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Introduction

This book will not teach you how to write. Whether you use a fountain pen or a word processor, writing is finally sitting alone in a room and wrenching it out of yourself, and nobody can teach you that.

But you can learn, because writing is self-generating, one of the few skills you can acquire from a book—an otherwise pejorative phrase. Combined with a lot of trial and error: You don’t just immerse yourself in books and then suddenly emerge a writer. You have to practice, because the writing muscle needs regular exercise, and no pain, no gain. There will be false starts and dead ends and self-doubt, but you don’t have to go to Iowa or Bread Loaf, and you don’t need a writing teacher. You need teachers.

You learn to write from other writers, from reading their novels, poetry, plays, biographies. But you have to read like a writer. A civilian reads for entertainment, information, solace. A writer reads for all these, and for craft and technique and tricks of the trade. A writer reads critically, noting what works and what doesn’t, silently cheering the arabesques and booing the clunkers, quibbling about the choice of a word here and the use of a semicolon there, always judging. In a way it’s a curse: A writer never gets lost in a book, never surrenders to a text, never fully suspends disbelief, because a writer is always watching, even when he’s reading.

The sixteenth-century French writer Michel de Montaigne, the inventor of the modern essay, once remarked that “there are more books upon books than upon all other subjects.” It’s still true. In addition to models to emulate, there are all kinds of books upon books: how to find a publisher, how to do research, how to prepare a manuscript. From Judith Appelbaum’s indispensable How to Get Happily Published, to the venerable Elements of Style and Paris Review Interviews, to such modern classics as Anne Lamott’s Bird by Bird and Richard Rhodes’s How to Write, these books instruct, inspire, and feed—but never quite satisfy—an intense curiosity about the process of making literature.

And you can learn straight from the masters, because writers love to give advice, to colleagues and tyros alike. Down the centuries they’ve carried on a lively discussion of their craft, much of which is preserved in print. They share their hard-earned knowledge about everything from how to write dialogue to how to behave on television. They reveal trade secrets, they declare rules and commandments, and they expose the creative process. Here are samples of that writerly wisdom—pithy pronouncements and brief readings on the art of writing—from their rooms to your room.


J. W.
PACIFIC PALISADES, CALIFORNIA




Author’s Note

Most of these quotations are from writers, but there are also contributions from a number of booksellers, editors, and publishing executives. And please note that I’ve quoted “writers” and not “authors.” For me, an author is anyone who has published a book, while the word “writer” carries a value judgment. A writer is an artist, someone who writes out of the gut. A writer is something you are, whereas “author” refers to something you do. Almost anyone can be an author, from anthologists to autobiographers, diet doctors to financial gurus. Authors are a dime a dozen. Writers are rare.
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Get an agent. Make no excuses for the failure to do so. Get an agent. Otherwise you’re a babe among wolves.

Brendan Francis

It is more difficult to get a qualified literary agent than it is to get a publishing contract.

John Boswell

First of all, you must have an agent, and in order to get a good one, you must have sold a considerable amount of material. And in order to sell a considerable amount of material, you must have an agent. Well, you get the idea.

Steve McNeil

Most large trade publishers return unsolicited manuscripts unread or scarcely glanced at.… Publishers that refuse to read slush generally return manuscripts with printed notices stating that the firm reviews only submissions made by literary agents. In effect, agents have become the slush pile readers of the publishing industry.

Richard Curtis

Even the greenest of [Hollywood] agents serve a tremendously valuable function—since very few people in the business will read a script that is unrepresented, because of legal reasons.

William Goldman

My advice on dealing with publishers: Let your agent do it. Agents are more important than publishers. Agents are more important than anyone. Which brings me to my advice on dealing with agents. You can’t. They won’t speak to you. They’re too important.

P. J. O’Rourke

Agents make good partners, particularly if you don’t live in New York (but even if you do). If they’re competent they know the going rates and the best terms; they know which editors might be interested in your work. Don’t ask them for literary judgments about your projects. They’ll give them and you’ll be sorry you asked. (My agent friends will kill me for saying so, but literary acumen ain’t their forte. Nor should it be—that’s your job.) They’ll cost you at least ten, more usually fifteen percent of your writing income. You should see as you go along that their contribution of contacts and negotiating expertise adds at least that much to the total (and if it doesn’t add more, you ought to look elsewhere).

Richard Rhodes

Choose your agent as carefully as you would choose your accountant or lawyer. Or dentist.

Russell Banks

Choosing an agent is a lot like choosing a hairdresser. If you know a bunch of writers (and most writers do because who else is home all day?) ask the successful ones who represents them. If you don’t know any writers, look at books by authors you admire and see which agent the author thanked in the acknowledgements. Send five to ten of these agents a résumé, cover letter, and proposal for what you’re trying to sell (it’s imperative that the prospective agent knows that you have a money-making project in mind). Interview the agents who respond positively and pick the one you like best. If no one responds positively, send your stuff to another five to ten agents. Don’t take it personally. Think of it as practice in handling rejection. (Believe me, you’ll need all the practice you can get.)

