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Agenda
 

• 8:00 Introductions (20 mins)
• 8:20 Literary Forensics (3 hours 20 mins)

•   8:20  Overview (30 mins)

•   8:50  What do I bring? (40 mins)
  - - - BREAK (5 mins) - - -

•   9:35  What do I feel? (40 mins)

• 10:20  What do I notice? (40 mins)
  - - - BREAK (5 mins) - - -

• 11:00  What do I study? (40 mins)

• 11:40 Next Steps / Wrap (20 mins)
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Around the table

What are you writing?

Memorable novel you’ve read
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Writers Who Read
  with the Boulder Writers Alliance

52 books since 2018
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Literary Forensics Reading Guide 
 
 
 

• My history 
• My biases 
• My reading habits 
• My writing needs 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Motivational goal-driven 
• End-means 
• Heuristics 
• Serendipity 
 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What I Bring 
What I Feel 

What I Notice 
What I Study  
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What I Bring 

Skill Acquisition Strategies 

Technique Gaps 

Reading List / Study Schedule 
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What is

Literary
Forensics?
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Reading: a mostly untaught craft

• Language acquisition happens naturally

• But reading skills require practice

• Pleasure reading dulls critical thinking

• Schools focus on reading for comprehension

Reading like a Writer curriculum hasn’t existed before this
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Aristotle’s Poetics – A Writer’s Progression

Thought (dianoia)
Character (ethos)
Diction (lexis)

Melody (melos)

Spectacle (opsis)
Plot (mythos)

The
Elements

of 
Drama
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Readers perceive in reverse order

Thought (dianoia)
Character (ethos)
Diction (lexis)

Melody (melos)

Spectacle (opsis)
Plot (mythos)

Plot (mythos)
Spectacle (opsis)
Melody (melos)
Diction (lexis)

Character (ethos)
Thought (dianoia)
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Layering vs. Uncovering

Bringing
Feeling

Noticing
Studying

Conceive
Craft

Shape
Revise
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Writing
Techniques

Literary Forensics
Origin of the Novel
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Writing
Techniques

Literary Forensics
Observational Techniques

Literary
Criticism
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Writing
Techniques

Literary Forensics
Observational Techniques

Literary
Criticism

Literary
Theory
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Writing
Techniques

Literary Forensics
Observational Techniques

Literary
Criticism

Literary
Theory

Narrative
Analysis
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Writing
Techniques

Literary Forensics
Observational Techniques

Literary
Criticism Narrative

AnalysisLiterary
Theory

Discourse
Analysis
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Writing
Techniques

Literary Forensics
Observational Techniques

Literary
Criticism

Close
Reading

Narrative
AnalysisLiterary

Theory

Discourse
Analysis
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Literary Forensics
Lines of Inquiry

l What do I bring?

l What do I feel? 
l What do I notice?

l What do I want to learn?
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Literary Forensics - Rules of the Road

1. The Unspoken Contract:

    darkness->light     chaos->order

2. Every scene has a purpose

3. What happens isn’t what’s discussed

4. You probably missed it the first time

         READ & REREAD
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Game #1 
Notice what’s happening

1. Establish context

2. Look for writing tricks

3. Who has status?
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Literary Forensics
Truth #1

You’re being played
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Literary Forensics
What do I bring?

l My point of reference

l Reception theory & our cultural bias
l Lit-crit frames of reference

l How do I judge quality?
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Literary Forensics
What do I bring?

How I read & What I choose to read
l Paper or e-reader or audio?

l Frequency / Timing / Cadence  

l Close reading levels / resistance to the text

l How do I choose what to read?

l Canon / genre / topic

l Recommendations
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bibliomancy
stichomancy

rhapsodomancy
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Quiz
Rapid-fire – around the table

1. Last novel I’ve read

2. How many novels do I read?
(per week/month/year)

3. Favorite genre(s)
4. Paper or e-reader or audio?

5. Ratio of fiction to non-fiction
6. Ratio of reading to writing 

31

(Re)Introductions

My history / culture / biases

My reading

My writing path
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(Re)Introductions

Favorite book or genre

Why?
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Developing New Reading Goals

l Reflect on your answers and others’ 

l Any (new) aspirations or goals?

l Study specific writing techniques?

l New ways of reading
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What I Bring 

