 
WORKING OUT 
YOUR MESSAGE 

You’ve probably heard 
the famous exhortation, 
‘Show don’t tell’. Readers 
are supposed to 
experience the story 
through characters, actions, 
images, words, thoughts, 
senses, and emotions 
rather than through the 
author telling them 
everything. ‘Showing’ 
avoids adjectives describing 
things from the author's 
viewpoint but instead 
outlines things in such a 
way that readers can draw 
their own conclusions. 



Russian playwright Anton 
Chekhov reputedly said 
‘Don't tell me the moon is 
shining; show me the glint of 
light on broken glass.’ In a 
letter to his brother, 
Chekhov wrote ‘In 
descriptions of Nature one 
must seize on small details, 
grouping them so that when 
the reader closes his eyes he 
gets a picture.’ 

This principle applies to 
every aspect of conveying a 
story, but never more so that 
in relation to that story’s 
message. 

Readers want to 
experience emotions, not 
simply be told about them. If 
they simply wanted to be 
told, they’d read non-fiction. 

Telling people things is 
easy. It’s what I’m doing 
right now, with this book. 
Non-fiction is all about 
telling, with a few examples 
thrown in to show how it 
works. 

Readers 
want to 

experience 
emotions, 

not simply 
be told about 

them.



But fiction is the opposite: 
it’s all about showing, using 
a whole range of elements, 
including characters, 
actions, images, words, 
thoughts, senses, and 
emotions. And, as we have 
seen, one of the main ways 
to get readers to experience 
stories is through vacuums: 
drawing them into 
characters, scenes, dialogue, 
settings through the power 
of linear, mystery, moral and 
core vacuums. 

Many authors are still lost 
in the jungle of their own 
creations: characters, 
scenes, images, settings, 
dialogue, all pouring out 
onto the page but not 
necessarily in any coherent 
way, as far as they can 
gather.

Many authors are still lost in the 
jungle of their own creations: 
characters, scenes, images, 
settings, dialogue, all pouring 
out onto the page but not 
necessarily in any coherent way, 
as far as they can gather.



If you’re in this situation, 
please don’t despair. As 
mentioned earlier, if you 
spend some time reading The 
History of Middle-earth by 
Christopher Tolkien, you will 
see quite quickly that his 
father J. R. R. Tolkien’s first 
attempts to write The Lord of 
the Rings resulted in an 
incoherent, rambling and 
dispersed mess: the character 
of Strider, for example, was 
originally a hobbit called 
Pippin who had wooden feet; 
later he was called Trotter. 
Over many years, his character 
evolved into Aragorn — but 
even then, it took Tolkien 
longer to work out who 
Aragorn was in the scheme of 
the whole book. When we 
read The Lord of the Rings 
now, the fact that Strider is 
gradually revealed to be the 
heir to the throne of both 
Arnor and Gondor seems such 
an intrinsic part of the tale 
that it’s hard to believe his 
imaginative origins were so 
strange and obscure. And on 
top of that, the protagonist of 
the story wasn’t originally 
called Frodo, but Bingo. 



As authors we can be 
easily fooled into thinking 
that what we see on the 
shelves of bookshops and 
libraries sprang fully 
formed from the minds of 
its authors. This is very far 
from the case. But it 
deceives us into thinking 
that what has emerged 
from our own minds onto 
the page in a first or 
second draft must be quite 
close to a finished product. 

Authors fail because 
they misestimate the 
amount of work that 
needs to be done before a 
piece of fiction is ‘reader-
ready’.  

A draft has to be worked 
over and over and over 
again until its author is 
completely clear what it is 
trying to say, all the ‘noise’ 
has been removed so that 
it is effectively saying it, 
and all the tools for 
communicating its 
message have been used 
to their best effect.

Great 
literature 
rarely 
appears full-
formed until it 
has been re-
worked many 
times.



A piece of fiction must 
communicate clearly — not 
about characters, back story, 
details of setting, scenes, 
images,  dialogue and all the 
rest of the elements of the 
story, but about its 
message. 

We see all the time how 
writers fall short of this. 
Many get obsessed with the 
bits and pieces of world-
building and lose sight of 
their primary function, 
which is emotion creation 
and therefore message 
delivery.  

Some of our own 
complaints as audiences 
about our favourite shows 
on television or most 
beloved book series boil 
down to the suspicion that, 
somewhere along the way, 
the author ‘lost the plot’. 



It’s not so much the ‘plot’ 
that gets lost, as the 
message. The message is 
the whole reason for a plot 
in the first place — and for 
all the other elements that 
make up a story. Losing the 
message is like losing sight 
of the mountaintop while 
trying to use it as a guide 
out of the jungle, or failing 
to navigate using the stars 
while at sea.   

Authors need to 
understand what they’re 
trying to say through their 
fiction; they have to be able 
to envision the end of 
readers’ journeys more 
clearly than they picture 
anything else. Once this is 
clear in their own minds, 
everything else falls into 
place: scenes, characters, 
images, settings, dialogue, 
everything. Because now it 
all has a heart, a centre, a 
hub around which it can 
orbit, which gives it all 
meaning. 



Course 
Exercise # 15: 

Take a draft of 
a story you 
have written. 

Work out what that 
story’s message is. 

Immediately edit 
out anything which 
does not contribute 
to your message. 
This can be images, 
dialogue, words, 
scenes…anything 
that can be 
jettisoned. 

Come back to the 
story after a day or 
so. Is it an 
improvement on 
the original?

