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Introduction

You want to write a novel, a screenplay, a play, or a short story. You probably have lots of ideas, but perhaps you’re unsure of how to structure your plot or how to make your characters come alive on the page. Where can you look for guidance and models? One of the reasons I wanted to write this book is that in my classes at the University of Southern California and private workshops all over the world over the last 20 years, I’ve noticed writers looking in all the wrong places.

Aspiring screenwriters were looking to the top-grossing films of the moment, or the hottest TV shows of the day.

Aspiring novelists were taking their cue from the latest bestseller lists.

Sometimes there are excellent novels on the bestseller lists, and some superb movies make a lot of money at the box office. But often the result of emulating the hit of the moment is a watered-down version of the original.

There is a better place to look: the great classic novels of the past two centuries, as well as more recent books and films that have shown enduring qualities.

The core of this book is advice from past masters like Jane Austen, Robert Louis Stevenson, Vladimir Nabokov, Anton Chekhov, and Charles Dickens, as well as current writers like Martin Amis, JK Rowling, Ray Bradbury, Elmore Leonard, and Salman Rushdie.

Of course, hearing advice is not the same as applying it. That’s why I’ve added a wealth of exercises to help you make the transition from one to the other. Whether you’re starting with a glimmer of an idea or already have a first draft you’d like to polish so you can launch it confidently into the marketplace, a combination of advice and applications can guide you to success.

While you will find a lot of support and guidance here, this book isn’t about a quick fix. Those looking for some kind of magic template or fill-in-the-blanks form won’t find them here. The writers quoted in these pages invested not only their time but also their heart and soul in what they wrote. They accepted the fact that writing well requires courage, perseverance, and an independent spirit. That doesn’t mean they always had confidence in what they were writing, though. As you’ll read, many of them experienced anxiety every time they faced a blank page, and sometimes they felt like imposters for daring to assume, or even hope, that others would find their words of interest. They continued anyway, and their willingness to tread this difficult path has brought enjoyment and enlightenment to millions around the world. If you are ready to embark on your own version of that adventure, this book is for you.

A quick tour of what awaits

We start with a look at what inspires writers and how you can draw on your memories, your dreams, and even your fears to feed your imagination. This section also emphasizes the importance of letting ideas germinate, allowing your subconscious mind to do some of the work before you move to the keyboard.

Because great characters are the foundation of enduring works of fiction, the next section includes several chapters on creating characters that come alive on the page and live on in the memory of readers or movie-goers. You’ll find an organic method for discovering characters rather then inventing them. We also discuss the huge importance of status, both actual and perceived, in the relationships between your characters. There’s a chapter on how to let the dialogue reflect your characters, and also the link between character and setting. When all these are aligned, you may find that the characters seem to be taking over the story, and we look at the nature of that experience too.

The next section is about the integration of character and plot. Here you’ll find out how to pick the most appropriate point of view, how to exploit the conflicts that drive your characters, and practical methods for planning your plot. Crafting a powerful opening, using foreshadowing, dealing with the difficult middle, and bringing your story to a rewarding end are all covered, as are the question of theme and the process of rewriting.

The fourth group of chapters is all about finding your style. I emphasize that style must serve the story, not call attention to the cleverness of the writer. To that end, I look at how to use clarity and simplicity, conciseness, appropriate detail, and elegant word choice to make your story compelling.

Next we turn to the process of writing itself. This includes the questions of what setting and props can support your writing, how to build your confidence, how to deal with critics (including a harsh inner critic), and how to overcome writer’s block.

The final main section prepares you for the writer’s life. Topics include what fame and success mean to a writer, what kind of daily routine to strive for, how to enjoy the writer’s life despite its sometimes precarious nature, and what the outlook is now for the novelist and screenwriter. This part ends with a consideration of the responsibilities that come with being a writer.

Visit the website www.YourCreativeWritingMasterclass.com and you’ll find even more advice from top authors, more ways to apply their suggestions, and the ability to share your experiences of incorporating these lessons in your own work. There are also video biographies, reviews, and resources.

The material on the website and the highly practical advice and exercises in this book combine to create a masterclass that one can only dream of: Charles Dickens drops in to demonstrate how to create exciting characters, Ernest Hemingway helps you figure out how to write concisely and powerfully, and Jane Austen shows you how to make the reader warm to an unsympathetic character—followed by another hundred or so expert authors from the past and present. They stand ready to be your mentors and coaches. My hope is that their examples and the exercises in this book will help you create what only you can write in the way that works best for you.


PART I

FINDING INSPIRATION

What inspired great works that are still read decades or even centuries after they were written? What did master writers do when they were stuck for an idea? What methods gave some of them a never-ending flow of stories?

In this section you’ll discover the sometimes ordinary, sometimes strange ways in which authors such as Anton Chekhov, Robert Louis Stevenson, Mary Shelley, and Gabriel García Márquez found their inspiration and their starting points. I’ll also look at how their methods can help you to move forward with your writing.


1

It starts with (someone else’s) words

Do you remember the first book that had an impact on you? Perhaps it was one that was read to you or the first one you were able to read yourself. Or was there a book later in your childhood that had an influence you didn’t discern at the time?

Many noted authors have said they were deeply moved by what they read as youngsters. In some cases it was one particular book that made them want to be writers and to which they still return for inspiration years later.

Even once a writer is established, a classic author may serve as their mentor. Martin Amis has said:

When I am stuck with a sentence that isn’t fully born, it isn’t there yet, I sometimes think, How would Dickens go at this sentence, how would Bellow or Nabokov go at this sentence? What you hope to emerge with is how you would go at that sentence, but you get a little shove in the back by thinking about writers you admire.

If that sounds like a strategy you’d like to employ, it can be handy to have the masters nearby. Hanging near my desk is a collection of postcard portraits of nine of my writing heroes: Shakespeare, Samuel Johnson, Dickens, Stevenson, Conrad, Wilde, Bertrand Russell, Somerset Maugham, and Graham Greene. I got the postcards at the National Portrait Gallery and had them framed. Having them watch as I write makes it very easy to stay humble, but most of the time it’s more inspirational than daunting to have them looking down on me with what I interpret as benevolent gazes.

