FOGBOTTOM LEARN - EDITING & REVISION

THE CHAPTER THAT REFUSED TO
DIE

Cutting material without cutting the book's heart out

Published 31 October 2026 - 4 min read

Read online: fogbottom.com/learn/the-chapter-that-refused-to-die/

fogbottom.com Page 1 of 5


https://fogbottom.com/learn/the-chapter-that-refused-to-die/

Chapter Twelve had survived three revisions, two changes of title and an attempt to move it
into the appendix. Its author, Priya, loved the village féte. There were crooked bunting poles, a

disastrous cake competition and a beautifully observed argument over parking.
There was also no reason for her protagonist to be there.

Whenever Priya considered deleting it, she remembered the cake competition and put the kettle

on. Chapter Twelve remained comfortable.

Affection is useful when writing. When revising, it needs company: an honest account of what

the material does.
PUT THE CHAPTER ON TRIAL, GENTLY

Write down its job in one or two sentences. "It contains my best description” explains why you
like it. "It forces the protagonist to choose between public approval and protecting her friend"

explains what it contributes.

A chapter may establish atmosphere, develop a relationship, prepare a later event or give
readers necessary breathing room. These are real jobs. The test is whether the contribution is

sufficiently valuable here, at this length, in this book.

Priya's féte chapter introduces a local official who matters later. It also repeats a quarrel already
shown at a school meeting. The official's introduction might be essential. Six pages of another

quarrel probably are not.

Make a short list of dependencies: what later material relies on this chapter? Include emotional
preparation, knowledge, objects and relationships, not just plot facts. Cutting becomes safer

once you know what must survive.
TRY THE MISSING-CHAPTER TEST

Save a separate version and remove the chapter. Read the end of the preceding chapter straight

into the next one.
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What breaks? Perhaps the protagonist suddenly possesses a key. Perhaps a friendship has
advanced without a convincing encounter. Perhaps nothing breaks, and the story acquires a

welcome spring in its step.

Do not immediately restore the entire chapter because you found one gap. Write the gap down.
"Reader needs to see why she trusts the official" is a problem you can solve in several ways.

"Must put back the féte" is only one proposed solution.

If possible, ask a reader familiar with neither version to read the altered sequence. Ask for their
account of what happens before explaining what you cut or why. Otherwise, your explanation

may quietly do the work the pages should do.
FOUR WAYS TO SAVE WHAT MATTERS

Cut completely when the material adds no necessary experience or preparation. Keep the
removed text in a clearly labelled file if that makes the decision easier. You need not destroy

something to stop publishing it in this particular novel.

Compress when the event matters but the full treatment does not. A journey might become two
sentences if its only function is getting the characters to the coast. Retain a scene if the journey

changes their relationship in a way readers need to experience.

Combine when two passages perform related jobs. Priya could introduce the official at the
existing school meeting. But combining requires rewriting. Pasting two scenes together may

leave two openings, two arguments and enough chairs for a small conference.

Move when good material arrives at the wrong moment. A childhood memory may gain
meaning after a betrayal rather than before readers know whom to trust. Check that moving it

does not supply information too early or require knowledge the character has not acquired.
DISTINGUISH A SCENE FROM A CHAPTER

A scene usually presents a continuous stretch of action or experience. A chapter is also a unit of

presentation and pacing; it may contain several scenes or part of a longer sequence.
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Sometimes the content works and the chapter break is the problem. Ending immediately after a
troubling discovery may create a useful pause. Ending halfway through a routine explanation

may merely send readers searching for the rest of the sentence.

Try rearranging boundaries before rewriting whole events. Conversely, do not expect a

dramatic new chapter title to repair a scene with no purpose.
CHECK THE COST OF THE SURGERY

After a cut, follow its consequences forward. Does anyone refer to a conversation that no longer
occurred? Is alater reconciliation too easy because you removed the injury? Have you shortened

the opening so much that readers never understand what the protagonist stands to lose?

Also read backward into the change. An earlier promise may now lack a payoff. A lost chapter

can leave loose threads on both sides.

Track changesin a brief revision log: what moved, what disappeared and what needs checking.

Stable scene labels help if chapter numbers are still changing.
WHEN THE AUTHOR STILL CANNOT DECIDE

Set the two versions aside briefly, then compare their effects. Ask a critique partner a specific
question: "Does the relationship develop convincingly without the féte?" That is more useful

than asking whether they like a passage you have already described as your favourite.

A professional structural assessment can help with recurring problems of pace and emphasis, if
your budget allows. You can also make substantial progress with a saved copy and a careful
reader. Professional advice offers another perspective; it does not make affection for your own

work embarrassing.

Priya eventually kept the parking argument's sharpest exchange and moved the official into the

school meeting. The cake competition went into her cut-material file.

It remained a very good cake competition. The novel simply had somewhere else to go.
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From Fogbottom: practical writing guidance and free creative software for independent authors. The original article, with any

updates, is at fogbottom.com/learn/the-chapter-that-refused-to-die/.
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