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      I have long made no secret of considering most books on writing useless. (The exceptions, of course, are Strunk & White’s Elements of Style and Stephen King’s On Writing, both of which are very low on bullshit.) Since I am about to inflict a collection of essays about that very subject on the world at large, I might as well explain my decision.

      I dislike books on writing for the same reason I dislike self-help books: because people mistake the work of reading them for the actual work one must do to get better at writing, or better at dealing with yourself and your foibles. The ersatz jolt of advice wears off after a while, leaving the reader in exactly the same place, and they go searching for another high. Like the diet industry, if there was ever a “magic” formula, the entire edifice would tank overnight and several people would be out of jobs.

      Why am I doing this? Simple. I’ve been asked by Readers and fellow writers to collect these essays for their reference. If it reaches beyond that small audience, please be warned: there are no goddamn shortcuts, don’t mistake the effort of reading this for the real work.

      Which is writing.

      “Oh yeah,” people say when I tell them what I do for a living, “I always meant to write a book.” Damn near every jackass who was taught their ABCs in grade school thinks they can type the next Great Novel/Memoir/Navel-Gazing Guide/whatever. Just sit in a chair and type, it’s simple, right?

      Yeah. Just like vomiting. Very simple, but the trick is hitting the receptacle meant to flush it tidily away.

      Most of it is simple ignorance—and the slew of “everyone can self-publish!” doesn’t help dispel the myth that all you have to do is get drunk and spew words at whatever bowl is handy. Writing every day won’t make you Shakespeare, just like practicing the piano won’t make you Chopin. You will, however, end up the best piano player (or the most productive writer) around for more than a few country miles.

      My advice, posted on my blog for years, is aimed at those who want to make a living writing. There are no guarantees, but producing a quality product over and over again will eventually find you an audience. Unfortunately, that’s only the first step. After you’ve figured out how to produce quality writing, there’s getting edited, following submission guidelines, contract negotiations (you should get an agent, as Caitlin Kittredge once memorably said, because you can literally lose count of how many ways there are to get screwed without one) and waiting to receive said contracts, copyediting, proofing, cover art, and once the damn thing is on the shelves, you’re still not done. Because there’s reviews and marketing to deal with, and in between all that, you still have to produce quality work.

      You still have to sit down, over and over again, and do the work, even when sometimes you don’t feel like it.

      A writer writes. It’s amazing how often this simple fact is overlooked. Plenty of people call themselves “writers” when they maybe open up the file—for the same (unfinished) book they’ve been working on for multiple years—every couple of months. Plenty of people who fritter away their energy on “building a platform” call themselves writers without producing jackshit. I could go on and on with the taxonomy of Speshul Snoflakes, but what would be the point?

      A writer writes. Period.

      A writer who wants to improve writes regularly. Getting into the habit of discipline is hard, falling out of it is easy. Writing every day for twenty minutes (or a set number of words) won’t automatically get you published, but it will get you and your craft a lot closer to that goal.

      I have been pilloried a few times for saying I believe a writer should write every day. Of course there will be days when you can’t. Illness, accident, life all get in the way. Some professionals get by with long periods of inactivity, but they’re exceptions rather than the rule. Good on them, but I’m not concerned with them. Yes, I think a writer should write every day. Period. No, I don’t think I’m wrong. Yes, you’re entitled to your own opinion. Have at it.

      Some of my advice won’t work for you. There are many different ways up the mountain, of course. These posts, usually sparked by questions from Readers or fellow writers, are just signposts. Your chances of getting up the damn mountain are a lot better if you know how someone else survived, and at least listen to how they got there.

      Of course all this goes for getting published, too. There is a healthy dose of luck involved in getting published, be it with trad or small-press or what-have-you. The best you can do is produce a quality product and maximize your changes, so that sooner or later when Opportunity knocks, you can tear open the door, brain him, and drag him inside.

      Chance favoring the prepared mind, and all that.

      Lastly, there’s a lot of self-publishing out there. There is very little quality control; consequently, most self-publishing is dreck. Getting a good editor, how to tell a good editor from a bad one, what quality control you need for your work, will maximize your chances of having a self-published book that actually sells.

      There is no shortcut, there never was. All I can offer are these signposts, in the hope that they’ll be useful.
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      I am in moderate pain from yesterday (which seems to have been the worst day yet in terms of stiffness pain from the accident in December) and I have pulled a few tails today, as well as unloaded the dishwasher. Now, after having taken my muscle relaxants, I am ready to wax pontifical.