You don’t have to limit yourself to the greats. William Faulkner’s advice was:

Read, read, read. Read everything—trash, classics, good and bad, and see how they do it. Just like a carpenter who works as an apprentice and studies the master. Read! You’ll absorb it.


[image: image]

WILLIAM FAULKNER (1897–1962)

Faulkner’s most famous novels are The Sound and the Fury, As I Lay Dying, and Absalom, Absalom!. In 1949 he won the Nobel Prize for Literature, and went on to win two Pulitzer Prizes. In 1987 the US Postal Service issued a 22-cent stamp bearing his image.



Vladimir Nabokov advocates reading poetry:

You have to saturate yourself with English poetry in order to compose English prose.

For Maya Angelou, the Bible is the greatest inspiration:

The language of all the interpretations, the translations, of the Judaic Bible and the Christian Bible, is musical, just wonderful. I read the Bible to myself. I’ll take any translation, any edition, and read it aloud, just to hear the language, hear the rhythm, and remind myself how beautiful English is.

Being changed—and changing others

In a letter to Oprah Winfrey published in the magazine O, Harper Lee, author of To Kill a Mockingbird, referred to her love of books when she was young and said:

Now, 75 years later in an abundant society where people have laptops, cell phones, iPods and minds like empty rooms, I still plod along with books.

The young Lee couldn’t have imagined that some day her own book would have a profound effect.

A survey of lawyers active in the civil rights movement in the 1960s and 1970s revealed that many of them were inspired by the novel To Kill a Mockingbird (published in 1960) or its film version (made in 1962). The novel won a Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1962 and in 1999 it was voted Best Novel of the Century by the Library Journal. It was the reclusive author’s only published book, although it is rumored that she has continued to write, just not for publication.

Eudora Welty found that Virginia Woolf was

the one who opened the door. When I read To the Lighthouse, I felt, Heavens, what is this? I was so excited by the experience I couldn’t eat or sleep. I’ve read it many times since, though more often these days I go back to her diary. Any day you open it to will be tragic, and yet all the marvellous things she says about her work, about working, leave you filled with joy that’s stronger than your misery for her.


[image: image]

GABRIEL GARCIA MARQUEZ (b 1927)

Márquez’s works include One Hundred Years of Solitude, Love in the Time of Cholera, and Autumn of the Patriarch. Due to his political views on imperialism and his personal friendship with Fidel Castro, he was denied a US visa until Bill Clinton’s administration. Many of his works have been adapted into films, particularly in Mexico.



It was the works of Kafka that literally shocked Gabriel García Márquez into writing:

One night a friend lent me a book of short stories by Franz Kafka. I went back to the pension where I was staying and began to read The Metamorphosis. The first line almost knocked me off the bed. I was so surprised. The first line reads, “When Gregor Samsa woke up one morning from unsettling dreams, he found himself changed in his bed into a monstrous vermin…” When I read the line I thought to myself that I didn’t know anyone was allowed to write things like that. If I had known, I would have started writing a long time ago. So I immediately started writing short stories.

The influence of that tale on Márquez’s development as a leading writer of magical realism is clear. Ralph Ellison told the Paris Review:

In 1935 I discovered Eliot’s The Waste Land, which moved and intrigued me but defied my powers of analysis… At night I practiced writing and studied Joyce, Dostoyevsky, Stein, and Hemingway. Especially Hemingway; I read him to learn his sentence structure and how to organize a story.

Let the library inspire you

Ray Bradbury advises:

You must lurk in libraries and climb the stacks like ladders to sniff books like perfume and wear books like hats upon your crazy heads.

That’s harder to do now that libraries are being turned into multimedia centres in which actual books sometimes are the quaintest and most neglected element, but it’s good advice nonetheless. Until iPads and Kindles and other ereaders can give off the lovely musty smell of an old book (and probably it’s only a matter of time), at least those of us brought up on traditional books will always have a place in our hearts for them and for libraries.

It was in the Redwood City Public Library that I found my most influential childhood books: Enid Blyton’s series of Famous Five books, rather idealized stories of the sleuthing adventures of a group of four English children and their dog. That library had the whole series of 21 volumes and I whipped through them, enjoying the England of my (and Blyton’s) imagination. Surely that had some influence on my decision, many years later, first to study in the UK and eventually to move to London. Perhaps in 20 years there will be a huge wave of British immigration prompted by the Harry Potter books.

Look beyond the word

Sometimes inspiration comes from another branch of the arts. Salman Rushdie says:

Much of my thinking about writing was shaped by a youth spent watching the extraordinary outburst of world cinema in the sixties and seventies. I think I learned as much from Bunuel and Bergman and Godard and Fellini as I learned from books.

For Stephen Sondheim, seeing a rather obscure movie called Hangover Square was formative:

It was a moody, romantic, gothic thriller starring Laird Cregar, about a composer in London in 1900 who was ahead of his time. And whenever he heard a high note he went crazy and ran around murdering people. It had an absolutely brilliant score by Bernard Herrmann, centred around a one-movement piano concerto.

Sondheim said his Sweeney Todd was an homage to Herrmann.

While you can be inspired by the words and experiences of others, you’ll be drawing on your own as you write. In the next chapter I look at how to use your memories and fears as a source.

FROM ADVICE TO ACTION!

In today’s busy world it can be a challenge to find the time to read, but it’s still one of the best ways to feed your mind. How long has it been since you’ve read some of the classic authors like Joyce, Dostoyevsky, Hemingway, or Dickens?

I have a friend who plans reading sessions into a very busy schedule because it nourishes his brain and brings an hour of peace into an otherwise hectic day. If you looked at his calendar you’d find entries like “5pm–6pm: Melville” or “1pm–2pm: Joyce.”

Is there a famous work you’ve always intended to read or a classic movie you’ve meant to watch but haven’t gotten around to?

ACTION: Make an appointment with yourself to read a book or see a film that’s noted as a classic. You may also want to revisit some of your favorites. There are a few books I go back to from time to time and find new virtues each visit: The Seven Pillars of Wisdom by TE Lawrence, The Courage to Create by Rollo May, and Joseph Conrad’s Lord Jim. The equivalent films for me are Citizen Kane, Treasure of the Sierra Madre, Lawrence of Arabia, High Noon, The Godfather I and II, Day for Night (and the list goes on).