When we resolve characters’ 
internal, external, and 
philosophical vacuums, we 
leave readers, who have 
‘ridden’ in those characters 
through the story, with a 
similar feeling of resolution 
and satisfaction. This applies 
even in those stories where 
problems are intentionally left 
unresolved, as in the end of 
tragedies, horror stories and 
the like. 

But if you’re struggling to 
work out what your message 
is or should be, fear not.



Types of Message 

Messages can be 
categorised into types, no 
matter what their theme: 

1. Victory 

2. Unification 

3. Self-realisation or Self-
acceptance 

All three kinds are 
underpinned by an idea of 
Unity.  

Characters achieve unity 
by conquering someone or 
something (the source of 
vacuums) and becoming 
triumphantly whole, or by 
joining with someone or 
something and becoming 
whole, or by realising what 
they have been missing 
and becoming whole.



Victory is of course the 
end of most happy stories 
of the Epic kind in which a 
protagonist, guided by a 
mentor, overcomes 
whatever is considered to 
be the source of vacuums 
within that story and 
effectively becomes a 
champion or hero. Almost 
every story you can think of 
will have a resolution of 
this kind, from every major 
Hollywood movie to big 
blockbuster adventure 
stories throughout the 
ages, as well as classic 
literary novels of the Epic 
variety. 



In the terms we’ve 
described so far, victory 
means that the source of 
the vacuums within the 
story is defeated, resulting 
in the message being 
delivered. 

Classic stories such as 
Don Quixote, The Three 
Musketeers, Treasure 
Island, King Solomon’s 
Mines, Journey to the 
Centre of the Earth, 
Ivanhoe, Tarzan, The 
Odyssey and others too 
numerous to name all 
follow this pattern. All the 
modern Marvel Cinematic 
Universe films use this 
template; all the James 
Bond films too.  

Antagonists 
personifying the source of 
vacuums within the tale 
are overcome, along with 
subjective barriers, by a 
protagonist who follows 
the advice of a mentor.



Victory is probably the simplest 
message to convey to audiences 
as it’s the one that’s most 
expected from classic stories. 

Those stories which culminate 
in unification are usually 
Comedies or Romances, both of 
which often end in marriage. One 
way of looking at it is that union 
between male and female 
characteristics fulfils the need for 
wholeness; in our terms, it’s 
probably more accurate to say 
that the vacuums of each 
character, male and female, are 
fulfilled by the other.  

Thank You, Jeeves by P.G. 
Wodehouse (and all the other 
Jeeves books), The Importance 
of Being Earnest by Oscar Wilde, 
Three Men in a Boat by Jerome 
K. Jerome, The Diary of a 
Nobody by George Grossmith, 
Shakespeare’s A Midsummer 
Night's Dream, Cold Comfort 
Farm by Stella Gibbons and 
many, many more, plus Pride 
and Prejudice by Austen and 
most novels in the romance 
genre are all examples of 
unification being the message or 
goal of the story, even when it is 
highlighted by being comically 
avoided.



The broad message here 
is that we are all flawed, but 
that there are solutions. 

Self-realisation or self-
acceptance is another 
almost universal message in 
fiction, but this one occurs 
most usually in Tragedies 
and Ironies, where pretty 
much everything else goes 
wrong (i.e. the vacuums 
win) but the protagonist is 
left to spot why — and that’s 
the message. 

All the tragedies we’ve 
mentioned already, plus 
Wuthering Heights, 
Madama Bovary, The 
Notebook, West Side Story, 
Fight Club, Get Carter and 
many, many more end 
either with the protagonist 
losing everything but 
acquiring a personal inner 
peace — or just losing 
everything. The message 
here is one of huge loss — 
tragic or ironic, naturally — 
and the emotional impact 
depends upon potential 
being wasted. 



Tragically or ironically failing to 
fulfil a purpose and instead 
accepting themselves as they are, 
protagonists usually die but with 
some wisdom.  

This universally human 
message then resonates 
emotionally for readers.  

At the end of the MCU film 
cycle, for example, all the 
adventures of the major 
characters come to an end: Tony 
Stark has his moment of self-
realisation (a magnified ‘I am Iron 
Man’); Thor is freed from burdens 
of the past; the Hulk has blended 
the isolated halves of his 
personality together; Black Widow 
has sacrificed herself for the 
greater good; and Captain 
America gets to live the life he 
missed out on.  

Enough ‘loose ends’ are left for 
another cycle of films to pick up, 
but with the source of this movie 
arc’s vacuums (Thanos) having 
been despatched, there is the 
sense of a real ending. 

Take a look at your fiction: do 
your stories end with vacuums 
filled?  

Or are they intentionally left 
empty for emotional effect, as in a 
tragedy or irony?



Unity 

Now we know that it’s 
vacuums which pull 
readers along, and 
messages which motivate 
writers. 

What may also be 
becoming clearer is that 
there’s a single motivator 
which acts as the driving 
force behind nearly every 
decision made by human 
beings: the human desire 
to overcome vacuums. 

Everybody wants to be 
vacuum-free and whole; 
everyone wants things that 
should be there to actually 
be there.  

This is the story arc for 
Pride and Prejudice, The 
Old Man and the Sea, 
Hamlet, Sleeping Beauty, 
and To Kill a Mockingbird. 
It’s the arc of almost every 
popular story there is.  

It’s the human story.  

Everybody wants to be vacuum-free and 
whole; everyone wants things that should 
be there to actually be there.



Self-doubt is universal; 
the desire to become 
whole is inescapable.  

And all of this matters 
when it comes to creating 
fiction. 