      I read a wonderful post about canon today by the fabulous Sarah Monette[1]. Any time I start hearing “canon” or “tradition” my hackles rise, my fascination with classical antiquity notwithstanding. Tradition and canon seem to me to be the best way to strangle new art, or truly socially-relevant art (think Sinclair’s The Jungle). But then I have to yank myself up short and remind myself that it is merely my contrary streak speaking.

      DH: You’re a contrarian.

      Me: (in injured tones) I am not!

      To put my thinking concisely: if you read as well as write, you cannot hope but be influenced by the canon and the social/cultural atmosphere you’re raised in/swimming in/living in. Canon exists to give us a point of reference, as the post on canon points out. Communities of people who read the same things and meet to hash out one point or another are as old as civilization. (I’m sure there were poets in Sumerian times who got together to hash and cut. And what is religious epic poetry if not the earliest form of fanfic?)

      All fiction is, to some degree or another, socially relevant; the very idea of fiction would be impossible without a social framework. A novel does not have to be very good to reveal the social underpinnings of the writer’s viewpoint. We leave our fingerprints without ever guessing it. The novel cannot be divorced from the culture it is a product of.

      This is why it is so important for writers to read. For God’s sake, if you do not read you have no business writing. For one thing, reading will teach you what works on the page and what doesn’t. It is the best way to learn nuance, tone, and pace—none of which can be taught in a class or workshop.

      There is another purpose reading serves: it grounds you firmly in your own culture. I am not expressing this well. Let me use a metaphor. Listen closely. Picasso could break the rules of art because he knew them thoroughly and had internalized them. The post makes the valid point that “quality” literature has long been a province of dead white men. Unfortunately, they had the leisure and the resources to give to their Muse, while others were busy scrabbling for survival in one way or another. As Bukowski points out endlessly, a man writes much better on a full stomach than on an empty one, Rimbaud notwithstanding. And as soon as women fought for and received their educational rights—the ones lost largely when that crowd stoned Hypatia to death—they started producing fine writing.

      I have a mental experiment I often use to illustrate a variant of this specific point. Imagine all the writing ever done, whether published or not. Now, imagine the proportion of each class/race/historical period’s writing that is good and will endure. Imagine the vast mass of ephemera that will not endure. The proportion is about the same in any population, whether it’s Dead White Male Writers or New Hot Minority Writers. The Dead White Male Writers had better press agents and more resources, ergo their quality writing has survived in greater proportion, just like the tombs of the Egyptian rich survived in greater proportion than the simple graves of the common folk.

      Economic conditions dictated what percentage of writing would actually get written and what percentage of good writing from a certain population would endure. However, writing is not merely a product of economic conditions. I am fond of remarking that it is like a sickness, an obsession; even when I couldn’t afford to write I somehow did because I could not imagine doing otherwise. But if I had not been a privileged member of a privileged class (a middle-class Caucasian woman in 20th-century America) I perhaps would have not had the opportunities I’ve had to get my voice heard. The internet is a great example of this: the great pluralization of information among anyone who can afford even a relatively cheap 486 and a modem. On one hand, the advent of relatively-cheap technology has made the explosion of minority literature possible to the greatest degree since Alexandria or even Moorish Spain.

      To bring us back from this fascinating digression about economics, I will return to the beginning: canon exists to give us a frame of reference. One can’t write a knock-off of Tolkien without reading him. (One can hardly write fantasy at all without reading Tolkien sooner or later, if only to make sure you’re not unconsciously plagiarizing.) If one reads enough fantasy, one will end up at Tolkien’s door just to find out what everyone else is talking about. This is culture at its finest, a commonly-agreed reference point that provides a measure for behavior. That the behavior is the abstract process of producing a fantasy novel does not detract from the practicality of having a canon.

      Canons express the laws that, whether one likes them or not, must be at least looked at and internalized. Only then can they be broken in any meaningful way to produce—yes, you’ve got it, more canons. Humans are canon creatures: we like the comfort of habit and rules, sometimes to our own detriment. We also like to run up against the rules and change them—what else is fantasy for? Both urges, creation and destruction, are necessary for us to keep our balance and stay afloat in this sea we call culture.

      Well, I have wound myself up in a ball of sentences and am not even sure if I’ve made sense. I’ll leave that to the Reader to decide. Of course I’ve left out many important points when it comes to fiction. But I’m tired, and need more coffee, and to chew on this fascinating concept a little more.

      When it comes right down to it, being a writer means chewing on interesting “what-ifs” and concepts the whole day long. And that, friends and neighbors, is the best work of all.