Consider the books and films you found most formative, choose one you think would warrant rereading or reviewing, and schedule the required time. This time read it not only for enjoyment but to analyze what made the book or film so powerful for you. What can you learn from that author’s methods that might help you make your own writing more vivid and influential? For starters, consider:

[image: image] What is the story about, in a sentence or two?

[image: image] What is at stake for the protagonist?

[image: image] What does the story reveal about the characters, and how?

[image: image] How does the opening capture your interest?

[image: image] How do the action and the central conflict escalate?

[image: image] What are the story’s surprises?

[image: image] What emotions does it evoke in you? How does it do that?

I invite you to share your most special books on the website www.YourCreativeWritingMasterclass.com, so that everyone can benefit from your experience.
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Memories and fears

What were the most significant events of your childhood? Do you find yourself drawing on them, directly or indirectly, in your writing? Many writers do. Willa Cather claimed:

Most of the basic material a writer works with is acquired before the age of fifteen.

F Scott Fitzgerald gave it a bit longer:

A writer can spin on about his adventures after thirty, after forty, after fifty, but the criteria by which these adventures are weighed and valued are irrevocably settled at the age of twenty-five.

The theme of much of Fitzgerald’s work was rooted in his own youth:

That was always my experience—a poor boy in a rich town; a poor boy in a rich boy’s school; a poor boy in a rich man’s club at Princeton… However, I have never been able to forgive the rich for being rich, and it has coloured my entire life and works.

This ambivalence is reflected in how the narrator of The Great Gatsby first describes Jay Gatsby:

Gatsby, who represented everything for which I have an unaffected scorn. If personality is an unbroken series of successful gestures, then there was something gorgeous about him, some heightened sensitivity to the promises of life, as if he were related to one of those intricate machines that registers earthquakes ten thousand miles away.… Gatsby turned out all right at the end; it is what preyed on Gatsby, what foul dust floated in the wake of his dreams that temporarily closed out my interest in the abortive sorrows and short-winded elations of men.

George Bernard Shaw supported the idea of writing about your own experience:

The man who writes about himself and his own time is the only man who writes about all people and about all time.

Eudora Welty reassures us that we don’t need to have had a particularly dramatic life in order to draw on it for inspiration:

I am a writer who came out of a sheltered life. For all serious daring starts from within.

The memory need not be clear—in some cases, according to Josip Novakovich, it may be a memory that is just out of reach or mysterious in some way that has the most powerful effect. He says:

So, from my experience (no doubt it works differently for different people)—I think that an incomplete memory, or the memory of an experience not fathomed, provides the strongest impetus to imagine, invent, mold, create. It’s the moments just missed that drive you crazy, crazy to live in an imaginary past.

Haruki Murakami points out:

I think memory is the most important asset of human beings. It’s a kind of fuel; it burns and it warms you. My memory is like a chest: There are so many drawers in that chest, and when I want to be a fifteen-year-old boy, I open up a certain drawer and I find the scenery I saw when I was a boy in Kobe. I can smell the air, and I can touch the ground, and I can see the green of the trees. That’s why I want to write a book.

It is well known that Charles Dickens’s childhood informed many of his books. He had happy early years, but that period ended when his father was sent to debtor’s prison. The rest of the family joined him there, except Charles, who boarded with a family friend and had to work 10-hour days pasting labels on shoe polish to pay for his board and help his family.

Although not all the specifics are the same, many elements of David Copperfield echo Dickens’s experience. Even though David never knew his father, who died before he was born, his early life is happy enough. But his mother marries a man who is cruel to him and then his mother and her new baby die. His stepfather sends him to work at a grim factory in London. This is how David Copperfield describes his feelings at being put to work washing and labeling bottles for many hours a day—which we can be sure was informed by Dickens’s memories of his own misery:

No words can express the secret agony of my soul as I sunk into this companionship… and felt my hopes of growing up to be a learned and distinguished man, crushed in my bosom. The deep remembrance of the sense I had, of being utterly without hope now; of the shame I felt in my position; of the misery it was to my young heart to believe that day for day what I had learned, and thought, and delighted in, and raised my fancy and emulation up by, would pass away from me, little by little, never to be brought back anymore; cannot be written… I mingled my tears with the water in which I was washing the bottles; and sobbed as if there were a flaw in my own breast, and it were in danger of bursting.

Sometimes memories can be used for a particular image. On her website JK Rowling writes:

I was a rotund baby. The description in Philosopher’s Stone of the photographs of “what appeared to be a beach ball wearing different coloured bobble hats” would also apply to the pictures of my early years.

Your goal in referring to your memories is not writing your autobiography, but rather mining your past for characters and events you can use as part of your fiction, especially those elements that carry an emotional weight and can inject your projects with their energy.

Ideas for novels and screenplays usually don’t pop into your mind full-blown, although there are some notable exceptions. JK Rowling again:

It was after a weekend’s flat-hunting, when I was travelling back to London on a crowded train, that the idea for Harry Potter simply fell into my head. I had been writing almost continuously since the age of six but I had never been so excited about an idea before. To my immense frustration, I didn’t have a functioning pen with me, and I was too shy to ask anybody if I could borrow one. I think, now, that this was probably a good thing, because I simply sat and thought, for four (delayed train) hours, and all the details bubbled up in my brain, and this scrawny, black-haired, bespectacled boy who didn’t know he was a wizard became more and more real to me.

Thus it was that, thanks partly to the ramshackle state of British Rail, that a billion-dollar enterprise was born in a period of a mere four hours.

Generally, ideas take time to blossom, and the next chapter suggests ways to encourage that process.

FROM ADVICE TO ACTION!

Did you have the disadvantage of a happy childhood? Even so, there may be a rich source of material there for the taking.

ACTION: Some ways to get back in touch with those times are looking at family albums, watching old family movies, and reminiscing with relatives. Some questions that might stir up useful memories:

[image: image] What do you consider the most important event in your childhood? In your life since your childhood?

[image: image] Who influenced you the most when you were growing up?