Now that you know your 
readers want to be whole, 
you will have an image 
around which to build your 
core message. 

The same principle 
applies across fiction: 
readers of romances long 
to be whole through a 
happy marriage; audiences 
of Comedies long to live a 
life full of laughter forever 
after, vicariously 
overcoming harmless 
vacuums to achieve self-
awareness; even those who 
read Tragedies and Ironies 
want to achieve the level of 
self-awareness promised in 
those stories. 

Readers are seeking 
unity. 



In stories, mentors, even when 
they have disappeared or 
supposedly been killed earlier in 
the narrative, usually reappear to 
affirm the new-found wholeness 
of the protagonist. 

Dumbledore appears to Harry 
at the end; Gandalf stands by 
Frodo; Obi Wan’s ghost supports 
Luke; Atticus urges Scout to say 
hello to Boo; Mr. Bennett affirms 
his support for Elizabeth’s 
decision to marry Darcy, and so 
on, and on. 

The main purpose of these 
scenes for readers is to mark the 
new unity the central character 
has achieved so the audience can 
compare them to how they were 
at the story’s beginning.  

But for authors, these scenes 
serve to reinforce the message. 
The audience are told very clearly 
by the mentors how far the 
protagonists have come, just in 
case they don’t get how much 
they have changed. 

Everything seems to depend 
on this ‘message’ business 
doesn’t it? 

It’s true.  
Clarifying your personal 

message in any piece of fiction 
is the crux of the whole thing. 



The message you distill 
has to show up in some 
way in every scene, in every 
piece of dialogue, in action 
sequences, in images, in 
characters and in endings 
throughout your fiction.  

If you wish to 
communicate it effectively, 
you must now edit existing 
stories and create new and 
better stories, then get 
those stories into the 
hands of potential readers. 

The degree that you 
implement your message 
is the degree to which 
readers will understand 
why they need your fiction, 
rather than someone else’s.  

The more of all this you 
implement, the more 
readers you’ll get. 

The more you complete 
stories using these 
principles, the more clearly 
you’ll communicate your 
message and the more 
your fiction will stand out 
in a marketplace full of 
noise. 



Working Out Your 
Message 

Writers want to fill their 
stories with everything that 
pours out of their 
imagination. That’s what 
most of them do, without 
regard to craft.  

In the days of traditional 
publishing, there was a 
strong filter: stories 
wouldn’t make it into print 
unless they communicated 
enough through their own 
noise to get into the hands 
of professional editors. 
Those editors — if they 
knew what they were doing 
— then honed their writers’ 
central messages and 
stripped out everything 
they could that did not 
pertain to it. 

Most of the fiction that 
made it onto the shelves in 
the two hundred years or so 
of traditional commercial 
publishing was either 
heavily edited into shape, or 
was judged to 
communicate a powerful 
enough message in the first 
place.



These days, with the advent 
of the internet and 
independent publishing, 
anyone can publish anything. 
Hundreds of thousands of 
writers have done just that, 
taking early drafts of work, still 
jam-packed full of noise, and 
putting it on the market, 
uncrafted. Then most of them 
wonder why they are not 
instantly famous or wealthy. 

What those writers should 
have done first is establish 
what they were trying to say. 

Your message is likely the 
first impression readers will 
receive about your fiction. It’s 
almost like telepathy. Readers 
simply need to feel confident 
that you have something 
valuable to say and that you 
have the necessary technical 
skills to deliver it. 

Even if you have had some 
success as a writer, your next 
story, if it’s full of noise, can kill 
you off.  

Message matters. 
So let’s try to isolate what 

your message is. 



1. Write down a short 
statement of what you 
are trying to say about 
each of the themes in 
your own work. 

For example, your 
stories might regularly 
deal with Prejudice. But 
what are you 
communicating about 
prejudice through your 
fiction? Helplessness in the 
face of prejudice? How 

prejudice promotes social 
injustice? How we can 
stand up to prejudice? 

Do you write stories 
about Love? Does the love 
always produce 
happiness? Is it tragic? 

What about your war 
stories? Do they glorify 
war? Are they anti-war? 

This might take some 
figuring out. 



Why? 
Because to a large extent, 

your fiction writing may 
have so far been on 
‘automatic’.  

You probably didn’t think 
of your message and then 
write fiction: you wrote 
fiction and are now trying to 
figure out its message. 

All those pages and 
pages of material pouring 
from your imagination 
which you may have been 
considering ‘your stories’ 
has probably flowed out 
without much analysis on 
your part. You just wanted 

to write stories. Nothing 
wrong with that (we’ll 
explore it more in the next 
chapter). But if you want 
stories to reach readers and 
do something for them, you 
now need to apply some 
craft and tune out the noise 
so that your fiction clearly 
communicates something. 

Aim for something fairly 
short, enticing; something 
you might feel comfortable 
saying if someone were to 
ask you ‘What are your 
stories all about?’ 

Imagination

Early drafts



2. Work out which 
categories of Theme and 
Message yours best fits 
into. 

For instance, Lewis’s 
Chronicles of Narnia deals 
with the age-old battle 
between Good and Evil, 
and the author message 
says that the Good will 
triumph, but not without 
some sacrifice. So the series 
is about Victory — but with 
elements of Unification and 
some Self-realisation for its 
child protagonists. 

Take your message 
statement and decide 
which broad category you 
think it fits best under: 

Is it to do with Victory? 
Or Unification? 
Or Self -realisation or 

acceptance? 
Or a blend of all three? 
Or something else which 

doesn’t quite fit? 



