

ABOUT SUBTLETY AND THE METONYMICAL OBJECT:


All subtlety comes from what the reader intuits from the work, not what she reads. All real subtlety comes from the writer's ability to make herself write unconsciously, UNAWARE of her intent, her "take" on things; unwilling to preach or persuade; writing only as convincingly as you can about the details of the situation and the nuances of the characters. 


I work on a story, or a chapter for that matter, by simply writing it through, thinking only about what the scene looks like, the people, the background, the weather, the clothing, the room, the facial expressions, etc. I'm trying to see it. I'm listening to what people say. I have a general idea of an "about" I guess, or I couldn't make a sentence. I dance around the "about" describing what I see and imagine...making it up as I go along. I have no allegiance to any of it. I'm discovering, improvising. I'm not yet making any conscious choices about what I describe, or say. Each time I work, I approach the "about"--what is this scene about? Is it about a man telling his wife he wants to get away for a while? Or a new teacher telling a young student he's probably wrong about Charlie Manson having heroic qualities? What's the teacher trying to accomplish? He wants to keep the student's interest, he wants the student to see, but he doesn't want to alienate him. I see what they say to each other. Each day it may be something new. The scene swells, and contracts. Gets longer and more complicated. New people come into it, and go out. But everything I do, I do thinking of the scene and what's happening in it. I'm not thinking about my attitudes, my spleen, my likes and dislikes, nor any of my appetites, prejudices or values; I'm not even thinking about the whole novel, or the whole story. I'm just thinking about this scene and trying to get it so it feels "real" to me, and "right." And I imagine I am every character in it. The one who is afraid, the one who is bored, the one who is getting offended, the one who is bitter and thinks the kid who said Charlie Manson is heroic should have his brains beaten out. Eventually comes a time when I can go on and so I do. I still might tweak the scene, or cut it entirely from the novel, but that always comes later and after I have a whole story to look at. And that's the only time I'm making conscious choices. My son is a musician, and song writer. He once said to me, “You have to build a song; you can’t just expel it.” And that’s exactly right. A story has to be constructed and built, line by line, after it’s been expelled. When you first utter it, you don’t have much of anything.


Now, this seems a good place to get into the "metonymical object." It's a film term, used by directors and scene setters, I'm told. You're going to have a scene in a movie, in a room. The room has to be furnished. Is the furniture going to be metonymical? That means, is the furniture going to be, somehow, "about" what is going on in the scene? You have a story about a character who is dealing with intimations of death, you have him standing at a funeral, watching pall bearers place a coffin in a hearse. The motion is to the right on screen. In the street, right next to the parked hearse, a marching band is going by in the other direction. The marching band is not an accident. The director didn't say "Action," then have the scene get started and then say, "Oh, damn. Here comes a god damned marching band."

No. The director said he wanted a marching band going by in the opposite direction, and he wanted it playing a particular melody--Ode To Joy, perhaps. The band and what it's playing is "metonymical." That is, both "say" something about the film's conflict; both are subtle reminders of what's at stake in the film.

Now, metonymical objects happen in fiction too--whatever you notice in your imagination and describe will be metonymical automatically, if you imagine you are every character and feel what every character feels. But it has to take place automatically, from that "emotion" of being the characters in the piece. You can't "consciously" do it. But whatever is "metonymical" in your scenes will be subtle by definition. You didn't plan it. It happened from your emotional state as you were working. Certainly you must have noticed that whenever you're feeling down and broken hearted, every single song on your radio seems to be about that feeling. And when you're feeling really happy, the songs seem to reflect that. It's not that somehow the music matches your mood as much as it is what you notice from those moods. All that we perceive does not come to us through cognition, it comes through intuition; it is filtered thoroughly through our emotional state not our intellectual state. 

I used to travel around the country when I was much younger, giving master teacher seminars to creative writing teachers in high schools and colleges. And I had this perfect excerise to illustrate how one unconsciously creates metonymical objects. I'd take a room full of people and divide it down the middle. Then I'd give each person on the right side a photograph of a room and somebody clearly lying in a bed. The note attached said, "you are married to the person in the bed. You and your spouse have just had your first child. You are twenty-two. Imagine you are the person entering this room. Feel what this person feels. Then write a few sentences that describe the room in the photo."
I'd give each person on the left side a photograph of the same room. The exact same photograph. Their instructions read, "you are married to the person in the bed. You have been married for more than sixty years. Doctors say your spouse will die very soon. You are eighty. Imagine you are entering this room. Feel what this person feels. Then write a few sentences that describe the room in the photo."

The people on the right described the "morning light" coming in through the window. The cool, "spring" breezes that "caressed" the curtains, and so on. The folks on the left described the "autumn evening's light," or the "winter's breath" through the window. It was the same photograph. Without realizing it, each person was infusing their work with metonymical objects, because they were truly feeling what the characters feel and recording what they noticed as it filtered through those feelings. This is human. This is natural. This will happen without you if you'll let it. And its subtle as hell.
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