[image: image] Who were your closest friends when you were growing up? What brought you together?

[image: image] As a child, did you have imaginary friends? What were they like?

[image: image] What was the happiest part of your life so far? The unhappiest?

[image: image] Which of these memories seem the most likely to be transformable into a story?

[image: image] What would you change to make it work better as fiction?



Writing as therapy

Some authors are inspired by their own anxieties. Jean Rhys is one of many accomplished authors for whom writing is a kind of therapy. She said:

I’ve never written when I was happy. I didn’t want to. But I’ve never had a long period of being happy… You see, there’s very little invention in my books. What came first with most of them was the wish to get rid of the awful sadness that weighed me down. I found when I was a child that if I could put the hurt into words, it would go.

Edna Ferber had a rather dark view of the personality of writers, presumably including herself:


[image: image]

EDNA FERBER (1885–1968)

Ferber’s best-known works are Show Boat, So Big, and Giant. She refused to allow Show Boat to be made into a musical until Jerome Kern explained that he wanted to use it to change the genre. Her first writing job was as a reporter for her town’s newspaper at age 17.



I think that to write well and convincingly, one must be somewhat poisoned by emotion. Dislike, displeasure, resentment, fault-finding, imagination, passionate remonstrance, a sense of injustice—they all make fine fuel.

William Styron agreed:

The good writing of any age has always been the product of someone’s neurosis… Writing is fine therapy for people who are perpetually scared of nameless threats—for jittery people.

Tennessee Williams said:

My work is emotionally autobiographical. It has no relationship to the actual events of my life, but it reflects the emotional currents of my life. I try to work every day, because you have no refuge but writing. When you’re going through a period of unhappiness, a broken love affair, the death of someone you love, or some other disorder in your life, then you have no refuge but writing.

That was the case in the creation of the film Taxi Driver. Its writer Paul Schrader says:

My marriage broke, I was in debt, I had an ulcer, I had no place to stay, I had quit the American Film Institute. I spent three weeks cruising in my car along the sewers of the city. I was living in a metal box, surrounded by people, but absolutely alone. I came to screenplay writing as self-therapy. I wrote about a taxi driver who was full of anger, suicidal. I needed the power of art: if I didn’t separate from this person, he was becoming me or I was becoming him. That’s how I created Travis Bickle.

Of course, solitude can be constructive as well as destructive, and in the next chapter we’ll see how that works, and how dreams can also inspire fiction.

FROM ADVICE TO ACTION!

One of the great delights of being a writer is that we can create our own worlds, and they can be much more satisfactory than the one we live in. In our fictional world the bookworm can be popular, the skinny kid can get even with the bullies… wait, this is getting too autobiographical.

Seriously, you don’t have to write a “misery memoir” to take advantage of the therapeutic effects of writing about the things that have troubled you or still do. I speak from experience, as the author of a play called Killing Mother (oops, too much information!).

ACTION: Take an inventory of the ways you have found life unsatisfactory. Which of them might make the basis of a story you’d like to write?

One way to be more aware of the elements of your life you could use for inspiration is to take a piece of paper, turn it sideways, and draw one column for each decade so far. Now jot down the most important events in each. The first decade would start with your birth and might include your first day at school, the birth of a brother or sister, and perhaps the death of a pet—whatever sticks in your memory and has some emotion attached.

Notice what patterns emerge and how you feel about them. Even if no ideas or themes become obvious immediately, this exercise may stir up your subconscious mind and plant the idea for a story that will emerge later.
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Solitude and dreams

Modern studies of creativity have confirmed that ideas often come when we are not chasing them, but that’s not a new finding. Francis Bacon, Sr. advised:

Write down the thoughts of the moment. Those that come unsought for are commonly the most valuable.

Friedrich Nietzsche advocated solitary exercise as a stimulus:

We do not belong to those who have ideas only among books, when stimulated by books. It is our habit to think outdoors—walking, leaping, climbing, dancing, preferably on lonely mountains or near the sea where even the trails become thoughtful.

Henry Miller went a step further:

What the budding artist needs is the privilege of wrestling with his problems in solitude—and now and then a piece of red meat.

And we can follow Franz Kafka yet further:

You do not need to leave your room. Remain sitting at your table and listen. Do not even listen, simply wait, be quite still and solitary. The world will freely offer itself to you to be unmasked, it has no choice, it will roll in ecstasy at your feet.

Charles Dickens was a master of finding a healthy balance of solitude and conviviality. His biographer, Michael Slater, reveals that Dickens’s normal daily routine was four hours at his desk in the morning, then a 12-mile walk in the afternoon, then dinner, frequently including house guests, and party games until bedtime. Slater suggests that many of the ideas Dickens translated into prose in those four hours occurred to him during the walks. He writes:

On 21 June Dickens found he needed an exceptionally long country walk of fourteen miles to begin thinking through what he later called, with reference to the whole novel [David Copperfield] that “very complicated interweaving of truth and fiction”.

FROM ADVICE TO ACTION!

It’s ironic that the simplest activities—sitting quietly on a park bench for an hour or taking an aimless stroll through a new neighborhood—seem to have turned into luxuries. Walk down any city street and you’ll see that half or more of your fellow pedestrians are talking or texting on their phones or listening to music. They’re here but their minds are somewhere else.

The drive toward 24/7 connectivity means that the traditional oases of calm—15 minutes sipping a coffee at a sidewalk café or 10 minutes browsing in a bookshop—are no longer safe from interruption.

The benefits of technology are awesome, but as someone observed, every silver lining has a cloud, and for writers the elimination of solitude is one great big cumulus.

ACTION: You still have a choice. You can leave behind your mobile phone and go for a walk. You can turn on the answer machine and take a long bath. You can go to a park and meditate. And, in the stillness of those moments, you can begin to conceive a story that only you can tell. Try scheduling at least 15 minutes a day of such uninterrupted time.

Night-time and dreams

There are some authors who feel inspired in the morning, but generally they tend to be night people. HP Lovecraft put it this way:

At night, when the objective world has slunk back into its cavern and left dreamers to their own, there come inspirations and capabilities impossible at any less magical and quiet hour. No one knows whether or not he is a writer unless he has tried writing at night.