Margo Kaufman

Your agent is your lifeline, your reality check, and your best friend.

Rita Mae Brown

If you get an agent for your book, don’t call him or her every day. When there is news, you will be the first to know.

Bill Adler

The only advice I have to give a young novelist is to fuck a really good agent.

John Cheever
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When writing a novel a writer should create living people; people, not characters. A character is a caricature.

Ernest Hemingway

Begin with an individual and you find that you have created a type; begin with a type and you find that you have created—nothing.

F. Scott Fitzgerald

You can never know enough about your characters.

W. Somerset Maugham

Trollope said, “On the last day of each month recorded, every person in a work of fiction should be a month older than on the first.” We go with our characters wherever they lead us, and as time makes its mark on us, so it must on them.

Hallie Burnett

I always pulp my acquaintances before serving them up. You would never recognize a pig in a sausage.

Frances Trollope

You must be very careful how you introduce your characters. The star plan is to talk about them before they appear so as to make the audience curious to see them, and sufficiently informed about them to save them the trouble of explaining their circumstance. But as some of the characters must open the play and cannot be prepared in this way, you must either fall back on the Parisian well-made play formula and begin with a conversation between the butler and housemaid or else start the characters with a strongly assertive scene, like Richard III.

George Bernard Shaw

It is a psychological trait in human nature that interest is established in the persons whom the playwright introduces at the beginning of his play so firmly that if the interest is then switched off to other persons who enter upon the scene later, a sense of disappointment ensues.

W. Somerset Maugham

The bad novelist constructs his characters; he directs them and makes them speak. The true novelist listens to them and watches them act; he hears their voices even before he knows them.

André Gide

If you want your reader to understand something about a given character, his habits of intellection and control of his emotions, show the reader what the character thinks about, and then the reader will think about it too.

George V. Higgins

Nothing is as important as a likeable narrator. Nothing holds a story together better.

Ethan Canin

A character is never a whole person, but just those parts of him that fit the story or the piece of writing. So the act of selection is the writer’s first step in delineating character. From what does he select? From a whole mass of what Bernard De Voto used to call, somewhat clinically, “placental material.” He must know an enormous amount more about each of his characters than he will ever use directly—childhood, family background, religion, schooling, health, wealth, sexuality, reading, tastes, hobbies—an endless questionnaire for the writer to fill out. For example, the writer knows that people speak, and therefore his characters will describe themselves indirectly when they talk. Clothing is a means of characterization. In short, each character has a style of his own in everything he does. These need not all be listed, but the writer should have a sure grasp of them. If he has, his characters will, within the book, read like people.

William Sloane


AFTER GRADUATING from Johns Hopkins in 1947 I began working for the Baltimore Sun. Elliott Coleman had steered me to the job. Elliott had come to Hopkins the previous fall to teach writing. He was a poet, a tall willowy man, prematurely white-haired, with a slightly fey manner and the great writing teacher’s gift, which was to identify an ounce of quality in a ton of verbal trash and encourage the student to mine it. When I met him I was enamored of Ernest Hemingway, like almost everyone else in his course, and ground out story after story about sardonic fellows sitting in bars before trudging off to brutal ends. After reading a hundred stories like this, Elliott, who wanted us to discover Marcel Proust, threw up his hands in class one day, cried, “Hemingway’s swell, but he’s out! out!” and strode from the room.

Even in my embarrassing Hemingway imitations, however, he found something to encourage. “You write dialogue extremely well,” he said. It wasn’t true, but he’d identified my one skill that might be worth developing. The encouragement kept me from dropping the class. Still, my characters remained hard types who lumbered off to defeat or death with stoic resignation. After laboring through a dozen such tales, Elliott gave me one of the most valuable suggestions I’d ever had about writing.

“Don’t you think it would make your tough guys a little more interesting to the reader if once in a while you had one bend down to smell a rose?” he asked.

Russell Baker



A novelist’s characters must be with him as he lies down to sleep, and as he wakes from his dreams. He must learn to hate them and to love them.

Anthony Trollope

Front-rank characters should have some defect, some conflicting inner polarity, some real or imagined inadequacy.

Barnaby Conrad

I would never write about someone who is not at the end of his rope.

Stanley Elkin

The protagonist of a play cannot be a perfect person. If he were, he could not improve, and he must come out at the end of the play a more admirable human being than he went in.

Maxwell Anderson

The character that lasts is an ordinary guy with some extraordinary qualities.

Raymond Chandler

A character, to be acceptable as more than a chess piece, has to be ignorant of the future, unsure about the past, and not at all sure of what he’s supposed to be doing.