      PS: I find it synchronous and wonderful that today’s Word of the Day is exegete.

      

      ----------

      [1]http://truepenny.livejournal.com Post is locked and unavailable.
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      In my writing classes, I often focus on creative self-defense. No, it’s not karate-chopping with a handful of dry pasta (though that can work). When I say “creative self-defense,” I mean taking care of yourself so you can produce a work of art. It’s a difficult thing to do.

      First there’s the brute work of typing sixty to a hundred thousand words. Then there’s all the false starts, the sentences and scenes that go nowhere. There’s the unruly characters and the merging plotlines, and having to trust it will all come out all right, that the little furled-tight space in your head where the butterfly lives will produce a coherent story. Then there’s the revisions. Let’s not even talk about those. Gargh.

      I’m working on the fifth Dante Valentine book now. It’s about forty thousand words along, and it’s hard going. Part of it is that I hate to say goodbye to these characters and all they’ve meant to me, part of it is I hate putting them through what I’m going to have to do to them to make the story. Part of it is the nervousness every artist feels before a performance—a gymnast eyeing the parallel bars, for example, or a sprinter examining the racetrack, a rock star listening to the crowd bay after the opening act. This is when I feel the most acute performance anxiety. (There’s another brand of anxiety right before a book release, but it’s nothing compared to this torture.)

      There’s always a point, about a third of the way through a book, when it just seems so bloody fucking hopeless. I can’t do this, I think. I’ve bitten off more than I can chew. I cannot do this. There is no way I can possibly do this. It isn’t writer’s block. I know what happens next and each sentence unreels smoothly in front of my fingers. It isn’t even indecision—the river has no choice but to follow its banks, even if it floods. I know where the story goes. The trouble is, I doubt myself. Can I be clear enough? Can I pull off this twist in midair, can I stick this landing? Of course the readers expect a whopping good story, and my characters expect me to remain faithful to them (Hell hath no fury like a character forced to do something uncharacteristic) and my editor expects me not to mangle the Queen’s English too badly.

      But what I expect of myself is to be a channel for the story, to let it develop organically, to get myself out of the way and let it be. The acute attack of hopelessness yesterday is nothing new. I’ve suffered it with every book (except Hunter’s Prayer). I was actually hyperventilating yesterday, looking at the situation I’ve gotten Dante into (room full of demons, one Hellesvront agent, and a seriously pissed-off lover—and this is after the imps and the Magi, and the swordfight on top the speeding antigrav tram) and thinking, My God, I could have been a gynecologist. Or a lawyer.

      Of course, writing every day for a decade and a half will give you a number of strategies for dealing with this difficult time. Chief among them is the roaring drunk, but when you’re looking after kids, that’s not an option. It’s also hard on the body when one is approaching thirty. Chocolate’s good, but the amount of time one has to spend at the treadmill after inhaling a quarter-tonne is daunting to say the least.

      Actually, I did hit the treadmill with some good music. I turned the whole mess over to the characters. In essence, I told ’em: “You figure this thing out. When you’re ready I’ll come back. Fight somewhere I can’t hear you, and I’m going to trust this will all come out all right.” Of course Dante’s reply was unprintable, as she stamped away flicking a knife around her fingers. The sudden sense of peace was overwhelming. My God, but that woman is high-maintenance.

      Physical exercise is one of the best ways to deal with this kind of nervousness, but there’s also a component of trust. After twenty-two novels written (some of which will never see the light of day; only five are published now and another one’s due out in September) I think I have finally begun to relax a little when I hit this point. A very, very little.

      My point, which I am wending toward with many side-trips, is this: trust the work. Stories don’t come through for no reason. Each teaches you something, even the unfinished ones. Characters mutate, slide into finished works, plot aspects and arcs merge, each story is a laboratory of effects and shadows. Let them be.

      Trust the work—and not so incidentally, trust yourself. It’s a leap of faith like any creative work. We fling ourselves out into space again and again, and each time the net catches us in one way or another. The most terrifying moment is not when we’re contemplating the jump, but after we’ve thrown ourselves off the platform of the safe and the known and are tumbling in freefall, writing the story, letting the words and the characters do what they want and scrambling to keep up. There is the point of no return, when we have to trust the air itself will carry us and we will alight at that place at the end of the story, where the characters smile or weep, and bid farewell for a short while or forever. Remember that scene in Ghost where the spirits are lined up outside Whoopi Goldberg’s door, each one waiting patiently for its turn to slide in and tell its story? Think of it that way.

