
STORY FISH THAT MAY REQUIRE REVISION

SPECIES: 
• Because of paint-by-numbers approach, author’s intent becomes too obvious, 

throwing the reader out of the story.
• Reader feels manipulated rather than entertained
• Characterization tends to fade after the set-up; motivation is weak and people 

do things mostly to further the plot or make things easier for the main charac-
ter.

• Scenes in the latter half of the novel may seem rushed or blur into one another; 
a sameness sets in due to lack of imagination or the reader not caring about the 
characters.

• The entire apparatus labors under the flaws of a design in which things that 
should be invisible and inside the story are on the outside. The story works too 
hard to perform simple tasks and to move forward.

SPECIES:
• Swims in the wrong direction, unable to see where it is going.
• The opening of the story doesn’t provide a specific focus or point of interest.
• Elements of the story are not in harmony or the right length in proportion to 

one another.
• The overall structure and resulting form are not pleasing to the reader.
• Because the point of view is inconsistent, the reader is close-in on the main 

character sometimes but more distant other times.
• By story’s end, other, irrelevant information and subplots have been shoved 

into the story fish.

Note: Some novels, like Martin Amis’s Time’s Arrow, start at the end and end 
at the beginning. This is different than being unintentionally ass-backwards.

mecha-fish The Ass-Backwards Fish

Reader sees hook coming; 
too much scaffolding.

Opening is in 
correct 

proportions 
but has no life.

Prologue encased in 
hard glass; too 

self-contained, it feels 
less like an entrance 

than an obstacle.

All the nuts and bolts of the 
plot are glaringly obvious.

An assortment of 
bling and moving 
gears creates action 
to divert attention 
from clunky storyline.

Ending has closure but 
seems a bit hurried 
and perfunctory.

Black smoke from plot having to 
work too hard to overcome weak 

characterization. Smoke screen of 
hurly-burly and artificial twists 
may fool the reader…or may 

confuse them.

Subplot kicks in 
to draw attention 
from main plot 
deficiencies.

POV is adequate
 but too familiar.

Opening act 
and set-up 
are too long.

Story opens 
with little 

context, too 
much in the 

middle of 
things.

False lures lead nowhere.

Tumors of 
irrelevant 
exposition

Subplot juts 
unduly from 
parts of the 
narrative.

Point of view is 
inconsistent.

Story 
ends 
two or 
three 
times.

Lure finally 
deployed, 

but too late.Subplot erratically 
advanced.

Subplots are too prominent, 
overwhelming main story.

If writing experimental 
fiction, Ass-Backwards 
may be a winning strategy.

Devil’s Advocate
Don’t think a mechanical 
process will lead to a 
mechanical result.

Devil’s Advocate

STORY FISH THAT MAY REQUIRE REVISION

SPECIES: 
• Because of paint-by-numbers approach, author’s intent becomes too obvious, 

throwing the reader out of the story.
• Reader feels manipulated rather than entertained
• Characterization tends to fade after the set-up; motivation is weak and people do 

things mostly to further the plot or make things easier for the main character.
• Scenes in the latter half of the novel may seem rushed or blur into one another; 

a sameness sets in due to lack of imagination or the reader not caring about the 
characters.

• The entire apparatus labors under the flaws of a design in which things that 
should be invisible and inside the story are on the outside. The story works too 
hard to perform simple tasks and to move forward.

SPECIES:
• Swims in the wrong direction, unable to see where it is going.
• The opening of the story doesn’t provide a specific focus or point of interest.
• Elements of the story are not in harmony or the right length in proportion to 

one another.
• The overall structure and resulting form are not pleasing to the reader.
• Because the point of view is inconsistent, the reader is close-in on the main 

character sometimes but more distant other times.
• By story’s end, other, irrelevant information and subplots have been shoved 

into the story fish.

Note: Some novels, like Martin Amis’s Time’s Arrow, start at the end and end 
at the beginning. This is different than being unintentionally ass-backwards.

Mecha-Fish The Ass-Backwards Fish

Reader sees hook coming; 
too much scaffolding.

Opening is in 
correct 

proportions 
but has no life.

Prologue encased in 
hard glass; too 

self-contained, it feels 
less like an entrance 

than an obstacle.

All the nuts and bolts of the 
plot are glaringly obvious.

An assortment of 
bling and moving 
gears creates action 
to divert attention 
from clunky storyline.

Ending has closure but 
seems a bit hurried 
and perfunctory.

Black smoke from plot having to 
work too hard to overcome weak 

characterization. Smoke screen of 
hurly-burly and artificial twists 
may fool the reader…or may 

confuse them.

Subplot kicks in 
to draw attention 
from main plot 
deficiencies.

POV is adequate
 but too familiar.

Opening act 
and setup 
are too long.

Story opens 
with little 

context, too 
much in the 

middle of 
things.

False lures lead nowhere.

Tumors of 
irrelevant 
exposition

Subplot juts 
unduly from 
parts of the 
narrative.

Point of view is 
inconsistent.

Story 
ends 
two or 
three 
times.

Lure finally 
deployed, 

but too late.Subplot erratically 
advanced.

Subplots are too prominent, 
overwhelming main story.

If writing experimental 
fiction, Ass-Backwards 
may be a winning strategy.

Devil’s Advocate
Don’t think a mechanical 
process will lead to a 
mechanical result.

Devil’s Advocate




