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In the contemporary landscape of literary criticism and creative writing pedagogy, few works approach the technical 

granularity of Douglas Glover’s Attack of the Copula Spiders. Rather than offering the abstract, often ephemeral

advice found in standard 'how-to' writing guides, Glover provides a rigorous, almost engineering-focused

deconstruction of prose and narrative architecture. This article provides an in-depth technical analysis of Glover’s

methodologies, focusing on the linguistic constraints of the copula, the recursive nature of narrative structure, and

the defense of literature in an increasingly post-literate era.

The Theoretical Framework of the Copula Spider

At the heart of Glover’s technical critique is the concept of the "Copula Spider." In linguistic terms, a copula is a 

connecting word, specifically the verb 'to be'(am, is, are, was, were, be, being, been). While grammatically

essential for establishing state or identity, the over-reliance on copular verbs in narrative prose creates a stagnant

environment. Glover posits that these verbs act like 'spiders,' weaving a web of static energy that traps the narrative

momentum.

The Linguistic Impact of Static Verbs

To understand the technical drain of the copula, one must examine the Syntactic Energy Coefficientof a

sentence. In a dynamic narrative, the verb serves as the engine of the sentence. Transitive verbs (e.g., 'he

shattered,' 'she ignited') propel the reader forward by establishing a direct action upon an object. In contrast, the

copula establishes a state of existence, which is inherently non-progressive.

•  Static State: "The room was dark." (The reader is presented with a fixed image; the narrative remains 

stationary).

•  Dynamic Action: "Darkness swallowed the room." (The verb 'swallowed' creates a micro-event, contributing to 

narrative flow).

Glover’s 'attack' is not a call for the total eradication of the verb 'to be,' but rather a technical mandate for writers to

recognize when they are defaulting to passive observation rather than active construction.

The Architecture of Narrative Structure

Beyond the sentence level, Glover is perhaps most renowned for his demystification of narrative structure. He

argues that a novel is not merely a sequence of events but a complex system of patterns, echoes, and structural

knots. This structuralist approach views the book as a machine designed to generate meaning through repetition

and variation.

The Recursive Pattern Model

Glover suggests that narrative tension is maintained through a Recursive Pattern Model. This involves the 

systematic introduction of motifs and plot points that return at regular intervals, but with added complexity or 

'weight' upon each return. This is often referred to in Gloverian terms as "The Knot."

A structural knot occurs when multiple narrative threads—thematic, character-driven, and environmental—intersect



at a single point of high-intensity conflict. To visualize this, we can consider the following technical breakdown of a

narrative unit:



Structural Component Technical Function Narrative Impact

The Image-Logic Establishing a recurring visual motif. Creates subconscious cohesion for 
the reader.

The Antithetical Propellant Introducing an opposing force or 
desire.

Generates the primary friction 
required for plot movement.

The Syntactic Rhythm Varying sentence length and 
complexity.

Controls the 'heartbeat' of the reading 
experience.

The Structural Echo A callback to a previous action or 
dialogue.

Validates the reader's investment in 
the story's history.

The Narrative Tension Formula

In a technical sense, we can quantify the efficacy of a scene using a Narrative Tension Index (NTI) . While

literature is rarely mathematical, Glover’s insistence on craft suggests a formulaic underpinning to successful

storytelling:

NTI = (Vq + Cc) / (Sd * Pw)

Where:

•  Vq (Verb Quality): The ratio of active transitive verbs to copular/passive verbs.

•  Cc (Conflict Complexity): The number of intersecting character motivations in a given scene.

•  Sd (Structural Distance): The gap between an action and its thematic consequence.

•  Pw (Prose Weight): The density of non-essential adjectives and filler words.

By maximizing Vq and Cc while minimizing Sd and Pw, a writer achieves a high-performance narrative engine.

Case Study: Analyzing Narrative Structure in Practice

To understand Glover’s principles, we must look at his analysis of master writers like John Gardner and James 

Wood. Glover notes that these writers utilize what he calls "The Contrastive Mechanism."This is the technical

execution of placing highly specific, concrete details against a backdrop of abstract psychological turmoil.

Implementation in 'Elle'

In Glover’s own award-winning novel Elle, he applies these principles by stripping away the linguistic 'fluff' that often

bogs down historical fiction. The narrative relies on sharp, percussive sentences that force the reader to inhabit the

character’s immediate physical reality. This is a direct application of the 'attack' on the copula: instead of telling the

reader that the character 'is' cold, the prose demonstrates the physical mechanisms of freezing.

