An idiot’s guide to a Guide.
We walked around in the Brackenfell library. Charlene had a card and I had none – still waiting for mine to be processed. But I was allowed to take out two books - in her name, of course, but only two (out of seven). I remembered how I felt in Brussels at the Tintin Museum in 2004. And at Waterfords in London. Imagine: hundreds of books and you have only one change to get you hands on them! Eventually Charlene had to pry the books out of my hands. We could only afford about one in ten of those I wanted. And we had to carry them around. At Schiphol I saw a book I wanted, and when we came back from Brussels I went to look for it. It was not there. I looked at the queue at the till. I looked at the queue at the gate … eventually we were transported on a loading cart-thingy with a flashing orange light to get us on the plane in time. But I got the book – Marten Toonder’s Het Gouden Bommel Boek.
I suppose this is one instance where Kindle will be a blessing: one electronic device, a hundred books inside its flat little belly.

At least I could return to this library - and take out books on my own name once I have my own card. Nonetheless, I chose carefully: one book I could use as a source for the thesis I was wrestling with (Master’s in Journalism) and the other: The complete idiot’s guide to critical reading by May and Regina Wall, Alpha Books, 2005.
Most readers know these orange, white and blue books; The Complete idiot’s series. I own one myself. And I don’t feel like an idiot – well sometimes I do, but not because of that ... In fact, these are very useful handbooks: concise and easy to grasp, which is what we want in this quick-fix world of ours. Right?
This book is divided into 21 chapters and starts off with some definitions, moves on to types of literature, how to read and write, and just like my thesis, it ends off with a “final analysis.” So it must be a darned good book, I thought, while reading the part about Mark Twain telling readers of Huckleberry Finn that they would be prosecuted if trying to find a motive, banished if attempting to find a moral and shot if looking for a plot. This reminds one of Langenhoven who tried to discourage reviews of his work – rather didactic, but with a witty twist. Contrary to Twist, Langenhoven dared his readers to find the moral of each of his stories … oh, the joys of irony: Langenhoven the chain-smoking philandering alcoholic who preached with his pen! 
Although this book seems to be about reading – and one can imagine most people will indeed only read it for the reading – I suspect it is actually meant for writers. The text is riddled with tips about writing, as if the reader wants to learn about writing and by reading about how to write, or not to. An alternative title could have been To write or not to write, that’s a good read.
Anyway, this book does have really handy tips for writers. Let us skim along the tops of these tips … to the part about genres it is worth noting that MH Abrahams wrote in 1957: “… the criteria for classification have been highly variable; but most common names are such ancient ones as tragedy, comedy, epic, satire, lyric, plus some relative newcomers, like novel, essay and biography.” This was written in 1957. The authors (Wall & Wall), hold the opinion that the rules on genres which in certain cases are about 2000 years old, do not have to be written in stone. Shakespeare, who had literally crisscrossed the genres, thought it hilarious that critics tried to pigeonhole every creative offering the Great Bard had penned. Hello Post-modernism …
One of my favourites, the essay, falls into the classification of theoretical nonfiction. Most of all, I like the explanation that the essay “is a brief composition that attempts to discuss a matter … but is different from a treatise or dissertation, because it doesn’t pretend to be a complete explanation of anything” (!) Now this is a breath of fresh air after months of sweating in an academic straightjacket. How much more free we are in this modern world, despite its own shortcomings – we can break down barriers and erect revolving doors! On page 73 is written: “The author has something to communicate to the reader, and it’s up to the reader to figure it out.” Well, up to a point – authors do not want to be famous after they have died, do they? To be a groundbreaking artist has its drawbacks. Ask Van Gogh, even Stieg Larsson. Utilising universal themes is a safe starting point, making statements most people can identify with is another, as is acceptable characters.
But the author must have something unique to offer – Vincent and Stieg are good examples of this. Although the essentials of composition (or plot and tempo and viewpoint), are pretty much necessary foundations to make the story understandable to the average reader, still the author can play around with rhythm, style and the presentation of dialogue, tense and tone. 
“Building a house: plot structure” is a most interesting part – “a common teaching method to help readers and writers understand the structure of fiction is to picture a piece of fiction as a house.” The house represents the entire structure – the whole story. The house has rooms, each one a plot point or particular action that takes place within the story. And the action or movement inside the house is caused by the inhabitants, of characters. “Without these elements a house could never be a home – it would be just a skeleton with no life.” So, between the walls: action, background, the three “c’s” (conflict, crisis, climax), dénouement/resolution, and the end/conclusion. 

It is up to the author and the reader to put the pieces together. The author provides the roadmap and the reader interprets it. Or if you will, a box of pieces to build a puzzle could also be an appropriate metaphor. But I wonder – today’s reader has no patience. This is the legacy of the “just add water” culture. Force feeding from metal boxes called television, computers and microwave ovens. Flatter ones are called laptops and Kindles. 

Dumbing down? Is that it? Is this why I am happy to read a book with a title that is actually insulting me? No. I don’t think so. I prefer to believe I have a better sense of humour than that. Mark Twain would have loved it. And Shakespeare. Even Langenhoven. Or … especially Uncle Neelsie, he who spread himself pretty thin across different genres trying to teach the Volk to read.
Anyway, we idiots do not take ourselves seriously. Most of all, we are not arrogant about our humility. Right?
