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Introduction

“When love and skill work together, expect a masterpiece.”

—John Ruskin

Do you want to start writing or to write more, and more skillfully? You’ve come to the right place, because I’d like to be your writing coach and guide you through the entire process, including a lot of aspects that other writing books never tell you about.

If something’s been stopping you from writing, it’s probably down to one of the fears I reveal in Chapter 1, where you can also discover how to overcome every one of them. Then I’ll help you decide what you are best suited to write, whether it’s short stories, articles, novels, non-fiction books, or scripts. You’ll also find out how to take advantage of your knowledge and life experience in your writing.

Then we turn to the actual process of writing, starting with unique right-brain creativity techniques that you can use to generate an endless flow of ideas. Then you’ll learn how the “magic why” can produce a blueprint of your story, and how to create wonderful, vivid characters. I’ll share with you the Q/A technique, a tool you can use to hook your readers and keep them engaged all the way through your book, story, or script. You’ll learn story secrets that help you structure your material, and techniques to make your language vivid and compelling. And you’ll see how you can evaluate your first draft and rewrite effectively and efficiently.

The third part of the book covers a number of crucial topics that are often ignored. These include how to get your friends and family to understand and support your creative activities, how to create a great writing space for yourself, how to use your writing time most effectively, and how to motivate yourself when your energy starts to flag. Every writer faces rejection from time to time, so I’ll show you how to deal with critics, including the one who is usually the harshest of all—your inner critic. With the neuro-linguistic programming technique in Chapter 12, you’ll be able to transform the inner critic into a constructive inner guide—the key to avoiding or overcoming writer’s block.

In the final section of the book you’ll learn the secrets of marketing yourself and your work, beyond the normal methods that most other writers are using. There’s also a chapter on new media, which offer tremendous opportunities for writers smart enough to find out about them. And we finish with a chapter on how to create and enjoy the writing life.

One of the best features of this book isn’t in the book itself. Every chapter has a bonus that you’ll be able to access on the website www.yourwritingcoach.com by typing in the code word at the end of that chapter. These bonuses include a video interview with Robert Cochran, the co-creator of the international hit series 24, telling you about writing thrilling scripts; another with agent Julian Friedmann candidly discussing what agents look for in clients; and another with a mystery writer from Murder Squad, a group of UK crime writers who have figured out how to get free publicity for themselves and their books. There are additional audio interviews, demonstrations of writing and rewriting techniques, and much more—all at no extra charge to buyers of this book.

Once you’ve read the book, if you still have questions you are welcome to email me at jurgenwolff@gmail.com and I’ll do my best to answer them, because I’m serious about being your writing coach. I know from my own 25 years’ experience of writing articles, books (Do Something Different, among others), scripts for television (including Benson, Family Ties, and Relic Hunter), and films (The Real Howard Spitz, starring Kelsey Grammer and Amanda Donohoe) that writing can be the most satisfying creative activity in the world—and it pays pretty well, too! I’d like to share with you all the lessons I’ve learned (some of them the hard way) and help you on the road to your writing success. Are you ready to start?


PART I
READY, STEADY...

“All glory comes from daring to begin.”

—Eugene F. Ware

If something has been holding you back from writing, it’s probably a fear of some kind. In this part, we take the bull by the horns by confronting and banishing the fears that typically keep talented people from expressing themselves as writers. Then we find out what specific type of writing suits you best. Finally, we explore how who you are and what you know can guide you in selecting what stories to tell.


1
No More Fear, No More Excuses

“To do anything in this world worth doing, we must not stand back shivering and thinking of the cold and danger, but jump in, and scramble through as best we can.”

—Sidney Smith

A good coach should prepare you for the obstacles that may lie ahead, and I know the number one obstacle you will face on your road to success. It’s you.

Years ago there was a wonderful comic strip called “Pogo,” and one famous line from it was, “We have met the enemy, and he is us.” It’s true. Yes, it can be hard to think of the right word, find the right agent, and put up with dumb decisions from editors or studio executives, but the main problems we face are generated by ourselves. Most of the time, these stem from our fears.

You may feel certain this does not apply to you, but in many cases the fear is hidden not only from others, but also from ourselves as would-be writers. Therefore, I respectfully suggest that you don’t skip this chapter. If any of the fears mentioned here ring true, they may be at the root of your inability so far to write as much or as well as you’d like. Fortunately, as you’ll see, there is a way to overcome each of these fears. The best strategy is to face them right now, head on, before we get on the nuts and bolts of writing and selling your work. Here they are, the Big Seven Fears and the ways to conquer them.

