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Nan’s Notes on Some “How-to-Write” Books 

The best and cheapest fiction teachers are the novels and stories you love and wish you had written, in the genre of your choice.  Buy and dissect them first. Then if you’re STILL not scooping in six-figure advances, check out some “how-to-write” books.  This list is from my own shelf of titles acquired over the years.  I buy Writer’s Digest clearance books, used bargains, etc. They keep me company when I’m truly stuck, or too tired to write and in need of a pep talk.  Almost all of them offer good tips—but much depends on what writing stage you’re in when you read one.

Philosophy and Craft (Fiction)
 The Art of Fiction, Gardner, John.  If God wrote a book on writing, it would be this. John Gardner preaches literate, brilliant, sensible wisdom that will inspire fiction writers of any genre—if not on first reading, then in year two, three, etc.  Not for the dilettante.  I can’t read these when I’m feeling lazy; I’m afraid he’ll strike me dead from Writers’ Heaven.  A+.  Also try On Becoming a Novelist, On Moral Fiction, On Writers & Writing.
 Writing with Power, Elbow, Peter.   Mellow.  I use some of these techniques with my writing students.  Low-pressure ways of writing that help you produce without a lot of fuss.  B.

 Bird by Bird, Lamott, Anne.  Even non-writers enjoy this funny, warm take on the writing life, but women writers adore it.  Good to page through when you’re holding your 15th rejection and your friend calls to say her agent is holding an auction for her first book.  A-.

The Writing Life. Dillard, Annie.  Brief, perfect glimpses of writing in and about nature.  Brilliant in itself, more intimidating (to me) than galvanizing.  No way can I write like Dillard—but I love that she can.  B.

General Reference, Nonfiction (all genres)

On Writing Well, by William Zinsser.  Very good, clear, directions for writing all kinds of non-fiction.  A classic.   A.

The Elements of Style, Strunk & Write.  You’ve heard this and it’s true—if you can buy only one reference book, get this. Not a word is wasted as the authors cover usage, grammar, and style with wit and sense.  A+.
Craft (Fiction) The first six titles are from The Elements of Writing set from Writer’s Digest.  These are paperbacks, available separately, covering distinct elements of writing (as if you could really split them so neatly). 

Setting and Scene & Structure, Jack Bickham.  Good serviceable advice from a best-selling writer of commercial (usually suspense/adventure) fiction.  B+

Beginnings, Middles & Ends, Nancy Kress. I find her advice very useful when I’m in a muddle; she used to write for Writer’s Digest, before it was taken over by teenagers.  A-

Plot, Ansen Dibell.  Interesting; most useful to me after I’ve done one draft.  B+

Description, Monica Wood. This is the standout in the series—if you just get one, make it this. Wood covers description AND character AND point of view AND lots more—and she writes very well, so I believe her.  A+

Conflict, Action & Suspense, William Noble. This was terrible—don’t waste your money.  Superficial and dull, bad crimes in a book about suspense.  D.
Structuring Your Novel, Robert Meredith & John Fitzgerald. Can be useful if you need step by step directions. But don’t get addicted to it—following all their directions can be stifling.  B-

Techniques in Fiction, Robbie Macauley & George Lanning.  Has some good literary examples; not a necessity.  Gardner’s better.  B.
Self-Editing For Fiction Writers, Renni Browne and Dave King.  I use this after every rough draft, until their advice has become second nature.  Great.  A.

Creating Characters, Dwight Swain. A slick approach to creating distinctive characters—literary types would never admit to using this book, but Swain’s tips work, so who cares?  B.
Characters & Viewpoint, Orson Scott Card. Yes, the Ender’s Game guy is good with nonfiction as well.  His approach is more philosophical and less practical than Swain’s, though the usefulness of his advice depends on your mood and genre.  The point-of-view sections are detailed, but tend to confuse me.  B+.