There is no telling how 
many potential readers you 
may be losing because you 
are making them work too 
hard to understand why they 
need to read your stories. 

The message has to shine 
through.  

In 1975, in high school, my 
English teacher, Mr. 
Sweeting, came up with the 
idea of a reading list from 
which we were to select 
items from which to read. 
The list was long and mainly 
uninspiring, in that I don’t 
remember any of the 
featured books —except for 
one.  

‘The Lord of the Rings,’ Mr. 
Sweeting explained in a tired 
voice, ‘is a three volume 
fantasy epic —but none of 
you will be interested in that.’ 
On the contrary, my ears 
pricked up at once: it was the 
only one on the list that did 
interest me. At the first 
opportunity, I went to the 
school library to get it, only to 
find that they only had the 
first two volumes and there 
were no maps included.  

You will lose 
readers if 
you make 

them work 
too hard.



But I was hooked the way 
that a book can ‘hook’ a 
reader before they know 
anything much about it. I 
raced through the first two 
volumes, demanded that 
my father order the book 
through the newsagent (the 
closest thing to a bookshop 
in the middle of the 
Australian desert, where I 
lived at the time) and when 
my own copies arrived I was 
delighted to find that they 
had maps —which meant 
that I no longer had to 
geographically re-structure 
Middle-earth as I read the 
tale.  

I was completely gripped 
by the book. Even the 
chapter titles sounded 
totally intriguing: ‘The 
Scouring of the Shire’, I 
noticed, was towards the 
end, along with ‘The Grey 
Havens’. What did they 
mean? What was it about 
this world that I found so 
hypnotic? Somehow it was 
as though I’d read the book 
before; it all seemed so 
familiar. 



I hadn’t encountered 
anything like it for years. 
The Lord of the Rings 
mesmerised me more than 
any book since early 
childhood; it was of the 
same sort, I felt, in some 
way, as C. S. Lewis’s Narnia 
books. 

What was happening 
here? 

This was an extreme case 
of an author’s message 
communicating so strongly 
that it was channelling to 
me through even the 
mention of the book’s title 
and chapter headings.  

Not all books have 
messages that will do that 
— but they can, and 
probably should, aim to do 
so.  

A piece of fiction’s 
message should be laser-
focused; it should be so 
crystal clear to its author 
that it shines out in this way, 
sending out signals or a 
beam like a lighthouse, to 
find its particular readers. 



It should be easy to 
see and not buried 
under descriptions, 
diversions, extraneous 
characters and other 
clutter. Clarify your 
message into a focused 
statement to do with 
wholeness. 

How will you know 
when you have it? 

Well, you’ll be happy.  
Not just ‘That’ll do, I 

suppose’ happy, but 
‘Wow, this is why I write 
stories in the first place!’ 
happy. 



3. Aim to solve readers’ 
lack of unity 

Once you have a simple 
statement of your 
message, you can begin 
placing it in context for 
readers. 

Tolkien’s message of 
‘Glorious immortal life 
tinged with sadness’ 
conjures up pictures of 
elves leaving Middle-earth 
for the Blessed Lands and 
of autumn leaves falling. 
It’s not for nothing that 
the book is full of images 

of autumn and things 
passing slowly away, or 
that the quest takes place 
over the winter months: 
Tolkien is showing us his 
entire story world through 
the lens of mortality and 
ephemerality. 

Shakespeare’s message 
in Macbeth of ‘A great life, 
savagely wasted’ brings 
with it images of a 
bloodied and saddened 
warrior whose self-
realisation comes too late. 

Your book’s 
message

Your reader’s  
need



Lee’s message in To Kill 
a Mockingbird of ‘Stand in 
someone else’s shoes’ 
evokes the image of Scout 
reaching out to others and 
growing up to understand 
them. 

Tolstoy’s message that 
‘Not a single sparrow falls 
to the ground apart from 
the will of God’ echoes and 
reverberates through the 
whole of War and Peace, 
bringing to mind both 
fallen individual soldiers 

and the destiny of entire 
nations. 

Your message 
statement, once clarified 
should do something along 
similar lines: it should 
conjure a powerful image, 
or set of images which are 
conceptual or visual 
representations of its 
meaning. 

Now, you have to ask 
‘How is that image 
potentially helping my 
readers achieve unity?’ 



Tolkien’s message lifts 
readers out of the dull and 
mundane modernism of 
contemporary times to a 
new view of life and 
meaning, pointing the 
way to an aesthetically 
unified world; Macbeth’s 
message points to the 
dangers of succumbing to 
darker ambitions, 
indicating how one loses 
one’s integrity; Lee’s 
message hints at the 
mature optimism and 
unity attainable if we 
adopt the viewpoints of 

others; Tolstoy’s message 
broadens our perspective 
on all of human life, 
showing us that millions of 
small actions work 
together to create what 
we call history. 

How does your message 
potentially bring readers 
closer to unity? 

Is it uplifting? 
Is it optimistic? 
Is it a warning? 
Is it somehow revelatory 

about the world? 

Tolkien’s message 
points the way to an 
aesthetically unified 
world.



Another way of asking 
this is: 

‘What kind of vacuum 
does it overcome?’ 

Using the same 
examples, you could say 
that Tolkien’s message 
overcomes the emptiness 
of a lack of or loss of 
meaning or beauty in the 
current world of its readers; 
Macbeth’s message 
restores some visceral 
integrity to audiences who 
may have grown 
complacent about moral 
decisions; Lee’s message 
gives us a solution to social 
prejudice; Tolstoy solves 
the problem of how to view 
the apparently random 
acts of history. 