The fear of rejection

This is by far the most common fear of writers and artists of all kinds—in fact, of all human beings. Generally, when you stop yourself from doing anything, at the heart of that self-sabotage is the fear that you (or what you create) will be rejected.

When you were young, maybe your mother or father encouraged you to take a chance on doing something by saying, “The worst that can happen is that they say no.” What they didn’t realize was that this is the worst that can happen. If you have a memory of asking someone out when you were a teenager, and that person said no, you’ll probably still be able to call up that feeling of teeth-grinding, I-wish-I-could-just-sink-into-the-earth humiliation. Unfortunately, children quickly become expert at ridiculing others who are different—too fat, too thin, too tall, too short, too geeky, too anything. You learn to fit in, to do what everybody else is doing, desperate not to stand out. Of course, the irony is that every breakthrough, in writing or in any other field, comes from doing something different from what the average person is doing.

Here’s the hard truth about rejection: You can’t avoid it. There isn’t a single successful writer who hasn’t had work rejected at one point or another. Most of them had many, many rejections before they had their first success. Here are a few examples:

[image: image] It took J.K. Rowling a year to find a publisher for the first Harry Potter book. There was only one offer, from Bloomsbury, for £2,500 (about $4,900). At the end of their meeting her publisher’s parting words were, “You’ll never make any money out of children’s books, Jo.”

[image: image] Melody Beattie’s non-fiction book Co-Dependent No More was turned down by 20 publishers. It went on to sell five million copies.

[image: image] Joanne Harris wrote three books that failed to find a publisher. Her fourth book, the novel Chocolat, became an international bestseller and spawned an equally successful film.

[image: image] John Grisham’s first novel, A Time to Kill, was rejected by 15 agents and 26 publishers before Wynwood Press agreed to publish it—in an edition of 5,000 copies. The book didn’t become a bestseller until Grisham’s next three were hugely successful.

[image: image] Wilbur Smith’s first novel found no publisher, and he decided that writing wasn’t for him. Eighteen months later, his agent convinced him to have another try. That book sold, and since then his novels have sold 84 million copies.

I could fill this entire book with similar stories. Rejection comes with the territory. If you expect rejection and remember not to take it personally, it loses some of its sting. Remind yourself that the people who are judging you are fallible (let’s spend a happy moment imagining how the publishers who turned down J.K. Rowling must be feeling just about now. . .).

That’s not to say it won’t hurt when the big fat envelope containing your manuscript comes back again, or when agents say they don’t even want to read your material. It will, but you’ll get over it. Here’s what Norman Mailer has to say about this, in his book The Spooky Art:

“More sensitive than others in the beginning, we have to develop the will, the stamina, the determination, and the insensitivity to take critical abuse. A good writer, therefore, does well to see himself as a strong weak person, full of brave timidity, sensitive and insensitive. In effect, we have to learn to live in the world with its bumps and falls and occasionally startling rewards while protecting the core of what once seemed a frighteningly perishable sensitivity.”

In other words, you can’t just try to transform yourself into someone with such a hard shell that you no longer feel any pain. If you do, you lose the very part of yourself that allows you to create insightful, emotional, touching stories and books and scripts. The two parts of yourself have to co-exist. Fortunately, there are some excellent techniques for doing this. One is always to be working on the next thing. When you finish one writing project and start to send it out, get right to work on the next one. Your creative juices will be flowing and when the first one is rejected, it’s much easier to think, “Well, that one may or may not be published eventually, but the one I’m working on now is sure to be a masterpiece.” Emotionally, there is nothing worse than feeling your entire career is riding on one project and waiting day after day to hear whether the people to whom you’ve submitted it actually want it.

The fear that it won’t be good enough

This fear sometimes stops people before they even start. Such people measure their ideas against the best writing of all time. Can what you intend to write possibly attain the stature of the works of Shakespeare, Conrad, or Hemingway? Probably not (although you never know). So what’s the point of writing it in the first place? If you use this line of reasoning, it’s almost certain you’ll never get started.

If your pattern is to compare yourself to the greatest authors of all time, there are two ways to get over it. One is to remember that you never know what will stand the test of time. Shakespeare was writing popular entertainment, and probably would be astonished to find his plays still being read and performed 400 years later. If you’re worried about how posterity will judge your work, accept that you can’t possibly know this anyway.