Twenty Master Plots (And How to Build Them), Ronald Tobias.  I love this book, even though I use the same kind of plot over and over (the maturation plot, good for young adult novels). I’m not really learning from it anymore, just checking that I haven’t strayed too far afield in my first draft.  B+.
Dare to Be a Great Writer, Leonard Bishop. Proof that that it doesn’t take a great writer to write a good how-to book.  This one’s cheesy but fun—open it anywhere, and you find problems you’ve never had but don’t mind reading about. The examples he invents are dumb, but they illustrate the solution suggested which you can then use in your own work much more elegantly. I don’t use it often, but I like having it around.  C.

One Great Way to Write Short Stories, Ben Nyberg. It really is.  I don’t write short stories anymore, but when I did (before I dared novels), I found this very helpful.  B+.
How Fiction Works, Oakley Hall.  Hardback, expensive, and I never use it. (Will sell cheap). D.

Spider, Spin Me a Web, Lawrence Block. I like some of his fiction, but Block’s insights into writing feel predictable, nonbrilliant. The best parts are the musings on how a writer’s age affects his work & his readers.  Not bad, but not essential.  B-. 

Stein on Writing, Sol Stein. I still use the chapters on “Thwarting Desire: the Basis of Plotting,” and “Triage: A Better Way of Revising Fiction.”  Knows his stuff.  B+
Genre-specific books

    Good fiction is good fiction.  If you can write that, you can adapt it to any other set of rules.  Probably one guide per genre is all you need, but addicts won’t listen (I don’t).
Writing and Publishing Books for Children in the l990’s, Olga Litowinsky.  Covers the basics;  author was an editor in children’s publishing.  Not terribly deep or thorough.  B-.   

Writing the Modern Mystery, Barbara Norville. I dismissed this years ago, but now that I’m writing my first official mystery I find it invaluable. She describes mystery conventions that have set me free. Her suggestion to organize the story outline into four phases lets me place my essential scenes better, keep the story arc in my head, and correct proportion throughout rather than writing a whole draft only to find the real action begins too late in the book.  B+.

The Writing Business

How to Be Your Own Literary Agent, by Richard Curtis.  I didn’t have an agent for years, so I read this book to be ready the day I got one.  It did help.  Gives you a good feel for the publishing industry, even if you have an agent.  Curtis is savvy and practical.  A.
Professional Etiquette for Writers, William Brohaugh.  I’m tempted to say that if you need this book, you’re probably too rude to get published, except that plenty of rude people DO succeed.  I bought this thinking there must be SOMETHING I was doing wrong, otherwise why wasn’t I published?  But my manners were fine—it was my writing that needed polishing.  If your ego is bigger than your talent (you’d be the last to know, right?), then get this, wake up and smell the coffee.  C+.

Miscellaneous. If you’re fascinated by how some great writers worked, try:

The Notebooks of Henry James, Henry James, Lyall H. Powers, Leon Edel (ed.)  I may be one of 100 people who own this, and was shocked when my U of M daughter’s “Prof. Powers” turned out to be THE Lyall H. Powers, James scholar. How cool.  Outtakes and musings from a genius who never had a thought he didn’t record—in longhand.  For the true addict.
Working Days: Journals of the Grapes of Wrath, by John Steinbeck. I rate Steinbeck below James, so no wonder I found his writing journals less insightful. But not bad.

Reading Like A Writer, Francine Prose. A delightful, slightly intimidating account of how this excellent novelist and art historian, columnist, etc., learned much of what she knows. (Don’t judge Prose by her recent YA books—read The Blue Angel, it’s marvelous.) I felt under-read, but in a good way.  
   New books on writing multiply like rabbits on bookstore shelves. Just don’t let reading them replace writing your own fiction. That’s your true object, remember?
More things to do while you’re waiting for that editor to call
(besides writing, of course)

Writing groups.  Can be great moral support but might not help writing-wise; depends on you & them.  Where to find like-minded souls: local chapters of writing organizations (DWW, SCBWI, RWA, etc.) and—

Writing classes.  In the Detroit area I have taken:
a) classes in creative writing at community colleges. Got great editing feedback from the teacher (but only on assigned manuscripts, naturally).  If you do this, realize your classmates will be beginners, and you can’t count on them recognizing your genius. Learned something important: a great writing coach does not need to be a great writer, or a writer at all. But they must be well-read (preferably in your area).
b) an 8-week, 8-person class from an MFA grad at U of M in Ann Arbor, $400.  Included two chances to have ms. workshopped; excellent editing and fiction feedback.  Higher (but not much) degree of proficiency among classmates than community college.  The MFA people may have suggestions about other grads offering this kind of seminar—ask. 