What vacuum or lack 
does your message 
overcome?  

Again, this might seem 
counter-intuitive. ‘Surely,’ 
some might argue, ‘what 
I’m doing for readers in my 
fiction is far more subtle, 
nuanced, multi-layered 
than a simple statement 
could possibly capture?’ 

Reader

Vacuum

Author 
Message



You don’t have to 
reduce your message 
down to a simple 
statement — no one is 
holding a gun to your 
head. But I can 
promise you that, if you 
can clarify what you’re 
doing with your 
writing, not only will 
your fiction grow 
stronger, you will grow 
happier as a writer. 

A clarified message 
will enable you to get 
straight to the point. 
You’ll be able to easily 
hook readers. And 
you’ll be able to keep 
on hooking them, 
pulling them forward 
through page after 
page, scene after 
scene, while also 
gluing them to what’s 
happening every step 
of the way and 
engaging them in 
moral choices that will 
seem real and relevant 
to them. 

Course 
Exercise # 16: 

Take a draft of 
a story you 
have written. 

What kind of Unity 
does it promote? 

What kind of 
vacuum does it 
overcome for the 
reader? 

Can it be improved 
so it does this more 
clearly and 
powerfully?



4. Take a look at opening 
lines. 

Opening lines or scenes are 
traditionally meant to ‘hook’ 
readers. That means that the 
mini-vacuum they create sucks 
in some attention. But they can 
also yield clues as to what the 
message of a story is going to be. 

Here are some examples: 

i) The Old Man and the Sea, 
Ernest Hemingway (1952) 

‘He was an old man who fished 
alone in a skiff in the Gulf Stream 
and he had gone eighty-four 
days now without taking a fish.’ 

In an economical few words, 
Hemingway establishes who our 
protagonist is and gives him 
both a character vacuum (‘alone’) 
and a problem or linear vacuum 
(‘without taking a fish’) thus 
rapidly hooking our attention. 
But the statement also suggests 
the theme and message: the 
passage of time and finding 
meaning and purpose within it. 



ii) The Catcher in the 
Rye, J. D. Salinger (1951) 

‘If you really want to hear 
about it, the first thing 
you’ll probably want to 
know is where I was born, 
and what my lousy 
childhood was like, and 
how my parents were 
occupied and all before 
they had me, and all that 
David Copperfield kind of 
crap, but I don’t feel like 
going into it, if you want to 
know the truth.’ 

Salinger positions his 
work as ironic by outlining 
the traditional introduction 
of a main character and 
turning it on its head. The 
subversion creates a 
vacuum; readers are 
fascinated by the 
subversion. They are also 
given an outline of what 
the story is going to be 
about. 



iii) Nineteen Eighty-Four, 
George Orwell (1949) 

‘It was a bright cold day in 
April, and the clocks were 
striking thirteen.’ 

Orwell sets out 
standardly, describing the 
weather and month — then 
flips things over by having 
the clocks do something 
they wouldn’t normally do, 
thus roping in our attention. 
The juxtaposition of 
ordinariness and 
strangeness sets up the 
message of the book too. 



iv) The Great Gatsby, F. 
Scott Fitzgerald (1925) 

‘In my younger and more 
vulnerable years my father 
gave me some advice that 
I’ve been turning over in my 
mind ever since.’ 

Similar to Hemingway, 
Fitzgerald uses a few words 
to paint a rapid picture of a 
flawed protagonist (‘In my 
younger and more 
vulnerable years’) while 
leaving us wondering about 
the advice (a small mystery 
vacuum), drawing us into 
the story.  

That advice opens the 
door to the book’s message.



v) A Tale of Two Cities, 
Charles Dickens (1859) 

‘It was the best of times, it 
was the worst of times, it 
was the age of wisdom, it 
was the age of foolishness, it 
was the epoch of belief, it 
was the epoch of 
incredulity, it was the 
season of Light, it was the 
season of Darkness, it was 
the spring of hope, it was 
the winter of despair.’ 

In this classic opening to 
one of the best-selling 
books of all time, Dickens 
uses oxymorons to create 
contrasting vacuums of 
Light and Darkness, which 
act to fascinate readers.  

They also introduce us to 
the whole theme of the 
book.



vi) Pride and Prejudice, 
Jane Austen (1813) 

‘It is a truth universally 
acknowledged, that a 
single man in possession of 
a good fortune, must be in 
want of a wife.’ 

This famous comic and 
ironic opening line 
immediately creates a 
sophisticated vacuum: it is 
of course not a truth 
universally acknowledged, 
thus lightly encouraging 
our participation in what 
follows. And the man-
wanting-a-wife theme is 
laid wide open, along with 
the author’s ‘take’ on it. 

The opening scene in 
successful fiction cuts 
through all the noise and 
communicates the kind of 
unity the author is going to 
deliver. 



5. Use recurring 
motifs and images. 

You want your 
message to keep 
showing up throughout 
the work as a recurring 
motif. A reader has to 
hear something (or read 
something) many times 
before it sinks in; 
successful fiction in 
many ways is an exercise 
in repetition. 

Each of the examples 
given above contains a 
flavour of each author’s 
message, from 
Hemingway’s life and 
death struggle to 
Austen’s satire. 

Remind readers of the 
hooks they already have 
been affected by 
throughout the text. This 
applies from Orwell’s 
dark strangeness in 1984 
to Tolstoy’s grand 
philosophical 
perspective in War and 
Peace. 

How do you do this? 

Motif:  
a dominant or 
recurring idea 

in an artistic 
work. 