On a more down-to-earth level, it’s helpful to remind yourself that your writing doesn’t have to be great literature to have value to your readers. It’s unlikely that the books of John Grisham or Danielle Steele will ever feature in many literature courses, yet they have given pleasure to millions. Even the Harry Potter books are looked down on by a number of literary critics, yet all around the world they have rekindled children’s interest in reading. If you’re writing non-fiction, surely you can think of dozens of examples of books, like How to Win Friends and Influence People, that are short on literary merit, but that have helped or inspired millions of people. Richard Carlson, whose series of Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff books has sold millions, told interviewer Judith Spelman:

“I don’t pretend to be really intellectual. I don’t offer psychobabble. I just write about the very practical and ordinary things and that’s why people relate to it.”

If your pattern is stopping partway through your project, perhaps you are measuring what you’ve written against the pristine, perfect vision of it that you had at the start. For example, maybe you wanted to write a book that would illuminate the thoughts and feelings of a woman who is abandoned by her husband and left to raise their handicapped child alone. Halfway through, you read what you’ve written so far and realize that the characters aren’t as alive as you’d hoped they would be, or the plot has some holes in it, or your prose isn’t as vibrant as you imagined. At this point, it’s easy to give up—why carry on when clearly you’re not fulfilling your own vision? Sometimes at this stage a new idea occurs to you, a new story that is, as yet, perfect. So you put aside the half-finished draft and start writing the new story... until, halfway through that one, the same thing happens. After a few instances of this, it’s easy to come to the conclusion that you’re wasting your time with this writing business and give up.

If you stop yourself by comparing your partly finished book to the ideal you had in mind when you started, consider this: Would you feel disappointed by a 10-year-old boy because he’s not going out every day earning a living? Presumably you’d say of course not, he’s just a child, he’s not an adult yet, why would I expect him to have a career and earn his own way? Your partly finished book is also a child. It becomes a grown-up when it’s completed and has been rewritten and polished. That’s the time to assess it, not now.

It’s also important to remember that it’s extremely rare for any artist or writer or architect or other creative person to feel that their final product matches up to their original dream. I’m sure Michelangelo looked up at the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel and thought it could have been just that little bit better. If you accept this as an inevitable part of the creative process, you stop punishing yourself for your supposed failings. The positive aspect of this phenomenon is that it can spur you to move on to your next project, hoping and planning to get closer to realizing your dream next time. You may never arrive, but that desire keeps you travelling hopefully, and the by-product of that journey can be books that entertain or inspire or instruct a dozen people or a million.

For some writers thinking through the logic of this process is enough; others find that they have a strong inner critic who resists mere logic. If you’re one of those people, you’ll find the solution in Chapter 12, “Tame the Wild Inner (and Outer) Critic.”

The fear of success

Everybody understands why someone might be afraid to fail; it’s a bit more difficult to understand why some people are afraid of success. The reason is that we tend to fear change, and success is one type of change. Maybe we’re afraid that our old friends won’t like us any more, or that we won’t be able to cope with the demands of fame and fortune. Or maybe we worry that in the public spotlight our failings will be exposed.

The fact is that the only constant is change. Whether or not you succeed as a writer, you will lose some friends and gain others, you will have money pressures (having too little or too much for comfort), and at times you will feel vulnerable.

As far as fortune is concerned, if you earn a lot you always have the option of giving it away. If you don’t like being rich, you can choose to go back to being poorer. However, the odds are you won’t mind it. As someone has pointed out, “Money can’t buy happiness, but it can make unhappiness much more comfortable.”

With fame, writers have a big advantage over actors. A very successful actor is recognized by millions of people. The writer who is read by millions still can choose to keep a low public profile. Most readers don’t even know what their favorite authors look like, other than the picture on the back cover. Being a bestselling author may open the door to fame, but you don’t have to go through it.

The fear of revealing too much

Writers sometimes panic when they realize that the book or script they are writing is a lot more personal than they intended. It may not be strictly autobiographical in terms of dates, times, and names, but their innermost fears, shames, and longings are making their way into the work.

In one way, of course, this is great news. When such deep feelings are reflected in a work it’s much more likely to strike a responsive chord in readers. The books you love probably are the ones that made you think the author understood you, that he or she is a kindred spirit. If you don’t open yourself up in this way, it’s unlikely your words will have much emotional weight. Many writers have said that writing is a kind of therapy. Putting their fears and passions into a book and perhaps coming up with a story that reflects how things should have worked out, rather than how they actually did, can be a healing process. Science fiction and fantasy pioneer Ray Bradbury delivered an invocation at a Humanitas Prize gathering, saying:

“Help us to know that only in our loves can we create and out of that creation change some stray, small part of the world we touch.”