Some authors don’t just write at night, they write in their sleep, in the form of dreams. Possibly the most famous dreamer and a resulting book are Mary Shelley (at the time, Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin) and her novel Frankenstein. Here’s how it happened, as she described in her introduction to the book:

When I placed my head upon my pillow, I did not sleep, nor could I be said to think... I saw—with shut eyes, but acute mental vision—I saw the pale student of unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing he had put together. I saw the hideous phantasm of a man stretched out, and then, on the working of some powerful engine, show signs of life, and stir with an uneasy, half-vital motion. Frightful must it be; for supremely frightful would be the effect of any human endeavor to mock the stupendous Creator of the world... I opened [my eyes] in terror. The idea so possessed my mind, that a thrill of fear ran through me, and I wished to exchange the ghastly image of my fancy for the realities around… I could not so easily get rid of my hideous phantom; still it haunted me. I must try to think of something else. I recurred to my ghost story—my tiresome, unlucky ghost story! O! if I could only contrive one which would frighten my reader as I myself had been frightened that night! Swift as light and as cheering was the idea that broke upon me. “I have found it! What terrified me will terrify others; and I need only describe the spectre which had haunted my midnight pillow.” On the morrow I announced that I had thought of a story. I began that day with the words, “It was on a dreary night of November,” making only a transcript of the grim terrors of my waking dream.

One of the two most successful book series of all time was inspired by a dream. The website of Entertainment Weekly, EW.com, reported:

On June 2, 2003, [Stephenie] Meyer had a dream about a human girl meeting a vampire in the woods. The next morning the English-major grad from Brigham Young University got up, started writing for the first time in her life, and just three months later finished a 500-page book about a regular girl named Bella and her gorgeous vampire boyfriend, Edward.
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ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON (1850–94)

Stevenson’s best-known works are the novels Treasure Island, Kidnapped, and Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. He was also a poet and essayist. He ranks among the 30 most-translated authors in the world, just below Charles Dickens.



Another story that originated in a dream was Robert Louis Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. In his travel memoir Across the Plains, one chapter is devoted to his account of his nightmares as a child and how he eventually came to harvest them for plots for his tales. Here is how he describes the process that led to Dr Jekyll:

For two days I went about racking my brains for a plot of any sort; and on the second night I dreamed the scene at the window, and a scene afterward split in two, in which Hyde, pursued for some crime, took the powder and underwent the change in the presence of his pursuers.

Of course, it’s rare for a dream to provide an entire plot, and Stevenson was clear that he fleshed out the bones of the idea:

All the rest was made awake, and consciously, although I think I can trace in much of it the manner of my Brownies [his name for the powers at work during his dreams]. The meaning of the tale is therefore mine, and had long preexisted in my garden of Adonis, and tried one body after another in vain; indeed, I do most of the morality, worse luck! and my Brownies have not a rudiment of what we call a conscience. Mine, too, is the setting, mine the characters. All that was given me was the matter of three scenes, and the central idea of a voluntary change becoming involuntary.

A more recent master of horror, Stephen King, also depends on his nightmares for material. In an interview with UK writer Stan Nicholls, King revealed the origin of the novel Misery:

Like the ideas for some of my other novels, that came to me in a dream. In fact, it happened when I was on Concorde, flying over here, to Brown’s. I fell asleep on the plane, and dreamt about a woman who held a writer prisoner and killed him, skinned him, fed the remains to her pig and bound his novel in human skin. His skin, the writer’s skin. I said to myself, “I have to write this story.” Of course, the plot changed quite a bit in the telling. But I wrote the first forty or fifty pages right on the landing here, between the ground floor and the first floor of the hotel… Dreams are just another part of life. To me, it’s like seeing something on the street you can use in your fiction. You take it and plug it right in.

Allan Gurganus agrees, and is fascinated by how one type of dreaming turns into another:

There’s a strange combination in writing of using images and fragments from actual dreams, but also finding a way to have a governed conscious dream life, which is what writing is… The joy of being a storyteller is precisely that I have two dream lives, at least two: the one that happens the eight hours a night that I close my eyes, and also the one that happens the rest of the time when I open my eyes.


[image: image]

RAY BRADBURY (b 1920)

Bradbury is best known for Fahrenheit 451, The Martian Chronicles, and The Illustrated Man. Widely considered to be a science fiction writer, Bradley considers himself to be a fantasy writer. He never attended college, choosing instead to pursue his education in public libraries.



Ray Bradbury is a proponent of using the semi-dream state that we experience just as we are waking up. In an interview with Gavin Grant at Booksense.com, he said:

I think that’s why people like my work, because they know it’s very honest work, very intuitive, and it’s very dreamlike. These things come to me a lot of times while I’m waking up in the morning around 7 o’clock. I don’t dream things, but there’s a time between waking up and being fully awake when your mind is relaxed and things come to you and you are surprised by them and you jump out of bed and run and write them down.

That happens with, I would say, 60% of my work. I don’t believe in dreams. People say, “Have you ever dreamt a story?” That’s never happened to me. I do believe in that relaxed state that when you’re waking up you’re not thinking intellectually, but you’re perceiving things in that state before you’re fully awake.

It’s not only nightmares that serve as raw material for your writing. Some years ago I had the experience of dreaming the beginning of a story that I thought could make a good comedy screenplay about a failed author who decides to write a children’s book. I got up and wrote the first six pages. The next night, my dream picked up where the first one left off and I got up and wrote another six pages. I was overjoyed—at this rate, I would have a complete screenplay in three weeks!

Unfortunately, at that point the dreams stopped, but the first 12 pages pretty much remained as I dreamed them, in the film called The Real Howard Spitz.

One easy way to get in the habit of capturing your dreams is to use the practice Julia Cameron calls “morning pages.” She recommends that you write three pages, longhand, in a stream-of-consciousness manner, to get and maintain a creative flow. They’re for your eyes only with no idea of publication or being used, but it would be natural for some of your dream material to be included.

FROM ADVICE TO ACTION!