c) a creative writing class at Wayne, graduate level.  By this time I’d already sold my first book and was too experienced to benefit much from student feedback.  The teacher was a good judge of fiction, so it wasn’t a total loss.  In general, WSU’s creative fiction offerings are slim to none.  Look elsewhere.

d) writing conferences.  Other than through the mail or by flying to a coast, these are where you meet editors and agents who can publish you. I checked out the editors brought in every year at this conference (DWW); when they were from major NY publishers, I signed up ASAP.  I wrote each editor I met a TY note--nothing came of that, but you never know.  I never bought a writing critique from the writing group members—I wanted feedback from BUYERS, and was impatient of general readers (this was probably a mistake; consider both).  The only conferences I wanted were ones where the presenting editors and agents would later accept manuscripts from attendees.

e) read Writer’s Digest and The Writer, occasionally.  Bought books.

f) joined SCBWI (Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators). The national newsletter is full of good advice.  I won a “Judy Blume” grant competition, which I mentioned in every submission letter. Went to some conferences; at one in Indiana, I met an editor who helped me sell my first ms.  Networking works.  Recently, I began an arrangement with a fellow SCBWI member to email each other 10 pages of our work-in-progress every Friday—we don’t read the pages (unless we’re masochists), but having a deadline from a colleague keeps us accountable and productive.
g) contacted a reviewer of YA books from a journal I’d read for years, and offered to pay him to critique my ms.  This was a smart move—he’s an expert, and his critique, though devastatingly frank, saved me embarrassing rejections by showing me how to cut out stuff that wasn’t working, etc.  Just be sure about whom you pay to do this—you must respect their opinion AND be able to survive it. 

h) Miscellaneous.  I see one-day or one-week sessions on writing offered through community education, libraries, writing groups.  These may suit you, if you need an occasional nudge or are just starting out.  The more experienced you become, the less useful these are.  Geared toward beginners.
On contacting editors, agents, and other people who hold your life in their hands (and don’t seem to give a damn):

· If you call these people before you’ve sent them anything, do it from a phone without caller ID.  Normally, the contact information is available from web sites or books, and you shouldn’t bother them with calls.  To just check a title or an address, though, a call is fine.  The receptionist will help you.

· ONCE YOU’VE SUBMITTED a ms. (in children’s publishing you can do this without an agent, though if you’re selling a novel, don’t waste time—get an agent), track it.  After three months, call.  People make mistakes, and based on what I’ve learned about publishing, the workplace/mailroom can be zoos.  Don’t just assume they’re waiting to contact you—better to assume they’ve lost it.  (Dutton lost one of mine for three years, then had the nerve to return it!)  Just be pleasant no matter what.

· If an editor writes you a nice rejection letter, consider writing her back thanking her for the attention.  Editors won’t write just to be polite—they liked something. If she suggests changes, seriously consider making them.  If you do, show the piece to her again before submitting it elsewhere—it’s only ethical.  

Why some writers get published and others don’t (Cappo’s unscientific study):

Lack of talent: 15%.  Think of books you’ve read.  Lack of talent is not a show-stopper, if all you want is to get published SOMEWHERE.

Lack of persistence: 50%.  Landing even an obscure publisher takes a lot of work, involves much rejection, pays little, can be lonely.  Most people quit before this happens. Things like food, mortgages, and children have a way of pushing you into better-paying work.  

Lack of care:  35%.  I’m convinced an important quality that separates the published writer from the gifted amateur is the amount of painstaking care the pro is willing to put in.  No detail is too small to fix, no amount of revision too great, no effort to polish the entire work sentence by sentence is begrudged.  Writing is not for wimps.  It’s not for lazy people.  It’s not for those in a hurry.  You might be a slob in every other area of your life, but if your writing is meticulous, your odds of getting published eventually are very good.

Good luck.
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