Readers don’t have some kind of X-ray vision that tells them which part of what you’ve written is true and which part you’ve made up. Furthermore, mostly they won’t care. It’s not the author’s experience they’re thinking about and sharing, it’s the character’s.

A separate but related issue is whether family and friends will recognize you or themselves in your work. People know themselves so little that some will see themselves in characters you based on someone totally different, and others will fail to recognize themselves in characters you did base on them. Naturally, you have to avoid a portrayal that is libellous, but beyond that you can’t really worry about it. Allow the story to guide you, give your work the feelings it requires, and let the characters come alive. And when it’s all done, if someone asks where you got the idea for a particular character, you always have the option of lying. I’m not saying I ever do this, but when my play Killing Mother was produced, I did tell my mother that it was based on the story a friend told me about his mother...

The fear that you have only one book in you

Most people have heard of publishing’s sophomore curse: Often a second novel is less successful than the first. Frequently, this happens because a first novel is heavily autobiographical and the writer has spent years on it. If it is successful, the publisher may press for a follow-up novel to be produced quickly, sometimes with a sacrifice in quality. Therefore it’s natural for first-time novelists to worry about whether their second effort will live up to their initial work, but in some cases writers start worrying about this before they’ve even finished the first one.

There are two answers to this anxiety. Some authors only ever produce one work. The prime example is Harper Lee, with her masterpiece To Kill a Mockingbird. Not only has this book given pleasure to millions, it has also had an important social impact. When the civil rights lawyers who risked their lives in the 1960s and early 1970s in pursuit of equal rights for black people were asked what inspired them to do this, many of them named To Kill a Mockingbird as one of the influences. If you were to write only a single book but it had the power of that one, would that be so bad?

Realistically, however, most authors have many books in them. One way to reassure yourself of this is to keep a notebook of ideas for future books while you’re writing the first one. Jot down any and all ideas for stories, characters, settings, situations, bits of dialogue, etc. Don’t let them distract you from putting most of your energy into your current book, but keep your notebook handy as a reminder that ideas are plentiful. Chapter 4, “An Endless Flow of Ideas,” will also give you strategies for generating even more ideas when you need them.

The fear that you’re too old

There’s so much emphasis these days on young and attractive writers that you may fear you’re not the right type for today’s publishing scene. Publishers do rejoice when they find an author who can look sexy on the back cover and be promoted as the next young discovery. However, there are always exceptions. In 2003, the winner of the Whitbread Award was Norman Lebrecht, age 54, for his novel The Song of Names. In the Guardian newspaper he said, “Here there are agents who are prepared to put their faith in someone who is on the wrong side of 50.” Others who started late and thrived include Annie Proulx, Penelope Fitzgerald, and Mary Wesley.

Lebrecht makes the case for mature writers:

“When I read a novel, I like to hear the voice of someone who has experience. There are many art forms that are particularly suited to young people, in which young people can have their say—there’s pop music, there’s theatre—much better suited to the very young than to the middle-aged. But the novel and the symphony are contemplative forms, into which you try to pack as much of what you know about life as possible, as much as you never even knew you knew.”

The fear of being overwhelmed by research

If you are writing a historical novel, or a book set in another part of the world, or in a specialized field, you may worry you’ll never be able to get all the details right. Numerous projects have been abandoned when the author was drawn deeper and deeper into research, until it turned into a maze from which there seemed to be no exit.

Giles Minton is a journalist who wrote the non-fiction book Samurai William, about the first Englishman to visit Japan. In Writers’ News he said:

“It’s very different writing 100,000 words when you have been used to doing 1,000 or 2,000 words. I think the one thing that journalism has taught me is that structure is all-important. I did quite a bit of reading before I startedSamurai William so I had the general, overall view of the book, and then I had to break it down into chapters. Then you can break down chapters into segments. I think when you are dealing with such massive amounts of information you have to control it.”

Minton’s method offers hope to those who fear handling large amount of research:

“I have the overview of the book and I tend to research a chapter and then write a chapter. There is so much information involved that I couldn’t possibly research the whole book first.”

The internet is of course a fantastic resource for researchers. It can locate not only facts, but also friendly experts willing to answer questions or look over sections of the book about which you are unsure. You may be surprised at how flattered experts are when someone asks them to review a book for accuracy; many will do it for free, others for a reasonable fee. The possibilities offered by the internet offer another reason not to let research frighten you.

And a word about courage...