Skill Acquisition Strategies 

Technique Gaps 

Reading List / Study Schedule 

Reading Skill 
Acquisition 
Strategies
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rmfw

writerswhoread

Bookmark it!

blue-grasshopper.pikapod.net
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Literary Forensics
What do I feel?

l We always monitor our feelings

l Our initial reaction to our reading

l Pay attention to mood changes

l Usually indicates where to dig

46

Literary Forensics
What do I feel?

l Bored

l Distracted
l Upset

l Confused

l Engaged
l Clever
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Game #2 
Pick a book, any book

1. Open any book to any chapter

2. Read until you notice anything

3. Pause and reflect on your emotional response

4. Keep your book open—we’ll read your selection!
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Game #2: Reading for reaction

• What in the reading elicited that feeling?

• Every feeling and observation is valid...

…but every conclusion should be questioned

• We practice serendipity

- no connection is too crazy

• Always refer back to the reading
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Around the table

Always refer to the book

50

Literary Forensics
Truth #2

Noticing requires self-
awareness

51

Literary Forensics
What do I feel?

Bored
l Monotony: Predictable and repetitive
l Non-specificity: Vague without description
l Passivity: Lack of action
l Coldness: Lack of emotion or sensual engagement
l Inconsistency: Lack of clear structure or transitions
l Complexity: Unusual syntax or vocabulary
l Simplicity: Over-explained, requiring no engagement
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Literary Forensics
What do I feel?

Upset setups include:
l Genre 

l Consistency 

l Representation 
l Agency 

l Morality 

l Trust & Truth
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Literary Forensics
What do I feel?

Distracted – The spell was broken 
                         because of a jagged edge

l Historical Eras

l Location and culture
l Life Experiences

l Professional expertise
l Physical predisposition

54
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Literary Forensics
What do I feel?

Clever – I figured it out!

l Misunderestimating (sic) readers
l Oversharing 

l Relying on 

l No B-story 
l Chekov’s AK-47
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Bookmark it!

garyalanmcbride.com/workshop
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58

1/4 1/3 2/3 3/41/2
5-7% 5-7%
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1/4 1/3 2/3 3/41/2
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Literary Forensics
What do I notice?

• Language and Grammar
• Context in scene
• Point of view
• Character & character development
• Pacing
• Horizontal structure
• Layering of themes
• Overall effect
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Literary Forensics
What do I notice?

Language and Grammar

• Vocabulary

• Intonation 

• Subjects and Predicates 

• Person, Place, and Time 

• Integrating Information

62

Keep a
DICTIONARY

handy

63
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Literary Forensics
What do I notice?

Context in scene
• Context of facts (raw elements, adjectives, +/- 

relative meanings)
• Context of juxtaposition (harmony / conflict, 

power / status, objects, surroundings)

• Context of order (chaining, power, and meaning)
• Context of intention (why scene exists, why here, 

scene/sequel, action/reflection, categorization)
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Game #3
 

• What’s the setup (POV)

• How is context
    influencing meaning
    of the words

65 66

67 68

Game #4
 

• Parse the language

• Ask what’s omitted?

69

70 71 72
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Literary Forensics
Truth #3

 
Omissions are clues, too

73

Literary Forensics
What do I notice?

Point of view – as expressed in: 

• Tone

• Position

• Exposure

• Movement

• Manipulation
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Points of View—How many is too many?

3 [2]

1-ish

. . . But it’s not 
 who you think . . .

l Alice, [Amar], Ezra

5

1

75

8

12

13

Points of View—How many is too many?

76

15

21

Points of View—How many is too many?
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Literary Forensics
What do I notice?

Horizontal structure

• Major / minor divisions

• Pivot points

• Story arcs

• Time structures

78

79 80 81



Literary Forensics – Reading like a Writer

10

82 83

1/3 2/31/2

Russ
Perry
Becky
Clem

Marion Easter
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• First 2/3 set in 1964

• Last 1/3 alternates between 1964

and years closer to the present day
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Kishōtenketsu
• Introduction (ki): introducing characters, era, and other important 

information for understanding the setting of the story.
• Development (shō): follows leads towards the twist in the story. Major 

changes do not occur.
• Twist (ten): the story turns toward an unexpected development. This is the 

crux of the story, the yama (ヤマ) or climax. In case of several turns in the 
narrative, this is the biggest one.

