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Advice to Writers from Writers.  From Alan Maley
I have extracted some of the more useful (in my opinion) points offered by famous writers in an article in the Guardian Saturday Review of 20/2/2010, ‘Put One Word After Another’.  I hope you may enjoy reading them.

There is a remarkable degree of overlap in some of their advice.  But there are also quite a number of conflicting recommendations.  It is interesting to compare them.

But don’t forget that no advice can substitute for your own experience.  We don’t learn to write by reading other people’s advice.  At best, we may find something useful.  But ultimately we are on our own!

Diana Athill.

~ Read it aloud to yourself because that’s the only way to be sure the rhythms of the sentences are OK (prose rhythms are too complex and subtle to be thought out – they can be got right only by ear.)

~ Cut: only by having no inessential words can every essential word be made to count.

Margaret Atwood.

~ You most likely need a thesaurus, a rudimentary grammar book, and a grip on reality.  This latter means: there’s no free lunch.  Writing is work.  It’s also gambling./  You don’t get a pension plan.  Other people can help you a bit but essentially you’re on your own.  Nobody is making you do this: so don’t whine.

~ …ask a reading friend or two to look at it before you give it to anyone in the publishing business.

Roddy Doyle.

~ Do be kind to yourself.  Fill pages as quickly as possible.  Regard each new page as a small triumph.

~ Do give the work a name as quickly as possible.  Own it and see it.  Dickens knew ‘Bleak House’ was going to be called ‘Bleak House’ before he started writing it.  The rest must have been easy.

~ Do restrict your browsing to a few websites a day. … Do not search amazon.com for the book you haven’t written yet.

Helen Dunmore.

~ Finish the day’s writing when you still want to continue.

~ Listen to what you have written.  A dud rhythm in a passage of dialogue may show that you don’t yet understand the characters well enough to write in their voices.
~  Reread, rewrite, reread, rewrite.

~ Learn poems by heart.

~ A problem with a piece of writing often clarifies itself if  you go for a long walk.

Geoff Dyer.

~ Keep a diary.

~ Beware of clichés.

~ Do it every day.  Make a habit of putting your observations into words and gradually this will become instinct.

Anne Enright.

~ The way to write a book is actually to write a book…Keep putting words on the page.

~ Only bad writers think that their work is really good.

~  Write whatever way you like.  Fiction is made of words on a page; reality is made of something else.  It doesn’t matter how ‘real’ your story is, or how ‘made up’: what matter is its necessity.

~ Imagine you are dying.  If you had a terminal disease, would you finish this book?  Why not?  The thing that annoys this 10-weekw-to-live self is the thing that is wrong with the book.  So change it….

~ Have fun.

~ Remember, if you sit at your desk for 15 or 20 years, every day…it changes you….It may not improve your temper but it fixes something else.  It makes you more free.
Jonathan Franzen.
~ The reader is a friend, not an adversary, not a spectator.

~ You see more sitting still than chasing after.

Esther Freud.

~ A story needs rhythm.  Read it to yourself.  If it doesn’t spin a bit of magic, it’s missing something.

~ Editing is everything.  Cut until you can cut no more.  What is left often springs into life.

~ Find your best time of the day for writing and write.  Don’t let anything else interfere.  Afterwards it won’t matter that the kitchen is in a mess.
~ Don’t wait for inspiration.  Discipline is the key.

~ Never forget, even your own rules are there to be broken.

Neil Gaiman.

~ Put it aside.  Read it pretending you’ve never read it before.  Show it to friends whose opinion you respect and who like the kind of thing this is.

David Hare

~ Write only when you have something to say.

~ Style is the art of putting yourself out of the way, not putting yourself in it.

P.D.James.

~ Increase your word power.  Words are the raw material of our craft.

~ Read widely and with discrimination.  Bad writing is contagious.

~ Don’t just plan to write – write.  It is only by writing not dreaming about it, that we develop our own style.

~ Write what you need to write, not what is currently popular or what you think will sell.

~ Open your mind to new experiences, particularly to the study of other people.  Nothing that happens to a writer – however happy, however tragic -  is ever wasted.

A.L Kennedy.

~ Have more humility.  Remember you do not know the limits of your own abilities.

~ Write.  No amount of self-inflicted misery, altered states, black pullovers, or being publicly obnoxious will add up to being a writer.  Writers write.
~ Read.  As much as you can.  As deeply and widely and nourishingly and irritatingly as you can.  And the good things will make you remember them, so you won’t need to take notes.

~ Be without fear….Too much fear and all you’ll get is silence.

~ Remember you love writing. It wouldn’t be worth it if you didn’t.  If the love fades, do what you need to and get it back.

Hilary Mantel.

~ Read ‘Becoming a Writer’ by Dorothea Brande.  Then do what it says….This book is about becoming a writer from the inside out.