In his wonderful book The Courage to Create, Rollo May wrote:

“If you do not express your own original ideas, if you do not listen to your own being, you will have betrayed yourself. Also you will have betrayed our community in failing to make your contribution to the whole.”

That’s what writing is all about. If you still have fears, put them aside now and focus your attention and your energy on what only you can write. The rest of this book will help you find the resources and techniques for making your contribution. The result may be an article, a story, a book, or a script that will feed the imagination and the dreams of people you’ll never meet, whose names you’ll never know, but with whom you will have communicated because you had the courage to follow your dream.

KEY POINTS

[image: image] The biggest obstacle to writing success is usually yourself.

[image: image] Some people let their fears stop them from writing. The seven big fears are:

[image: image] The fear of rejection

[image: image] The fear that it won’t be good enough

[image: image] The fear of success

[image: image] The fear of revealing too much

[image: image] The fear that you have only one book in you

[image: image] The fear that you are too old

[image: image] The fear of being overwhelmed by research

[image: image] All of these fears can be overcome, as described in this chapter.

EXERCISES

[image: image] If you suffer from any of the seven fears, challenge them every morning.

[image: image] As you read about the success of other writers, jot down how their experience disproved the fears that you worry about.

CHAPTER BONUS

On the website www.yourwritingcoach.com, click on the “Chapter Bonuses” tab, then the “No More Fears” tab, and type in the code: nofear. You will be taken to an exclusive interview with journalist and documentary maker Lucy Jago, who overcame her fear of writing a full-length book and produced The Northern Lights, which won her the Andrew Lownie Biographer’s Club Prize and a six-figure deal with a major publisher.


2
Find Your Niche

“Make visible what, without you, might never have been seen.”

—Robert Bresson

You have the impulse to write, but maybe you’re not sure yet exactly what you want to write. It’s not unusual for creative people to try to do everything, preferably all at the same time. If you want to make writing a hobby, then by all means jump around and write as many different things as you like. But if you aim to be a professional writer, it makes sense to focus on one type of writing and work hard to gain expertise and success in that arena.

The easiest way to figure out what you should write is to answer this question: What do you love to read? If you devour mysteries, or haunt the bookshop waiting for the latest Stephen King and Clive Barker novels, or you have a bookshelf full of science fiction, there’s your answer. Even within a category such as “crime,” there are many sub-categories, such as traditional mysteries, police procedurals (with another sub-category of forensics), comic crime, and so on. The more specific you can be the better, because agents and publishers will need to know where your book fits.

Write what you are passionate about, not what you think will sell. If you are trying to write in a genre that doesn’t really speak to you, the results will reflect that. When J.K. Rowling became immensely wealthy after creating Harry Potter, thousands of would-be writers decided they would also write about boy wizards, but the successful similar books came from authors who were already in love with the fantasy genre before it became a big money-spinner.

My advice is the same for those who want to write non-fiction: Be guided by what you love to read, not by the fact that Civil War books or cookbooks or books on relationships are hot at the moment.

At the same time, it’s important to be aware of the general trends in book publishing, newspapers, television, and magazines. If a format or genre is totally out of fashion, it would be an uphill battle to try to revive it single-handedly. For example, when I was growing up there were at least a dozen Western series on American prime-time network television, but that genre has been out of favor for years. Similarly, romance novels used to mean a chaste young lady falling for a slick stranger only to discover in the end that life with the boy next door is her true destiny, and the story ended with nothing more explicit than a kiss. While that formula still exists, it is now the exception rather than the rule. In the magazine world, the market for short stories has almost disappeared, and articles typically are much shorter than they used to be. If you write in the genres you read, you’ll be aware of what’s happening in your segment of the publishing or television and film world.

Even once you have narrowed down your choice between fiction and non-fiction, if you want to write fiction you still have to decide whether to focus on short stories or novels or scripts or plays or poems. If you want to write non-fiction, you have to choose between books and articles. If you already know what you want to write, you can skip the rest of this chapter. If not, to help you decide, I’ll sum up the key aspects of each major type of writing.

Writing novels

Writing a novel is a long-term commitment. Leaving aside the quality for a moment, the sheer quantity of words can be intimidating. Novels vary greatly in length, but a typical first novel runs at about 75,000 words. On the plus side, this gives you a great canvas on which to create your story, and plenty of time to go deeply into the characters. You can span generations if you like, and one of the joys of a novel is that you may come to look forward to spending lots of time with the people you have created.