Comparison: Traditional vs. Gloverian Craft Models

The following table illustrates the divergence between common 'workshop' advice and the technical rigor proposed 

in Attack of the Copula Spiders.



Feature Traditional Writing Workshop Model Gloverian Technical Model

Primary Focus Voice, Emotion, and 'Flow' Syntax, Structure, and Patterning

Verb Usage "Show, Don't Tell" (Abstract) Elimination of Copula Spiders 
(Technical)

Plot Development Linear progression of events Recursive loops and structural echoes

Sentence Level Focus on clarity and accessibility Focus on syntactic energy and 
rhythmic variety

Revision Strategy Polishing dialogue and character arcs Deconstructing the architecture for 
structural integrity

Technical Field Guide: Auditing Your Prose

For practitioners looking to implement Glover’s strategies, the following step-by-step procedure serves as a

technical audit for manuscript development.

Step 1: The Copula Audit

1.  Highlight every instance of is, was, were, am, and are in a 500-word sample.

2.  Calculate the Copula Density (CD): (Total Copulas / Total Words) * 100.

3.  Aim for a CD of less than 2%. For every copula identified, attempt to replace it with a verb that describes a 

specific action or physical interaction.

Step 2: The Pattern Mapping

1.  Identify the three primary images or themes introduced in the first 10% of the work.

2.  Map their re-occurrence throughout the middle 60%. If an image does not return with increased complexity, it 

is a "dead thread" and should be removed or reintegrated.

3.  Ensure the final 10% provides a Synthetical Resolution where these patterns collide.

Step 3: Syntactic Variance Check

1.  Measure the length of 20 consecutive sentences.

2.  If more than five sentences share the same word count or grammatical structure (e.g., Subject-Verb-Object), 

introduce inverted syntax or appositive phrases to disrupt the hypnotic (and potentially boring) rhythm.

Troubleshooting Common Structural Failures

Even when following a technical model, writers encounter specific failure modes. Glover’s essays provide a

roadmap for diagnosing these operational challenges.

1. The Sagging Middle (Entropy of Pattern)

Diagnosis: The narrative patterns have become repetitive rather than recursive. The reader experiences 'pattern 

fatigue' because the stakes are not escalating syntactically or structurally.Solution: Introduce a Structural Pivot.

This is a point where the protagonist’s primary mode of interaction changes—often a shift from being a reactive

agent to an active one, reflected in a sudden shift from passive to highly aggressive verb choices.

2. Semantic Overload

Diagnosis: The writer has attempted to include too many 'knots' or images, leading to a breakdown in the reader's 



ability to track the Image-Logic.Solution: Apply the Principle of Parsimony. Consolidate three minor recurring

images into one powerful, versatile motif that can serve multiple narrative functions.

3. The Dissolving Ending (Lack of Synthesis)

Diagnosis: The story ends with a sequence of events but no structural closure. The patterns have simply stopped 

rather than resolving.Solution: Ensure the ending functions as an Echoic Superposition—a scene that mimics

the structure of the opening scene but replaces the original variables with the lessons/changes learned during the

narrative progression.

The Defense of Literature in the Post-Literate Age

Glover’s work is not merely a technical manual; it is a defensive strategy. He argues that we are entering a post-

literate agewhere the nuance of written language is being eroded by the immediacy of visual and digital media. In

this context, the writer’s adherence to high-level craft is a political and cultural act.

By mastering the "Copula Spiders" and the intricacies of narrative structure, the writer creates a piece of technology

—the book—that can perform functions that visual media cannot. A well-structured novel engages the reader's 

cognitive faculties through Deep Processing, a state of mental engagement that requires the decoding of complex

linguistic patterns. Glover’s essays serve as a manifesto for maintaining the intellectual rigor of the novel as a

distinct human technology.

The value of Attack of the Copula Spiderslies in its refusal to simplify the craft. It demands that the writer act as

both an artist and an engineer, understanding that the emotional impact of a story is entirely dependent on the

structural integrity of its prose. To read Glover is to understand that writing is not just about telling a story; it is about

building a world, word by word, knot by knot, with the precision of a master craftsman.

As writers move forward into an era dominated by algorithmic content and fragmented attention spans, the

technical lessons of Douglas Glover provide a necessary framework for producing work that is not only readable

but resilient. The 'attack' on the copula is, ultimately, a defense of the vitality of the human voice in its most

structured and powerful form.
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