Image: 
a mental 

representation 
or idea



Your only tool is words —
but words are perhaps the 
most powerful tool there is. 
Using words, you can 
conjure almost anything in 
readers’ minds, from visceral 
horror as in Edgar Allan 
Poe’s tales to mystical 
communion with the 
cosmos as in C. S. Lewis’s 
Voyage to Venus or E. M. 
Forster’s A Passage to 
India. 

Words can create 
images. 

Creating images which 
are representations of your 
message in some way 
means that readers can 
perceive a visual 
representation of what you 
are trying to 

Course 
Exercise # 17: 

Take a draft of 
a story you 
have written. 

What kind of 
images and motifs 
does it contain? 

Are they 
representations of 
your message? 

Do they need to be 
tweaked, added to, 
subtracted, made 
clearer?



The entire town of Maycomb is 
an image Lee evokes throughout 
To Kill a Mockingbird.  Maycomb 
is a broken, incomplete town 
which reflects what she is trying to 
communicate, along with her 
simpler symbol of a mockingbird: 
the same applies to Tolstoy’s grand 
houses of Moscow, to Melville’s 
image of the white whale, to 
Austen’s customs and 
conversation in polite society, to 
the One Ring in The Lord of the 
Rings, to the Marabar caves in 
Forster’s A Passage to India — 
these are all visual metaphors to 
some extent of the authors’ 
messages. 

Evoke pictures related to your 
message or you’re wasting their 
mental energy on tangential stuff. 

How do you know it’s tangential 
stuff? You don’t, until you have a 
clear idea of what you’re trying to 
say — then you can see as clear as 
day how some stuff is directly 
relevant, and other stuff is 
distracting and weakens your hold 
on readers.  

The more you strengthen your 
message, the easier it will be to 
find images, metaphors and 
symbols relating to it. 



Sometimes even great 
authors include tangential 
stuff. It’s hard to find too 
many examples in existing 
literature, because in most of 
it the irrelevancies have 
been edited out, but most 
people would agree that the 
scene in Macbeth involving 
the witches meeting with 
Hecate is tangential — in 
other words, it contributes 
nothing to, and in some 
ways distracts from, the 
power and impact of the 
witches in the play. 

What is tangential and 
what isn’t can be subjective, 
as all things in fiction can be. 

Some would also argue 
that Tolstoy’s chapters about 
military history and 
philosophy in War and 
Peace act as interruptions to 
the narrative flow of his 
grand fiction; some would 
say that those chapters 
contain the essence of his 
massage stated in a different 
way. 



All adaptations of The 
Lord of the Rings so far, for 
instance, have so far edited 
out the chapters in which 
the hobbits meet Tom 
Bombadil in the Old Forest. 
Film and radio directors 
have deemed these 
chapters to be ‘distractions’ 
from the main story. But for 
many readers, this section of 
the book is essential in 
capturing some of the 
deeper elements of Tolkien’s 
message about storytelling. 

It’s up to you as an author 
to determine what images 
and scenes are relevant to 
your message. Most readers, 
consciously or 
unconsciously, will assume 
that, if you have included it 
in your book, it’s probably 
relevant to your message in 
some way. The problem only 
occurs if you have no clear 
idea of your own message 
and so are including things 
in a willy-nilly way — this will 
look ‘willy-nilly’ to readers.  

Tangential material 
creates noise, and noise is 
your enemy. 



6. Deal with multiple 
messages. 

Conventional analysis of 
fiction looks at the standard 
elements of character, plot, 
sub-plot, images and so 
forth. Clarifying all these, 
though, is the device of the 
vacuum, as constructed 
around the author’s 
message or messages. 

The real purpose of 
literary analysis is to 
clarify messages in a piece 
of fiction. 

Many authors’ fiction is 
creatively so diversified and 
complex that they often 
have trouble knowing 
where to start with this 
whole business of 
‘messages’. Some authors 
might argue that they have 
two or more main 
messages. But for any 
author struggling with this, 
the advice is 
straightforward:  

Keep stepping back 
until you can see one 
overall embracive 
message. 

Overall 
embracive 
message

Message

Message

Message

Message

Message



Shakespeare’s broader 
umbrella might be ‘the 
human condition’ — his 
multi-faceted and effective 
ways of talking about the 
human condition are what 
elevate him in the opinion 
of many to be the greatest 
author in history.  

As another example, 
James Joyce’s Dubliners, 
published in 1914, tackles 
themes of death, 
corruption and paralysis. 
Truancy, pederasty, child 
abuse, gambling, 
prostitution, and suicide 
abound. Joyce believed 
that Irish society and 
culture had been ossified 
for centuries by the Roman 
Catholic Church and 
England. Images of 
paralysis recur throughout 
the collection: the first line 
of ‘Sisters’, the first story in 
Dubliners, for instance, 
reveals that Father Flynn 
has suffered a third and 
fatal stroke. The unnamed 
protagonist of the story 
later dreams of a grey face 
of Father Flynn that 'had 
died of paralysis.’ 



In ‘An Encounter’, the 
Pigeon House is symbolic of 
paralysis: a pigeon is trained 
always to return home, no 
matter how far it flies. In the 
story ‘Araby,’ a boy reaches a 
bazaar, but too late to buy 
someone a decent gift there 
because his uncle has been 
out drinking. Characters try 
to escape only to be forced 
by fear or circumstance to 
return where they came 
from, literally or 
metaphorically empty-
handed. 

