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QWC RESOURCE SHEET #17
Writing a Synopsis

What is a synopsis?

A synopsis is a summary of your novel: who are the main characters, where
and when does the action take place, what are the major conflicts and plot
points, and, perhaps most importantly, what happens at the end? Don't
include subplots - they will come through in the reading of the novel itself.
The synopsis is also a way of showing not only that you know what your
story is about, but that you can communicate it to other people - like agents
or publishers.

How long is a synopsis?

Some agents or publishers will ask for a one-page synopsis, some for a two-
pager. Check the agent’s/publisher’s website for submission guidelines.
Generally speaking, the more succinct your synopsis, the better. The thing
to remember is: there’s no point in writing a synopsis that’s as long as your
novel!

Don’t I just put this in my cover letter?

Short answer: no (see Resource Sheet # 18 - Writing a Cover Letter). Long
answer: your cover letter is the start of your pitch and includes a blurb (see
below). Your blurb is the teaser - the chance to interest the agent/publisher.

What is a blurb?

The blurb is the paragraph you find on the back of a book that gives a brief
overview of your main characters, the obstacles they face and leaves the
reader hanging so s/he feels curious enough to go and buy said book.

Can you summarise your novel in 25 words or less? This is your blurb.

What is a tagline?

A tagline is the same kind of thing you see on a movie promo poster: it's a
short, sharp teaser. You can grab someone’s attention if you can distil your
story into a tagline. For example: Blade Runner "Man has made his match ...
now it's his problem."; Angel Heart "Harry Angel is searching for the truth...
Pray he doesn't find it."; The Matrix "Reality is a thing of the past."

What kind of language should I use in my synopsis?
The synopsis is the only place you are allowed to use clichés. This is because
they form a kind of shorthand for anyone reading the synopsis. Clichés in
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this context can help transmit your story in a fast and effective manner. Use
short sentences and simple language. Synopsis writing is more art than
science. It should be half-way between a sales pitch and a summary of the
story. It's not just a blow by blow description of what happens, but also a
legend to the book’s themes and characters, and a showcase of the author’s
ability to hook a reader’s attention and tell a compelling story.

The other thing to keep in mind is that your synopsis is an opportunity to
present your writing style as well as the story itself. Make sure you show
your writing at its best, and capture the voice and tone of your book.
Synopses that are written in a dry “this happens, then this happens” style
are unlikely to engage an agent’s/publisher’s attention. The synopsis should
capture the same energy and emotional timbre of the novel, so if you've
written a crime thriller, the synopsis should capture suspense, danger, etc. If
you’'ve written a romantic saga set in the Outback, the synopsis should
capture the sweeping landscape, the sense of possibility, the emotional
stakes, etc.

Do I reveal the ending in my synopsis?

Yes, you do. The synopsis is the encapsulation of your novel - an agent or
publisher is going to want to know how it ends. Why? Because s/he needs to
know that you know how the story ends.

What form should the synopsis take?

Try to condense the beginning, middle and end of your novel into two
paragraphs each, i.e. two paragraphs for the beginning, etc. It is an
excellent discipline to practise being succinct. Finish off with a concluding
paragraph, which contains the length of the novel, the genre it’s in and
possibly a comparison to the work of other authors. “This is a literary crime
thriller 90 000 words in length, which will appeal to readers of Di Morrissey
and Gabrielle Lord”. This also shows that you know who your audience is,
and will help an agent/publisher to decide whether you are right for their
list.

Make sure you check out our other online resource sheets, in particular
Resource Sheet # 2 - Pitching to Publishers and Resource Sheet # 6 -
Literary Agents.
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