With this comes the challenge of finding a set of characters, a plot, and a structure that will maintain the reader’s interest for that long. Many an attempted novel has petered out after the first hundred pages when the author realized that he or she had used up all of the story. This is especially scary for writers who don’t like to outline or plan their story too far ahead. Therefore it’s worth thinking carefully before you start whether you have chosen a theme and a situation that can sustain a long narrative.

Novel writers have to be good at all the aspects of fiction writing: dialogue, descriptions, action. If you don’t enjoy writing descriptions but love to write dialogue, you might be happier writing plays or screenplays.

Although the media play up the handful of authors who have become rich from their bestsellers, the typical novelist’s experience is different. The advance for a first novel averages around $5,000 (£2,500). This advance is yours to keep no matter what, and if the royalties on your book add up to more than the advance, you get the extra. Of course, every writer hopes that his or her novel will be the one that catches the attention of the critics, or is mentioned on the Richard and Judy television show in the UK or on Oprah, and shoots to the top of the bestseller charts. It happened for one of my workshop participants, Lucy Jago, and every time I send one of my own new projects into the world, it’s with the hope that it will do well. However, I suggest that you don’t expect to get rich from writing novels.

Even once you have sold your novel to a publisher, your work is not done. These days, as we’ll see in more detail in Chapters 15 and 16, the writer is increasingly responsible for marketing his or her book. This entails radio and television talk shows, talks to groups, book signings, and so forth. If you are terminally shy, this might prove to be strenuous for you; on the other hand, since it’ll be your baby that you’re pushing, you may surprise yourself and find you enjoy it. And there’s nothing that quite matches the fun of spotting someone reading your book!

To sum it up, if you want to tell big stories (or small stories in great detail), if you love the challenge of mastering all the elements of writing, and if you have stamina and determination, you’re well suited to writing novels.

Writing screenplays

Writing your first screenplay is also a solitary experience. This will be a “spec” script, meaning you are writing it on speculation, not on commission. Generally, no one will want to commission you to create a script until they have seen evidence that you can write one. The spec script is your calling card. It may sell and, sometimes more importantly, it may impress producers enough that they ask you to adapt a novel or write another script for them.

Scriptwriting is especially enjoyable for those who love to write dialogue. Although you will be describing the action, too, it will be in very concise ways. For instance, in a script you might write, “George walks into the bar. The décor hasn’t changed much since the 1930s.” If the film is made, the set designer will be the one who has to decide exactly how the bar will look, the props that might be used, and so forth. By contrast, a novelist might spend a few paragraphs describing the location in some detail.

Scriptwriters have to follow a specific format and their scripts must be a fixed length for television slots and between about 95 and 125 pages for feature films. Some writers like having a fixed length to work to, others find it frustrating.

Once you have sold the script or started working on commissioned scripts, the experience of a scriptwriter differs drastically from that of a novelist. At that point, you have no further right to determine or influence your work’s fate. It may be that you wrote a wonderfully gentle coming-of-age story, but if the studio decides it should be changed to a lurid tale of the decline and fall of a young prostitute, they can make that change without your permission.

In Hollywood, just about every film that gets released has had a succession of writers, or more accurately rewriters, working on it. You don’t see all their names on the credits, because the Writers Guild limits the number of writers who can be credited and the bias is strongly in favor of the original writer(s). Sometimes this kind of rewriting ruins your work, other times it makes it better. In the UK and the rest of Europe, there is more respect for the role of the writer, but no guarantees that your opinions will be heeded. This relative lack of power led to the classic joke about the starlet who was so dumb that in an effort to get ahead, she slept with a writer.

I don’t want to paint too negative a picture, however. When my film The Real Howard Spitz was made, director Vadim Jean consulted me about any changes he wanted, and I did all the rewrites myself. I even got to appear in a scene with the star of the film, Kelsey Grammer. I also had very positive experiences on the TV movies I wrote for the Olsen twins, with producer Jim Green. My point is that if you are a control freak or thin-skinned, you probably shouldn’t be writing scripts. If you are flexible, diplomatic, patient, and open to suggestion, you have the right personality for this type of writing.

There’s good news on the money front. Scriptwriters, especially those who write feature films, are routinely better paid than any other kind of writer. Writers Guild minimum fees have been established for most kinds of scripts and experienced writers are paid more than the minimum. However, not all production companies are signatories to the Writers Guild agreements, so you may also be offered less. If someone commissions you to write a script, typically you will be offered a “step deal,” which means that you will get an agreed amount for each step of the process. The steps might be first an outline, then a first draft, then a second draft, then a polish. If the buyer is very unhappy with what you deliver at any stage, he or she can fire you and then you will not be entitled to the fees that go with the rest of the steps. However, if you’re writing scripts, most likely you will have an agent to look out for your interests (for information on what agents do and how to get one, see Chapter 15).