• Conclusion (ketsu), also called ochi (落ち) or ending, wraps up the story.

The kishōtenketsu form is used frequently in the anime movies of
Hayao Miyazaki and his Studio Ghibli
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Literary Forensics
Truth #4

 
Structure informs 

every choice
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Literary Forensics
What do I notice?

• Language and Grammar
• Context
• Point of view
• Character & character development
• Pacing
• Horizontal structure
• Layering of themes
• Overall effect
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Game #5 
Pick a book, any book
 
1. Open any unfamiliar book to Chapter One

2. Read and re-read the opening paragraph(s)
— parse  every word

3. Predict the theme and the plot

4. Consult the STATS and CONTOUR 
to see if you were right

5. Keep your book open—we’ll read your selection!

89

Around the table

Always refer to the book

90
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Literary Forensics
What do I study?

• Publishing industry

• Other narrative forms

• Academic theories

• Digital humanities

• Forming/joining a study group
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Literary Forensics
What do I study?

Publishing industry

• Fiction categories from BISG
• Podcasts: NYT Book Review, Book Riot, First Draft

• Best Sellers: Publisher’s Weekly, New York Times

• Fiction Sales in 2023 (Amazon)
• Agents, Publishers, Contests: Writer’s Market ($) 

• Publishing News: Publisher’s Lunch ($)
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Literary Forensics
What do I study?

Publishing industry (per book)

• Acknowledgements
• YouTube interviews
• Reviews (incl. Goodreads)
• Marketing:

• Amazon.com – lots of detail!

• Blurbs – more about who’s who

• Cover art – you CAN judge a book
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Literary Forensics
What do I study?

Academic Theory & Digital Humanities

• Literary Theory & Criticism

• Educational readability indexing

• Corpora studies
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Genre: Realistic, Present-Day, Arch-Plot Long-Form
Print Pages: 336   
Tense: Past

https://www.online-
utility.org/english/readability_test_and_improve.jsp
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Book Length—Last 50 years

Pulitzer Prize National Book Award Booker Prize
avg: 368 Pagesavg: 405 Pagesavg: 411 Pages

1970-20191970-2019 1970-2019
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https://bisg.org/page/Fiction
https://www.nytimes.com/column/book-review-podcast
https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/nielsen/index.html
https://www.nytimes.com/books/best-sellers/
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=%27Literature+%26+Fiction%27&i=stripbooks&s=salesrank&Adv-Srch-Books-Submit.x=31&Adv-Srch-Books-Submit.y=14&field-dateop=During&field-dateyear=2022&unfiltered=1&ref=sr_adv_b
https://www.amazon.com/Writers-Market-100th-Trusted-Published/dp/0593332032/
https://lunch.publishersmarketplace.com/
https://www.online-utility.org/english/readability_test_and_improve.jsp
https://www.online-utility.org/english/readability_test_and_improve.jsp
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Mixing Genres

Pulitzer Prize Booker Prize
avg: 368 Pagesavg: 405 Pagesavg: 411 Pages

1970-20191970-2019 1970-2019

1

l 1980: The Executioner’s Song – Norman Mailer
             (True Crime, Literary)

l 2001: The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay
  – Michael Chabon (Super Hero, Literary)

l 2013: The Orphan Master's Son 
   – Adam Johnson (Thriller, Literary)

l 2016: The Sympathizer – Viet Thanh Nguyen
             (Mystery, Literary)

l 1988: Paris Trout – Pete Dexter
           (Thriller, Literary)

l 2003: The Great Fire – Shirley Hazzard
           (Romance, Literary)

l 2007: Tree of Smoke – Denis Johnson

           (Thriller, Literary) 

National Book Award

11

2 2

100 101

Sentiment Analysis
Eleanor Oliphant

Offered
promotionSpots

Johnny

Goodbye
Mummy

1/4 1/3 2/3 3/41/2
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Sounds
like

a plan
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As you read...

l Be aware of your biases

l Listen to your emotions

l Search for underlying techniques

l Question everything!
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You’re invited to join us!

Writers Who Read (through BWA meetup.com)

Monthly on 1st Sunday @ 2:30pm in Boulder, CO 

& online

Upcoming meetings: GaryAlanMcBride.com

Bookmark it!
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It’s
FUN!
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Happy

Sleuthing!
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