ACTION: The biggest challenge is remembering your dreams, but you can train yourself to do so. Keep a pen and paper or a tape recorder on your bedside table. Before you go to sleep, remind yourself that it’s your intention to remember your dreams. When you wake up, immediately jot down or record anything you recall from your dreams. At first you may find you only come up with one image or a little bit of a conversation. The more you do this, though, the more you will remember. At that point you can become more selective and make a note only of the dreams that seemed to have some emotional impact, because those are the ones most likely to serve as the raw material or inspiration for a story that will be meaningful to you.
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Germination

Successful authors recognize the need for an idea to flower. Inspiration doesn’t just mean being hit with one idea suddenly; it can also mean cultivating it, allowing it to grow in our subconscious, and letting it emerge when it’s ready.

Here is how the prolific detective novel author Georges Simenon described his process to the Paris Review:

Unconsciously I probably always have two or three, not novels, not ideas about novels, but themes in my mind. I never even think that they might serve for a novel; more exactly, they are the things about which I worry. Two days before I start writing a novel I consciously take up one of these ideas. But even before I consciously take it up I first find some atmosphere… I might remember such-and-such a spring, maybe in some small Italian town, or some place in the French provinces or in Arizona… and little by little, a small world will come into my mind, with a few characters. These characters will be taken partly from people I have known and partly from pure imagination… And then the idea I had before will come around and stick around them. They will have the same problem I have in my mind myself. And the problem—with those people—will give me the novel.

Jack Kerouac’s version of the process has some similarities:

You think out what actually happened, you tell friends long stories about it, you mull it over in your mind, you connect it together at leisure, then when the time comes to pay the rent again you force yourself to sit at the typewriter, or at the writing notebook, and get it over with as fast as you can… and there’s no harm in that because you’ve got the whole story lined up.”

He wrote On the Road in three weeks.

Martin Amis described his experience this way:

What happens is what Nabokov described as a throb. A throb or a glimmer, an act of recognition on the writer’s part. At this stage the writer thinks, Here is something I can write a novel about… The idea can be incredibly thin—a situation, a character in a certain place at a certain time. With Money, for example, I had an idea of a big fat guy in New York, trying to make a film. That was all.
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MARTIN AMIS (b 1949)

Amis wrote Money, The Information, and London Fields. He refused to read novels as a child and young adult, reading only comic books; his high school headmaster described him as “unusually unpromising.” Many of his novels are loosely autobiographical, including Money, in which there is a character with his name.



A specific image was William Faulkner’s starting point for The Sound and the Fury:

It began with a mental picture. I didn’t realize at the time it was symbolical. The picture was of the muddy seat of a little girl’s drawers in a pear tree, where she could see through a window where her grandmother’s funeral was taking place and report what was happening to her brothers on the ground below. By the time I explained who they were and what they were doing and how her pants got muddy, I realized it would be impossible to get all of it into a short story and that it would have to be a book.

Alice Walker describes her inspiration for her best-known novel and also the time it took to develop into a full story:

I don’t always know where the germ of a story comes from, but with The Color Purple I knew right away. I was hiking through the woods with my sister, Ruth, talking about a lovers’ triangle of which we both knew. She said, “And you know, one day The Wife asked The Other Woman for a pair of her drawers.” Instantly the missing piece of the story I was mentally writing—about two women who felt married to the same man—fell into place. And for months—through illnesses, divorce, several moves, travel abroad, all kinds of heartaches and revelations—I carried my sister’s comment delicately balanced in the centre of the novel’s construction I was building in my head.

What most of these elements have in common is that they seem to just appear and start a train of thought. As Ernest Hemingway said:

I never had to choose a subject—my subject rather chose me.

FROM ADVICE TO ACTION!

ACTION: Whether your starting point is an image or a feeling or an overheard remark, capture it as quickly as possible. Your options include jotting it down in a notebook, texting it to yourself, dictating it to your phone (many phones have recording functions or you can just leave a voicemail for yourself), or taking a photo. For some writers it’s the act of recording the idea that is more important than referring to it later. Just noting it is enough to implant it in their mind, where it can continue to grow.

As with a seed, it’s not a good idea to pull up the idea too often to see whether it’s ready yet. Leave it alone and it will surface when the time is right.

One way to give yourself some visual prompts is to engage in a practice I wrote about in my book Creativity Now! Suggested by innovation and strategy manager Richard Stomp, it’s called streetcombing. It’s like beachcombing, but instead of gathering shells you’re looking for interesting visual images and collecting them with your camera.

It doesn’t matter whether or not you actually use any of these images in your writing; the very act of consciously looking for interesting images changes the way you see everything. Suddenly your eyes and brain are much more sensitive to the strange and wonderful things happening all around you.

You can do the same thing with what you hear. Most writers are natural eavesdroppers anyway, but for a day make an effort (unobtrusively, of course) to jot down as many snatches of overheard conversation as you can. At the end of the day, they will coalesce into a conversation worthy of Beckett—and they may just prompt an idea for a character or a story.

You can use these methods to help grow an idea—for instance, a storyline on which you feel stuck. Juxtapose the elements you already have with the pictures you’ve gathered or the comments you’ve overheard and let that lead you to the next step. For example, in my play Killing Mother, I was stuck for a way to show the character’s feelings when his cruel mother passed away. In a novel I could just reveal his thoughts, but on a stage it has to be translated into action. On a walk I photographed a series of storefronts, one of which was a dance studio. That suggested the solution: his mother had always made fun of his clumsiness; when she was gone, he did a dance around the room—still clumsy, but obviously now feeling free.

Another useful story-growing method is to imagine that you’ve finished writing the story and are being interviewed about it by someone who is very curious. Imagine them asking you about different aspects of the story—including the bits you don’t know yet. You may be surprised at how solutions and story strands pop into your mind without any conscious effort on your part.


PART II

CHARACTERS COME TO LIFE

How do the great writers get to know these products of their imagination so well that they seem to come alive? What are the essential attributes of a character who “jumps off the page”? And what’s the secret of making them talk—that is, writing great dialogue?

In this section, Mark Twain, F Scott Fitzgerald, Patricia Highsmith, and many other masters of characterization reveal their secrets, and a variety of exercises show you how to apply these lessons to your writing.
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Meeting your characters

For many authors, characters are the starting point and the plot flows from them. Hilary Mantel says:

If you aspire to a book that will last, that will be worth rereading, don’t think about plot at all, think about your characters… If you make your characters properly they will simply do what is within them, they’ll act out the nature you have given them, and there—you’ll find—you have your plot.