In one of the most 
resonant images in the book, 
in the story ‘The Dead’ a 
horse named Johnny earned 
his keep at the family glue 
factory ‘walking round and 
round in order to drive the 
mill.’ One day Johnny is 
harnessed to a carriage and 
led out into the city, but, 
upon reaching the statue of 
King William, will go no 
further, but walks aimlessly 
around the statue in an 
endless circle, symbolising 
Ireland’s perpetual 
entrapment in orbit around 
England.



Contamination, 
deterioration, perversity, 
and so on run as themes 
throughout the collection. 
A sub-theme of some of  
Dubliners' stories is the 
corruption of childhood 
innocence — seen in earlier 
stories from the child's 
point of view, and in later 
tales from the perspective 
of the corrupting adults. 

Given the nature of this 
themes, it’s not difficult to 

link them with Joyce’s 
major message of Death.  

Is Death his main 
message, then? Is it the 
concept which overarches 
everything in Dubliners?  

Joyce wrote, ‘I call the 
series Dubliners to betray 
the soul of that… paralysis 
which many consider a city’. 
That’s about as close as we 
can get to Joyce as an 
author telling us his overall 
embracive message in a 
non-fictive way.



So if you feel you have 
many messages, your 
challenge is: 

Find a broader umbrella 
message that unifies your 
various sub-messages.  

If you’re communicating 
about betrayal, abuse, 
violence and death in the 
area of relationships, find a 
statement which embraces 
as much of this as you can 
— ‘Marriage is hell’, for 
example, if it fits, or 
something along those 
lines. 

Perhaps you write light-
hearted comedies designed 
to poke fun at society, while 
also making serious satirical 
points. You tell tales of 
incompetent executives, or 
short-sighted matriarchs, or 
misguided youths and it’s 
difficult to pin down an 
overall message. If you step 
back, you might be able to 
come up with something 
like ‘Society is a construct in 
which we are all trapped’ or 
something similar. 

Find a 
broader 

umbrella 
message that 

unifies your 
various sub-

messages.



Whatever you come up with, 
look for the ‘Eureka’ moment: 
your message isn’t supposed 
to be a handy box into which 
to dump everything for the 
sake of an exercise, but a real 
insight into why you feel 
compelled to write fiction, and 
why you write the kind of 
material that you do. 

You may think your fiction is 
too diverse to communicate 
clearly, but it probably isn’t: the 
real problem — and it’s the Big 
Problem — is you’re standing 
too close to it to see the wood 
for the trees. 



7. Develop your message 
until you really grasp it and 
feel passionate about it. 

Knowing that you want to 
say is invigorating.  

Apart from bringing 
noiseless clarity to your 
writing, it brings you closer to 
your readers.  

Does possessing a message 
mean that stories are reduced 
to some kind of preaching or 
simplistic didacticism? 

Quite the opposite: working 
on their fiction over a number 
of years, writers with 
messages are still exploring 
creative possibilities. Every 
month, new stories and new 
angles emerge. Raw fuel 
continues to arise but is 
continually refined into story 
after story with purpose and 
unity. 

Daily writing tasks are not 
mundane for such writers but 
have specific objectives. 

Writers with messages 
begin to feel as though their 
readers are supportive 
communities that actually 
want the writer to thrive and 
grow. 



Writers feel passionate 
about what they are doing 
and make things go right 
so that they can continue 
to do them. 

Across a body of work, 
writers with messages 
seem fully present 
mentally.  

Writing productivity is 
high and procrastination 
is low. 

A number of projects 
are usually being worked 
on at the same time.  

A body of work develops 
which encapsulates what 
the writer wants to say as 
the message evolves. 

A body of work 
develops which 
encapsulates 
what the writer 
wants to say as 
the message 
evolves.



Developing a message 
isn’t necessarily easy. But it’s 
not entirely a process of 
brainstorming into existence 
something that didn’t exist 
already. All human beings 
carry around a mixture of 
beliefs and ideas that drives 
their behaviour and 
performance in all aspects 
of life. Values to do with 
health, family, sex, work, 
social engagements, the 
environment, spiritual 
concerns, are in operation at 
all times, but are often 
unexamined.  

‘Message awareness’ 
develops when a person sits 
down and tries to verbalise 
these ideas and values. 

This can involve writing 
down notes, discussing 
things with a trusted friend 
or group of friends, reading 
and researching what others 
believe, and much more. 
The process is not so much 
one of creating a message 
but rather recognising what 
message is already there. 

Any time spent doing this 
is worthwhile. 

Message

VALUES

FICTION

Readers

Author



Here’s just one of a whole 
series of possible exercises 
to help with this: 

1. Make a list of things 
that are important to you. 
This can include everything 
from health to money to 
family — just list out 
everything that has some 
significance in your life. 

2. Now list how you feel 
about each one of these 
things in a little detail. Why 
is family important to you? 
What makes you concerned 
about health? and so on. 

3. See if you can group 
these topics loosely in the 
following categories: 

Health and body 
Family and sex 
Groups and work 
Society and environment 

Spirituality



4. Return to this list 
over a few days and 
add any other 
thoughts. 

5. Over time, you 
will probably see one 
area beginning to 
stand out. 

6. Zoom in on that 
area. What is 
happening within 
that field? Let’s say, 
for instance, that the 
area of work, finance 
stress and interacting 
with colleagues starts 
to become 
paramount. What are 
the issues here? 
What’s missing that 
should be present in 
that set of 
circumstances? 
What’s present that 
shouldn’t be there? 



7. What’s an ideal 
scenario in relation to 
that area? Sketch out 
how this would be, 
within the realms of 
possibility — i.e. not a 
‘dream scene’, but 
something that might 
be achievable. 