      I promise you there are always more stories, and they have chosen you—just you—for a reason. Whether you paint, or sing, or draw, or run, or build cars, or fix dishwashers, you’re performing art. That art has chosen you because you are the person who can do it the way it wants to be done.

      If you can’t trust yourself, trust the stories. They know what they’re doing.

      Of course, the roaring drunk and the quarter-tonne of chocolate are always options, as are window-shopping and turning up some reprehensible music and flinging yourself around your living room in a facsimile of dancing (another one of my favorites). Use with care—just because they’re options doesn’t mean you HAVE to use them.

      But that’s another story.
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      It’s a subject that manages to divide writers, especially published writers, and I’m going to say it a few times so we all get over the shock of hearing a “dirty word.” Fanfic. Fanfic. Fanfic. Are you hyperventilating yet?

      Whitemunin[2] on LiveJournal mentioned offhand in an email the other day that she’d developed a thick hide after dealing with insta-reviews in the world of fanfic. This is a good thing, and I’m about to tell you why—and I’m about to tell you why writing fanfic is even necessary. Are you ready?

      A lot of people knock fanfic, saying it detracts from the author’s royalty statements and infringes on the author’s copyrights. Personal opinion: as long as the people doing the fanfic aren’t getting paid for it, I think it’s fine. It only takes reading a few fanfics to be curious about the stories that originally engendered the fanfic; and by and large fanfic authors are rabid fans who buy every book of their Favorite Author’s as soon as it hits the shelves in hardback. Frankly, I don’t see where all this free publicity is a bad thing. Stories are a dime a dozen, they’re lined up out the damn door, and if someone uses my characters in slash or just plain fic I’m more inclined to see it as 1. free marketing I don’t have to sweat over, and 2. the sincerest form of flattery.

      That’s not the point of this post, though. Fanfic is a phase every damn writer goes through. It’s necessary. Imitation is how human beings learn, and there is no better way to learn characterization, tone, voice, and pacing than by following someone’s example, as long as that someone’s voice resonates for you. It’s just like training wheels for a writer.

      Let me clue you in on my own dirty little secret: I made a lot of my chops by writing horrid, torrid X-Men fanfic in my school notebooks. I never showed anyone those stories, and this was before the internet (gasp in wonder, my friends. Yes, I am that old). I learned what worked and what didn’t on the page by mixing up the X-Men characters, adding a few of my own, and dreaming up storylines. It helped that during this time Claremont was writing and Lee drawing some of the best damn comic-book story and art I’ve ever seen. (If one has to imitate, imitate only the best.) It taught me a lot, and eventually I was hungry for...more. I wanted my own stories. I wanted to burst out of the confinement of someone else’s universe and create my own. A Promethean urge, to be true, and one every writer should experience at one point or another. It was time to move on, and I did—but those lessons stayed with me. Boy howdy, did they ever stay with me.

      In other words, I shamelessly aped and imitated until I learned to ride the bike on my own, and then I was off and wheeling down the path, unable to stop even if I’d tried.

      The problem comes when fanfic writers feel the need to burst the boundaries to write something of their own and don’t, whether out of fear or for another reason. Then the training wheels become chains, and nitpicking over canon (we all know who these writers are) turns into bitterness and fascist picking at other artists. Sadly, often these writers don’t even know they’re bitter and trammeled, and trying to tell them only engages the defensive reflex. On the other hand, those who surmount this hurdle are usually much more in tune with their own creative health.

      The other big problem with fanfic is feedback. More precisely, it’s taking feedback personally. It is an amazement and wonder to me that fanfic writers get personal over characters not “theirs” to begin with. And God forbid you mention to some fanficcers little points of craft like, say, grammar. And spelling. Of course, when the characters are your own (sometimes even when they’re not) and you’ve poured your heart and soul into the damn manuscript, it’s difficult to take even the gentlest constructive criticism gratefully. When you add in the Bitter FanFiccers out to hurt anyone they can to salve their own pain, you have an explosive combination.

      Here’s the trick: only read feedback once a week.

      Really. Read that again. Only. Read. Feedback. Once. A. Week. Not only does that give you a block of time to sit down and get it all over with, but it will help you make sure the majority of your time is devoted to—you guessed it—writing instead of getting into petty little battles over whether or not your fic follows someone’s ideas of canon. It also makes it easier to tear away once you hit the point of taking the training wheels off.

      Here’s another little tip: if one person says it, it’s opinion. If two people say it, coincidence. If three people mention the same thing about your story or your writing, it has got to change. (Unless it is a positive something, in which case cherish it.) That’s my particular Rule of Three, and it works very well.