Writing for the theater

Writing for the theater has some elements in common with writing scripts, but of course you are limited to what can happen on a stage. With clever scenery and effects this need not necessarily be a problem, as proven by the fact that there has been a stage production of Lord of the Rings, and that the musical Starlight Express features people (representing different kinds of trains) whizzing around the theater on roller skates. If you and the director, set designer, and actors have done your jobs well, the audience will accept just about any reality you give them.

The productions that are in the spotlight are those in London’s West End and on Broadway, but those are extremely tough markets to crack, especially since musicals have taken over so many of the theaters. But there’s a hidden market that absorbs a lot of plays, and that’s amateur and local theater. Thousands of productions are staged every year in schools, church halls, small theaters, and other venues. They are looking for plays with certain characteristics: large casts so that everybody can have a role, more women than men (because more women and girls are willing to take part than men and boys), and material that is not controversial. There is a demand for one-act plays as well as full-length works with these qualities. While this may limit you in some ways, it’s a good market and not as competitive as many of the others.

In most instances, you would be paid a small advance and then royalties, which are also small but can add up. I have a one-act play circulating in this market and every year I get a notice of royalties, which also reveals where it has been produced. I find it fun to see the names of some pretty obscure towns where some group or other has seen fit to stage my work. To actually make a living from this market you have to write a lot of plays, but once you get a few making the rounds, the royalties can give you a nice supplemental income. The website www.yourwritingcoach.com lists books that will guide you regarding how and where to submit plays.

Writing children’s books

Harry Potter has a lot to answer for. Publishers have reported being inundated by queries and submissions from people who have suddenly decided they want to write books for young people. Children’s books have always been a difficult market because they look easy to write. This is especially true of picture books: a hundred words or so, and you’re done! Yes, it’s only a hundred words, but it has to be the right hundred words.

People who tell their children or grandchildren bedtime stories about how Clever Mousekin outwits Mr. Cat sometimes think this qualifies them to write a successful children’s book. Of course, it’s important to relate well to children, but it’s equally important to study what is already available. Some people are surprised by the sophistication of a lot of children’s literature, and the variety of topics with which it deals. There is still a demand for escapist tales, but there is also a strong market for books that help children to understand the less sunny aspects of life.

If it’s a picture book you want to write, you don’t need to create the pictures yourself or find an artist to do them, that will be the publisher’s responsibility. However, you should give a brief description of the visuals you think could go on each page.

If writing for children—not down to children—is something you can do, you will have a good chance of success despite the competitiveness of this market.

Writing short stories and poetry

Short stories tend to be about a moment in time, or one part of a character’s life, or a tale with a twist. They require less of a time commitment and can range from one page to 30 or 40 pages in length. Like novels, you need to have the skill to write both description and dialogue, but the plotting requirements are less daunting. That’s not to say that writing an excellent short story is easy, just that it demands less stamina on the part of both the writer and the reader.

Unfortunately, the market for short stories has been shrinking for decades. Most consumer magazines and even quite a few newspapers used to feature short stories. Now very few do, and the short story lives on primarily in small press publications. Some of these focus on one genre, such as horror or science fiction, others specialize in more literary short fiction. Most of the short story collections that come out in book form are written by authors who have already made their names as novelists. Therefore, writing short stories is not going to earn you a lot of money, but it offers tremendous creative freedom, and many successful novelists credit their experience in writing short stories with giving them the skills and confidence to proceed to the longer form.

Poetry also is confined to specialist publications and collections these days. Poets have never expected to make much money, but theirs is possibly the most personal of the writing arts, and getting published even in a small-circulation magazine can be satisfying. There are also poetry websites on which poets can share their work. If you go to Google or another search engine and enter the key words “poetry sites,” you will find them.

Writing non-fiction books

Far more non-fiction books are published than novels. The subjects of such books cover a tremendous range, and the demand for personal development and “how-to” topics has increased over the past few years. Naturally, publishers will expect that you have special expertise or experience in the area you want to write about. This doesn’t mean you have to have formal qualifications, though; relevant life experience can qualify. Most important is finding a fresh angle on the topic.