Anthony Burgess

When I used to teach creative writing, I would tell the students to make their characters want something right away—even if it’s only a glass of water. Characters paralyzed by the meaninglessness of modern life still have to drink water from time to time.

Kurt Vonnegut

The characters have their own lives and their own logic, and you have to act accordingly.

Isaac Bashevis Singer

A character has his own logic. He goes his way, one goes with him; he has some perceptions, one perceives them with him. You do him justice; you don’t grind your own axe.

Saul Bellow


TOLSTOY SAID a great thing [about characterization]: You can tell that a marriage is on the rocks when they speak to each other rationally.

David Mamet



“Character is Fate,” said Heraclitus in 500 B.C. or thereabouts. But “Our characters are the result of our conduct,” added Aristotle a hundred years or so later. We will find character and action even more inseparably entwined in fiction than they appear to be in life.

Rust Hills

Naming your characters Aristotle and Plato is not going to make their relationship interesting unless you make it so on the page.

Annie Dillard

Names are terribly important. I spend forever coming up with names. Sometimes a character doesn’t work until I change his name. In Bandits, Frank Matusi didn’t work. I changed him to Jack Delaney and suddenly he opened up.

Elmore Leonard

If you’re silent for a long time, people just arrive in your mind.

Alice Walker

You put a character out there and you’re in their power. You’re in trouble if they’re in yours.

Ann Beattie

That trite little whimsy about characters getting out of hand; it is as old as the quills. My characters are galley slaves.

Vladimir Nabokov

The legend that characters run away from their authors—taking up drugs, having sex operations, and becoming president—implies that the writer is a fool with no knowledge or mastery of his craft. The idea of authors running around helplessly behind their cretinous inventions is contemptible.

John Cheever

The moment comes when a character does or says something you hadn’t thought about. At that moment he’s alive and you leave it to him.

Graham Greene

By the end, you should be inside your character, actually operating from within somebody else, and knowing him pretty well, as that person knows himself or herself. You’re sort of a predator, an invader of people.

William Trevor

If you want to know your characters better, ask yourself: “How would they behave in a quarrel?”

Barnaby Conrad

I don’t like to throw characters into a plot as though it were a raging torrent where they are swept along. What interests me are the complications and nuances of character. Few of my characters are described externally; we see them from the inside out.

Michael Ondaatje

My characters are quite as real to me as so-called real people; which is one reason why I’m not subject to what is known as loneliness. I have plenty of company.

William S. Burroughs
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I’ve always had a feeling it’s dangerous to be friends with a writer.… you can end up talking away your books.

Norman Mailer

The fewer writers you know the better.

Maeve Brennan

There are two kinds of writers: hustlers and sanctimonious hustlers.

Edward Hoagland


IN 1967, when I was twenty, I wrote an—inevitably—earnest first novel. I showed my efforts to the only published writer I knew. He was kind enough to write a long critique, a largely charitable assessment in which he expounded upon the challenges of first person narration, the difficulties of the picaresque style, and the need for consistency in fictional point of view. He allowed that some of my characters were effective, was indulgent with my attempts at plot development, and even went so far as to say, “the thing as a whole is rather likable.” But, at the end of his commentary, he appended this postscript: “It has just occurred to me that there is, however, the dreadful possibility that your book is supposed to be serious.”

P. J. O’Rourke



Keep away from books and from men who get their ideas from books, and your own books will always be fresh.

George Bernard Shaw

To choose a writer for a friend is like palling around with your cardiologist, who might be musing as you talk to him that you are a sinking man. A writer’s love for another writer is never quite free of malice.

Anatole Broyard


BEST ADVICE I ever got was from the Romanian poet Nichita Stanescu, who told me in Bucharest, before I emigrated: “Learn English. French is dead.”

Andrei Codrescu



Fine writers should split hairs together, and sit side by side, like friendly apes, to pick the fleas from each other’s prose.

Logan Pearsall Smith

Artists never thrive in colonies. Ants do. What the budding artist needs is the privilege of wrestling with his problems in solitude—and now and then a piece of red meat.

Henry Miller


For Christ sake write and don’t worry what the boys will say nor whether it will be a masterpiece nor what. I write one page of masterpiece to ninety one pages of shit. I try to put the shit in the waste-basket.… Forget your personal tragedy. We are all bitched from the start and you especially have to be hurt like hell before you can write seriously.

Ernest Hemingway,
IN A LETTER TO F. Scott Fitzgerald (1934)



After suggesting [that young writers] look into The Writer’s Chapbook I recommend they keep a diary, at least a page a day, and faithfully, and also to get into the habit of letter writing to other writers. The advantages that come with doing this seem obvious—both are exercises which hone the communicative skills.

George Plimpton


I WAS Sinclair Lewis’s secretary-chess-opponent-chauffeur-protégé back when I was 24, and he told me sternly that if I could be anything else be it, but if I HAD to be a writer, I
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