~ Write a book you’d like to read.  If you wouldn’t read it, why would anybody else?

~   If you get stuck, get away from your desk.  Take a walk, take a bath, go to sleep, make a pie, draw, listen to music, meditate, exercise; whatever you do don’t just stick there scowling at the paper.

~ Be ready for anything.  Each new story has different demands and may throw up reasons to break these and all other rules.  Except number one: you can’t give your soul to literature if you’re thinking about income tax.
Michael Moorcock.

~ Read everything you can lay your hands on. 

~ Find an author you admire and copy their plots and characters in order to tell your own story, just as people learn to draw and paint by copying the masters.

~ For a good melodrama study the famous ‘Lester Dent master plot formula’ which you can find on line.

~ Ignore all proffered rules and create your own, suitable for what you want to say.

Michael Morpurgo.

~ The prerequisite for me is to keep my well of ideas full.  This means living as full and varied a life as possible, to have my antennae out all the time.

~ …record moments, fleeting impressions, overheard dialogue, your own sadnesses and bewilderments and joys.

~ When I’m deep inside a story, living it as I write, I honestly don’t know what will happen.  I try not to dictate it, not to play God.
~ Once the book is finished in its first draft, I read it out loud to myself.  How it sounds is hugely important.

Andrew Motion.

~ Decide when in the day (or night) best suits you to write, and organise your life accordingly.

~ Think with your senses as well as your brain.

~ Honour the miraculousness of the ordinary.

~ Remember there is no such thing as nonsense.

~ Let your work stand before deciding whether or not to serve.

~  Think big and stay particular.

~ Work hard.

Joyce Carol Oates.

~ Don’t try to anticipate an ‘ideal reader’ – there may be one but he/she is reading someone else!

~ Be your own editor/ critic.  Sympathetic but merciless.

~ …be alert fir possibilities of paragraphing.

~ … be alert for possibilities of using plain familiar words in place of polysyllabic ‘big’ words.

~  Keep a light, hopeful heart.  But expect the worst.

Annie Proulx.

~ To ensure that you proceed slowly, write by hand.

~ Develop craftsmanship through years of wide reading.

~ Rewrite and edit until you achieve the most felicitous phrase/sentence/paragraph/story/chapter.

Ian Rankin.

~ Read lots.

~ Write lots.

~ Learn to be self-critical.

~ Learn what criticism to accept.

~ Be persistent.

~ Have a story worth telling.

~ Don’t give up.

~ Get lucky.

~ Stay lucky.

Will Self.

~ Always carry a notebook.  And I mean always.  The short-term memory only retains information for three minutes; unless it is committed to paper , you can lose an idea for ever.
~ Stop reading fiction – it’s all lies anyway and it doesn’t have anything to tell you that you don’t know already.

~ The writing life is essentially one of solitary confinement – if you can’t deal with this you needn’t apply.

Helen Simpson.

~ ‘Faire et se taire.’ (Flaubert) which I translate for myself as ‘Shut up and get on with it.’

Zadie Smith.

~ When still a child, make sure you read a lot of books.  Spend more time doing this than anything else.

~ When an adult, try to read your own work as a stranger would read it, or even better, as an enemy would.

~ Leave a decent space of time between writing something and editing it.

~ Avoid cliques, gangs, groups.  The presence of a crowd won’t make your writing any better than it is.

~ Work on a computer that is disconnected from the Internet.

Colm Toibin.

~ Finish everything you start.

~ Get on with it.
~ Stay in your mental pyjamas all day.

~ Stop feeling sorry for yourself.

Rose Tremain.

~ Forget about the old dictum ‘Write about what you know.’  Instead, seek out an unknown  yet knowable area of experience that’s going to enhance your understanding of the world and write about that.
~ Never be satisfied with a first draft.

~ When an idea comes spend silent time with it. … Along with your gathering of hard data, allow yourself to dream your idea into being.

~ In the planning stage of a book, don’t plan the ending.  It has to be earned by all that will go before it.

~ Respect the way characters may change once they’ve got 50 pages of life in them.

~ Learn from cinema. Be economic with descriptions.  Sort the telling detail from the lifeless one. Write dialogue that people would actually speak.

Sarah Waters.

~ Read like mad.

~ Cut like crazy.  Less is more.

~ Don’t overwrite.  Avoid the redundant phrases, the distracting adjectives, the unnecessary adverbs.  To read some of the work of Colm Toibin or Cormac McCarthy, for example, is to discover how a deliberately limited vocabulary can produce an astonishing emotional punch.

~ Talent trumps all.  If you’re a really great writer, none of these rules need apply.

Jeannette Winterson.

~ Turn up for work.  Discipline allows creative freedom.  No discipline equals no freedom.

~ Take no notice of anyone you don’t respect.

~ Trust your creativity.

~ Enjoy this work!
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