For British chef Jamie Oliver, this took two forms. One is that his approach to cooking emphasized simple, wholesome food, and it came at a time when people were getting tired of the snobbish approach to cuisine. The other was the title of his first book and television show, The Naked Chef (referring to the cooking, not the cook!). It was provocative enough to capture people’s attention and different enough to be memorable. Both of these were congruent with Oliver’s sunny, upbeat disposition, and certainly his likability (which may now have diminished somewhat due to overexposure) was also a factor.

The one area I would warn most people away from is the memoir. Unless you have been in the public eye or have a truly remarkable experience to relate, it is difficult to interest people outside of your immediate family in your life story (sometimes it’s even hard to interest people inside your family...). Of course, you have the option of self-publishing such a work and distributing it to friends and relatives.

One of the advantages of writing non-fiction is that you don’t need to write the whole book in order to find out whether publishers are interested. All you need is a proposal and a couple of sample chapters. In Chapter 15 you’ll see what goes into a book proposal and how to write one. You or your agent can send the proposal to a number of publishers. If they are interested, they will either ask to see more, or immediately offer you a contract to finish the book.

The amount of money made by writers of non-fiction books varies widely, of course. Unless yours is a very hot topic, especially one that creates a bidding war between several publishers, your advance is likely to be modest, between $4,000 and $10,000 (£2–5,000). You will then receive royalties as soon as that advance has been earned out. Books on a specialized topic are unlikely to hit the bestseller lists, but they can give you a steady income over time.

For example, the book I co-wrote with my friend Kerry Cox, Successful Scriptwriting, went out of print recently after almost 20 years on the market, having sold about 65,000 copies. There is also the potential for income from foreign editions. My book Do Something Different, published in the UK by Virgin Books, has also come out in Chinese, Korean, Spanish, and Bulgarian editions. The royalties from foreign versions of a book typically are not huge, but they all add up.

Writing articles

The market for articles is healthy. Most magazines use at least a few freelance writers, and some are written almost entirely by material from freelancers. The topics span a huge range, as a look at the tremendous variety of magazines available will show. It’s a good idea to specialize in one area, so that editors get to know you and trust your expertise. Even if you are not an expert yourself, you can create articles that quote others who are.

A handful of publications pay very well indeed for articles, but in most instances the fees are relatively modest. If you can supply photos to go with the written material, that will make the article more appealing and you’ll be paid an additional fee for the pictures. To make a living writing pieces demands that you write a lot of them, but skillful article writers often find a way to sell three or four different ones all drawing on the same research. For example, let’s say you do an interview with a local man who has won prizes for growing roses. You could sell one version to a gardening magazine, another to his local newspaper with a “neighborhood man makes good” angle, and another to a magazine for retired people on how he came to take up this hobby later in life.

If you have lots of ideas for articles, feel comfortable interviewing people either in person or on the phone, and are organized enough to keep track of your query letters, submissions, and invoices, you’re an excellent candidate for writing articles.

Decision time

I hope now you have a better idea of what kind of writing appeals to you most. Over the course of your writing career you can write many different kinds of things. Some novelists get a chance to adapt their book for the stage or screen, and some people write lots of articles and then eventually a book on the same subject. What is important is to pick one arena and get started.

KEY POINTS

[image: image] The easiest way to figure out what you should write is to consider what you love to read.

[image: image] Writing novels requires endurance and all-around skills, as well as the willingness and ability to help market your book.

[image: image] Writing screenplays is lucrative, but when the script sells you lose creative control and your work may be changed.

[image: image] Writing for the theater requires particular skill with dialogue, and the largest market is for plays aimed at the amateur and schools markets.

[image: image] Writing children’s books requires you to relate well to children’s tastes and to study the market.

[image: image] Writing short stories gives you a lot of creative freedom, but the commercial demand for them is shrinking.

[image: image] Writing non-fiction books requires that you have some specific expertise or are able to research well, but it is a huge market.

[image: image] Writing articles requires you to be prolific, but it also is a healthy market.

EXERCISES

[image: image] When you have decided which type of writing to focus on, stop being just a consumer and become an analyst. If something you read works, break it down to see why and how it works, and do the same with books or scripts or stories that don’t work to see why they don’t.

[image: image] If you find yourself tempted to jump around between genres, keep a notebook in which you can jot down all of your ideas so they won’t be lost, but stay with the current genre until you have completed and marketed at least one project.

CHAPTER BONUS

On the website www.yourwritingcoach.com, click on the “Chapter Bonuses” tab, then the “Find Your Niche” tab, and type in the code: niche. You will be taken to an exclusive interview with Peter Guttridge, who is the crime fiction critic for the Observer newspaper and the author of six comic crime novels, on what makes a good crime story.
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