The characters we remember long after we have forgotten the details of plot are as complex as the people we have in our own lives. Jane Gardam says:

If its characters (and that’s what a novel is about, characters; the plot must look after itself except in thrillers and perhaps even then) are not contestable, arguable, differently interpreted by different readers, then the book has not been worth good money.

F Scott Fitzgerald advised:

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.

In a letter to his editor, Stieg Larsson, author of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, explained that he was consciously going against type in creating his investigative journalist protagonist and other characters:

I have tried to create main characters who are drastically different from the types who generally appear in crime novels. Mikael Blomkvist, for instance, doesn’t have ulcers, or booze problems or an anxiety complex. He doesn’t listen to operas, nor does he have an oddball hobby such as making model airplanes. He doesn’t have any real problems, and his main characteristic is that he acts like a stereotypical “slut,” as he himself admits. I have also deliberately changed the sex roles: In many ways Blomkvist acts like a typical “bimbo,” while Lisbeth Salander has stereotypical “male” characteristics and values… A rule of thumb has been never to romanticize crime and criminals, nor to stereotype victims of crime.

Mark Twain said:

The test of any good fiction is that you should care something for the characters; the good to succeed, the bad to fail. The trouble with most fiction is that you want them all to land in hell, together, as quickly as possible.

Patricia Highsmith took the view that

first, readers want to read about people, individuals whom they can believe in, and preferably like a little. A naïve, maybe careless but lucky hero or heroine would appeal to readers, I think, because we all worry about not doing the wise thing in a crisis; and if such a personage comes out alive and successful, the reader gets a lift from it. The reader has to identify—even slightly—with a character or two, otherwise he or she is not going to go on reading.
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PATRICIA HIGHSMITH (1921–95)

Highsmith’s best-known works are Strangers on a Train, The Talented Mr. Ripley, and Edith’s Diary. Her first writing job was scripting comic books for publisher Ned Pines. She wrote The Prince of Salt under a pen-name and did not acknowledge it as her own until decades later.



To create characters the reader will care about, first you have to get to know them: what drives them, what they would do in any given situation, and what they would say. As W Somerset Maugham pointed out:

You can never know enough about your characters.

Not everything you know will end up in the finished work.

In her book If You Want to Write, Brenda Ueland noted:

Someone once asked Ibsen how he happened to name the heroine of A Doll’s House Nora, and he said, “Well, her real name was Eleonora but they got to calling her Nora as a little girl.” You see, he knew her whole life, everything about her, from earliest childhood, though in the play only a few hours of her life are shown.

The starting image

For many writers development is an organic process. It can start with just a single image of a character and grow from there, as Rose Tremain describes:

On a rainy afternoon in August 1983, I lay down in a hotel bedroom in Bourges and had a waking dream.

I imagined a middle-aged man standing by a low stone wall, somewhere in the countryside. He had thinning, sand-coloured hair. He appeared tired and melancholy. He looked up at the clear sky above him and saw an enormous bird circling there. He realized it was an eagle and his expression changed from sorrow to wonder. The eagle kept turning lower and lower. It landed on the wall right in front of the man and perched there, regarding him. Now, the man beamed. He felt violently happy. He understood that something miraculous had occurred.

This sequence of images, carrying in it the idea of a sudden transformation or transcendence, was the fragile foundation of my novel The Swimming Pool Season. It was what I shall call the “first mystery” of the book, the thing that will—or might—contain the essence of what the book is going to be, provided the significance of the mystery is rightly interpreted. [It is] one part of the process of novel writing—that part in which the imagination conjures images and the controlling authorial mind gives them context and meaning.

Thomas Fleming offers another example:

My latest novel, Hours of Gladness, emerged as a single word: Mick. Then it became Mick O’Day. The name kept pushing against my consciousness. Slowly the character appeared: an Irish-American spiritually wounded by Vietnam, living with his fellow Irish-Americans in a New Jersey shore town, with the Vietnamese woman he loved now a refugee living nearby, untouchable, alienated forever.

The kinds of fascinating people these authors mention are all around us, if we only pay attention to them. It’s a matter of putting on the right filter. Perhaps you’ve noticed that if you are in the market for a new television set, suddenly the world seems to be full of ads for televisions. Once you’ve bought your new set, these ads disappear. Of course, they don’t really go away, but since you’re no longer in the market, your mind filters them out automatically.

Similarly, I’ve noticed that when I’m out and about with my camera, all kinds of people strike me as visually interesting; naturally they’re there all the time, but with my camera in hand I’m looking for them. Sometimes it’s possible to take their picture discreetly, other times it’s not, but observing them closely burns them into my memory.

It’s not just appearance but behavior that reveals character. I have an acquaintance who can’t go for more than five minutes without checking her phone messages nor more than ten without looking at her Facebook page. It makes it very annoying to try to have a conversation with her, but it also gives me an excellent model should I want to create an insecure, narcissistic character.

Here is how Italo Calvino uses simple but vivid descriptions in telling us about some people who meet in Invisible Cities:

A girl comes along, twirling a parasol on her shoulder, and twirling slightly also her rounded hips. A woman in black comes along, showing her full age, her eyes restless beneath her veil, her lips trembling. A tattooed giant comes along; a young man with white hair; a female dwarf; two girls, twins, dressed in coral. Something runs among them, an exchange of glances link lines that connect one figure with another and draws arrows, stars, triangles, until all combinations are used up in a moment, and other characters come on to the scene: a blind man with a cheetah on a leash, a courtesan with an ostrich-plume fan, an ephebe, a Fat Woman. And thus, when some people happen to find themselves together, taking shelter from the rain under an arcade, or crowding beneath the awnings of the bazaar, or stopping to listen to the band in the square, meetings, seductions, copulations, orgies are consummated among them without a word exchanged, without a finger touching anything, almost without an eye raised.

Let’s take a look at two great examples of how classic authors—Charles Dickens and Robert Louis Stevenson—created characters that still live today.