      The fact remains, there will always be people who hate what you write, for whatever reason. They may think they hate you. So be it. One’s job as a writer is to tell the truth using fiction, and that enrages some people, especially when it’s done well. Someone may not agree with your worldview. So what? The world is wide and opinions and worldviews are like rectums: everyone’s got one. The trick is to find your audience, the people who do like what you write, and write coherently and well enough that THEY have a good time.

      We are communicators, us writers, and that’s our job. Feedback is valuable inasmuch as it tells us whether we’re communicating clearly ENOUGH. But don’t fall into the trap of thinking the feedback is a comment on you. Lots of feedback—especially the obviously nasty personal kind—reflects more on the person giving than the person receiving. Remember this, and stay gracious.

      Above all, consider it practice for being edited. Being edited hurts. There is no way around it. As Westley says, “Life is pain. Anyone who tells you otherwise is selling something.”

      It is going to hurt no matter what, because what you write feels pretty damn personal to you. It is your baby, your darling, you sweat over its birth and its first steps, you are intimately involved with making it at every step. Getting feedback, getting reviews, getting edited HURTS. Okay, it hurts like hell. Like fiery, aching, tormenting, Inferno-esque, Middle-Ages Inquisition HELL. Get over it. There is pain in every area of human endeavor. Our job is to write through the pain and learn from it, not to moan or get bitter because it hurts. ’Nuff said.

      Those fanficcers who manage to avoid these dual traps often go on to produce wonderful work. Sadly, they are a small proportion, which is not a surprise when you think of how many “writers” there are out there “don’t have time” to write. (That’s a whole ’nother rant.)

      If you do write fanfic, be aware it’s a valuable phase but not the end-all and be-all of the writing life. Also be aware that feedback is a double-edged sword, like most things in life. But above all, understand you cannot afford to remain still. It’s called inspiration for a reason, it moves and breathes. Staying in one place for too long can suffocate.

      Last but not least, if you’re getting paid for soaking off another person’s character and universe, be aware it’s not fanfic. It’s plagiarism. There’s a special circle of Hell, worse even than editing, reserved for that. End of story.

      

      ----------

      [2]http://whitemunin.livejournal.com Post locked and unavailable.
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      I have my favorite heroines, both historical and fictional.

      On the historical end there’s Athenais de Montespan, Cleopatra, Medea (especially when a woman writes her, like in the Virago Book of Evil Women; yes, I know she’s not strictly historical but I classify her there), and for sheer ballsiness, Eleanor Roosevelt, Mother Jones and female Russian and Finnish snipers in World War II. There’s also Zenobia and the Empress Theodora (The purple is the noblest winding-sheet), not to mention Sacajawea (she did everything they did, only carrying a baby and saving their silly butts as well). And Maid Marian, though I don’t know if she qualifies as historical either.

      Still, it’s to literary and movie heroines my heart belongs. I love heroical historical maidens, but still I am depending on historians to tell me what they thought and felt. I can imagine, and letters and personal papers make it easier, but still—who really bares their soul in a letter? Even Heloise’s or the Portuguese Nun’s letters have that veneer of artifice any letter acquires. But a novel or movie heroine is laid open for me to see, and I like that. So here we are, at my literary and movie heroines.

      No list of my literary heroines would be complete without Tanith Lee. My favorites are the narrator of The Birthgrave and Rachaela from the Scarabae Blood Opera series, though Rach is so passive and vituperative as to make my teeth grit. (I also conflate Rachaela with Smilla Jaspersen, more about her below.) Also Esther from Days of Grass should get a nod here. But when it comes to creating a heroine, my first and best love goes to Tanith Lee.

      What do I look for in a literary heroine? First I look for a writer who has enough craft to write a woman. We are not so easily written, we with ovaries. Men have the benefit of two thousand years of driving us out of public discourse and taking up all the space on the page, and a man’s motivations have already been thoroughly covered from Suetonious and Ovid onward. I’m not saying they don’t have depths, I’m just saying...well, whenever a man’s written, I usually have the feeling I’ve seen it before. Maybe that’s just my cynicism. But a woman...she is a different tale. Even female authors have trouble crafting a woman who can stand up on the written page, because we are writing through a lattice of male perceptions and conventions when it comes to women. I cannot count how many female authors I’ve read who have women behaving like a bad SNL skit of what a man thinks a woman is.

      Enough of that tangent. The first thing I look for is a writer who can write a woman.

      Next, I look for a list of qualities. Is the character internally consistent? Does she have a fatal flaw
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