8. How would you get 
from where things are 
now, closer to that ideal 
scenario? 



Almost as soon as 
you start to work on 
this, you will sense a 
shift of energy. You’ll 
begin to tap into 
something that is 
important to you, 
and start to turn it 
into a narrative. 

Don’t be surprised 
if it suddenly occurs 
to you that this is 
where a key theme 
lies for other stories 
you’ve written.  

You might spot, 
for example, that 
many of your stories 
are to do with down-
trodden employees, 
or people in lowly 
positions being 
oppressed by forces 
about which they 
seemingly can do 
little, or something 
like that. 

You’ll begin to tap 
into something 

that is important to 
you, and start to 

turn it into a 
narrative. 



Your message starts 
to materialise: you want 
to heighten awareness 
of the struggles faced 
by those in low-paid 
positions. Maybe you 
have a social mission, 
like Dickens did, or a 
political purpose, like 
Orwell. Maybe you want 
to project an economic 
vision, like Ayn Rand. Or 
maybe you are content 
just to highlight the issues 
faced by such people and 
let readers determine a 
course of action. 

The important thing for 
your fiction is that you 
have discovered a ‘hot 
topic’ for 
you. 



Its emotive power may 
have been presenting 
you with plenty of ‘fuel’ 
from the depths of your 
imagination already. 
What’s happened with 
this brainstorming is that 
you have brought the 
processes that have 
been feeding your fiction 
into the light of day. 
Once you have worked 
out your message in a 
little more detail, it will 
help you to shape that 
fuel into cohesive works 
of fiction, just like 
Michelangelo shaped 
statues from raw marble.



Your number-one job as a 
writer becomes to remind 
yourself of your message, 
over and over.  

If you can’t explain the 
message to yourself it will 
be harder to craft stories 
into shape. 

You can return to the area 
you have isolated on your 
list and either mine it for 
more material, or find other 
‘hot topics’ as a source for 
your fiction. 

When you find your 
message, everybody wins, 
including readers.  

 Your message isn’t 
merely a statement; it’s a 
way of looking at things. It’s 
more than going through 
some rituals before you sit in 
the writing chair each day: 
it’s the core of each and 
every story you write. 

Now that you know what 
you want to say, you can 
begin reinforce it through 
every character, every plot 
twist, every image, every 
detail, and even every word. 
That’s what it means to be a 
writer with a message.

When you find 
your message, 

everybody wins, 
including 

readers. 



You can start to weave the 
elements of your message 
into every aspect of your 
narrative, shaping reader 
engagement by employing 
all the different kinds of 
vacuums to grab, glue and 
guide readers. 

Writers with messages 
have more fun creatively 
because they are working 
around a common, 
disciplined focus. 

Rather than believing that 
the flow of raw ‘fuel’ from 
their imaginations gives 
them the end product of 
their fiction, writers with 
messages recognise that 
this fuel is just a stage of a 
longer — and more 
productive — crafting 
process. 

When you understand 
the messages behind your 
stories and your body of 
work and can explain it in 
short, disciplined 
statements that you have 
reinforced through many, 
many elements of 
storytelling, your readers 
start to pick up on it and 
begin to spread the word. 

Clear 
Author’s 
Message

WORD OF 
MOUTH



Word of mouth spreads 
faster than any other forms of 
promotion, mainly because 
it’s heartfelt and — once 
again — ‘noise-free’. 

You’ll see more submission 
opportunities more clearly 
and more rapidly, achieve 
recognition and awards, feel 
as though you are creating 
meaningful work, develop a 
camaraderie with writers and 
readers of like mind, and find 
that your creative flexibility 
and power — far from being 
restrained by a message — 
will branch out in new ways. 

Without understanding 
your message, you will 
receive more rejections, your 
development of story ideas 
will suffer, and noise will 
pollute your fiction as stories 
head off in a thousand 
different uncoordinated 
directions.  

Where there’s no message 
in a story, there’s no 
engagement, no grabbing of 
attention, no fixing attention 
to the page, no guidance. 

Without 
understanding 

your message, you 
will receive more 

rejections, your 
development of 
story ideas will 

suffer, and noise 
will pollute your 
fiction as stories 

head off in a 
thousand different 

uncoordinated 
directions. 



 

Lesson Seven:  
When the position of writers 
and their readers becomes 

aligned through a message, a 
synergy arises which can 

rocket writers’ work to the top 
of commercial lists. But there 
is more to it than dominating 
a bestseller category: writers 

with messages are 
accomplishing more effective 

communication.



 

Overall 
embracive 
message:  

Self-obsession  
is evil

Message:  
Innocence 

needs 
protection

Message:  
Society can be 

destructive

Message:  
The law is 

blind

Message: 
Infatuation is 
dangerous

Message: 
Friendship is 

sacrificial

Lesson Seven Exercise:  
PLAYING WITH MESSAGES

Write down five different messages that you could 
include in fiction. Below is an example:



 

Develop an overall embracive message 
which includes everything else that 

you’re trying to say in your story.

Write a fresh piece of fiction ( use The Story 
Creation Handbook if you wish) which includes 

multiple messages:

https://www.clarendonhousebooks.com/copy-of-story-creation-handbook
https://www.clarendonhousebooks.com/copy-of-story-creation-handbook


Your next 
module: 

BECOME A  
PROFESSIONAL 

AUTHOR 
COURSE 

PART ONE:  
WRITE STORIES THAT WORK 

Lesson Eight: 
The Biggest Problem 

Authors Have 

Grant P Hudson