Great Expectations

Great Expectations is the story of Pip, an orphan, and his quest to become a gentleman. Like many of Dickens’s novels, it deals with class, crime, and ambition. It was published in serial form in 1860 and 1861 and written in the first person—Pip describing the remarkable events of his life. In this brief excerpt, notice how an item of clothing, Mrs. Joe’s apron, holds a key to her character and how a vivid if improbable image (washing with a nutmeg grater) helps you picture her:

My sister, Mrs. Joe, with black hair and eyes, had such a prevailing redness of skin that I sometimes used to wonder whether it was possible she washed herself with a nutmeg-grater instead of soap. She was tall and bony, and almost always wore a coarse apron, fastened over her figure behind with two loops, and having a square impregnable bib in front, that was stuck full of pins and needles. She made it a powerful merit in herself, and a strong reproach against Joe, that she wore this apron so much. Though I really see no reason why she should have worn it at all; or why, if she did wear it at all, she should not have taken it off, every day of her life.

Treasure Island

Treasure Island was originally serialized in the children’s magazine Young Folks in 1881–82 and was Robert Louis Stevenson’s first successful novel when it came out in book form in 1883.

Although conceived as a coming-of-age story for young readers, the novel was immediately admired by adult readers as well and is one of the most-often dramatized classics. Surely one of the reasons is Stevenson’s ability to create characters who come alive on the page. In this excerpt, the opening of the book, Jim Hawkins, the young narrator, describes the arrival of Billy Bones at Jim’s father’s inn. Notice the details—the black, broken nails, the dirty, livid white scar, the tarry pigtail, the soiled coat—that all add up to an image of an unclean man from whom you’d probably want to keep your distance:

I remember him as if it were yesterday, as he came plodding to the inn door, his sea-chest following behind him in a hand-barrow—a tall, strong, heavy, nut-brown man, his tarry pigtail falling over the shoulder of his soiled blue coat, his hands ragged and scarred, with black, broken nails, and the sabre cut across one cheek, a dirty, livid white. I remember him looking round the cover and whistling to himself as he did so, and then breaking out in that old sea-song that he sang so often afterwards:

“Fifteen men on the dead man’s chest—
Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!”

in the high, old tottering voice that seemed to have been tuned and broken at the capstan bars.

Already we can picture Billy Bones and imagine hearing him—two of our senses have been engaged. Of course, we also judge people by their actions and now we get some description of Bones’s behavior as well:

Then he rapped on the door with a bit of stick like a handspike that he carried, and when my father appeared, called roughly for a glass of rum. This, when it was brought to him, he drank slowly, like a connoisseur, lingering on the taste and still looking about him at the cliffs and up at our signboard.

Another thing we pay attention to is what people say, so let’s listen to Billy Bones’s line of questioning:

“This is a handy cove,” says he at length; “and a pleasant sittyated grog-shop. Much company, mate?”

My father told him no, very little company, the more was the pity.

“Well, then,” said he, “this is the berth for me. Here you, matey,” he cried to the man who trundled the barrow; “bring up alongside and help up my chest. I’ll stay here a bit,” he continued. “I’m a plain man; rum and bacon and eggs is what I want, and that head up there for to watch ships off. What you mought call me? You mought call me captain. Oh, I see what you’re at—there”; and he threw down three or four gold pieces on the threshold. “You can tell me when I’ve worked through that,” says he, looking as fierce as a commander.

Comes across as rather a suspicious type, doesn’t he? He wants to know if there are many visitors and is gratified to hear there are few, and he wants to see ships’ movements—a man with something to hide, frightened as well as frightening.

It’s all achieved in simple language that is still compelling almost two centuries after it was written.

Don’t forget the supporting cast

While you will devote most of your time to your primary characters, Anton Chekhov pointed out the need to craft excellent secondary ones as well:
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ANTON CHEKHOV (1860–1904)

Chekhov’s best-known works are his plays Uncle Vanya, Three Sisters, and The Cherry Orchard. He also published many short stories and simultaneously practiced medicine. Chekhov was made to repeat a year of high school because he had failed a Greek test.



Like it or not, when you’re putting a story together, you first worry about the framework: from a crowd of heroes and quasi-heroes you pick out a single figure—a wife or a husband—and you place that figure against a background and then you develop and accentuate it. The rest of the characters you scatter across the background like so much small change, and then you end up with something like a night sky: one big moon in the center of a crowd of very tiny stars. But the moon does not work because it can only make sense if the stars make sense, and meanwhile the stars are not clearly enough worked out.

Especially in films, the first character you introduce usually is assumed to be your protagonist. There are many exceptions, but be aware that your audience will form this impression and avoid starting with some minor character unless that person’s action directly affects the introduction of your protagonist. Descriptions in film and television scripts and plays are more spare than in novels, so it becomes even more important to be selective about which ones you choose.

If you don’t already have one, you can develop a writer’s mindset. That is, continually be alert to provocative snatches of overheard speech, and people who do unexpected things. Some of the things you can be aware of:

[image: image] An unusual style of clothing or combination of clothes.

[image: image] A remarkable turn of phrase.

[image: image] Someone’s distinctive posture or walking style and what they carry with them.

[image: image] How people interact with those serving them (waiters, cab drivers, etc.).

[image: image] How someone reacts to a compliment.

[image: image] Any strong smells associated with a person: perfume, cigar smoke, cleaning solutions, ripe fruit.

As well as being able to describe your characters, you need to know intimately what they would or would not do. That’s the topic of the next chapter.

FROM ADVICE TO ACTION!

ACTION: The next time you go shopping or on some other errand, set the intention that you will notice at least one interesting person. Choose one detail about them: their scuffed shoes, the bulging oversize bag they’re carrying, the multiple rings on their fingers.

Let your imagination spin that one detail into a bigger story about who they are. That man with the worn-out shoes—can’t he afford a new pair? No, because he lost his job more than a year ago. He has the look of an office worker—where did he work? Was he fired? Why? An office romance that spiraled out of control?

If you are currently writing something, you can specify that you want to notice a detail that will fit into your project somehow. You may want to record this with your camera, discreetly, or by jotting it down in a notebook. If you do this once a day, soon you will find that the process becomes automatic.
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