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The best time to write a synopsis is before you have written the book.  Hang on a minute, I hear you say, how on earth can I write a synopsis of a book that I haven’t even written yet?  I don’t know exactly what happens.

That is the beauty of writing a synopsis before you write the book – you don’t know yet the details of what happens, so you can’t get bogged down in unimportant stuff, or give a chapter by chapter outline of the action while missing the essential kernel of the story.  Writing the synopsis before you write the story itself makes you concentrate on the ideas that made you want to write the story in the first place – the emotional journey of the two characters who fall in love during the course of the book, their motivations, goals and conflicts, why they fall in love with each other, what keeps them apart, and what brings them together at the end.

If, however, you have unfortunately written your story already and now need an exciting synopsis of it to enter a contest or to send off to an editor, there are a number of tricks to make your synopsis stand out from the crowd.

Tip #1 – If you are writing a romance, the action is the least important part of your story, so write your synopsis accordingly.  Concentrate on the emotional highs and lows rather than on the plot.  After all, we read a romance for the emotion not for the exploding helicopters, so make sure the synopsis conveys a sense of the developing relationship between the characters.  Only put in as much plot as you need to explain the characters’ changing emotional states.

Tip #2 – Limit the number of characters you name.  A good rule of thumb is to name only the hero and heroine, and to refer to all the other characters according to their relationship with the hero or heroine.  You may have, for example, Dick, Jane, Dick’s evil boss and Jane’s dotty stepmother.  Who cares what the names of evil boss and dotty stepmother are?  All we need care about is what effect they have on the main characters.  And unless the character is essential to the emotional conflict of the book, then leave him/her out altogether.

Tip #3 – Personally, I like a synopsis that starts off with a short paragraph describing the hero (not hair color or size of muscles – but personality and goal), another describing the heroine, and then another if you need it to describe the setting or the situation before you get on to the conflict.  You can even label them – Hero, Heroine, Setting/Situation, Conflict.  It lays everything out clearly and concisely.

Tip #4 – Make sure your potted summary of the action makes sense.  Yes, an obvious point, but all too often I read synopses in which the hero is suddenly rescuing the heroine from a danger that I had no idea she was in in the first place.  It reminds me of Shakespeare’s “A Winter’s Tale” in which a character has a stage direction “Exit, pursued by a bear” and when you read it, you are scratching your head wondering where the heck that bear suddenly came from.

Tip #5 – Write your synopsis in the same style as your book.  If you’ve written a gothic romance, don’t do a funny synopsis, but if you are pitching your book as a comedy, a light-hearted synopsis is probably a good idea.  Just don’t sacrifice clarity or brevity in pursuit of mood. 

Tip #6 – Don’t editorialise.  Let the reader be the judge as to whether your story is the funniest new novel this year, or so heartbreaking it will make me cry.  Your writing needs to speak for itself.  Don’t run the risk of making your pitch sound like the first half of a Tui ad. 

Tip #7 – No cliffhangers.  Editors want to know how the story ends.  No exceptions.  Of course, all rules are meant to be broken.  I once sold a story from a synopsis which ended. “And it all works out happily in the end, though I’m not quite sure how yet.”  (I mean, how was I supposed to know how it worked out in the end?  I hadn’t written the darn thing yet!) This, however, is probably not recommended.  Answer all questions.  Resolve all conflicts.

And lastly, be prepared to rewrite your synopsis when you have finished your book.  While the essential kernel of the story probably won’t have changed much, if at all, some of the details are bound to be different from what you originally envisaged.

