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INTRODUCTION








WELCOME TO THE WRITER’S DEVOTIONAL. Inside this chunky volume you’ll find everything you need to get your creative juices flowing. Whether you’re honing your skills for writing fiction or nonfiction, screenplays, or poetry, or simply trying to keep a more compelling journal or blog, you’ll find 365 inspiring quotations and informative tutorials that will aid in developing your unique voice. Each entry is meant to be read either at the start of your work, as you unwind when you’re done, or as a little treat during the day when things are getting too stressful.

Writing is a solitary activity, but you don’t have to feel that you are completely on your own. Hopefully, this book can provide fresh information and wise counsel from legendary authors ranging from the distant past to today’s bestseller lists. Much of their advice will add a bit of cheer; all will encourage and inspire you on your path. There are also plenty of surprises that will make reading this daily devotional an enlightening practice that you will look forward to returning to as you follow your dream.

Each day of the week highlights a different aspect of a writer’s life:

MONDAYS—Writers on Writing: Learn what the best in the business have to say about the writing process and what their work, and the works of others, meant to them.

TUESDAYS—Motivation: Use these tips and tricks to help you keep writing even when you’ve hit a wall, and to help you gain the courage to share your work.

WEDNESDAYS—Writing Class: Try your hand at dozens of different formats, broadening your writing experience. You may find that you excel at a whole new category of written works that you’ve never before considered.

THURSDAYS—Editing: Understand the nuts and bolts every writer needs to master. This section runs the gamut from punctuation to mastering the active voice, as well as the secrets of creating a truly compelling work.

FRIDAYS—Biography: While the works of great writers remain, their own stories are often unknown. Here’s your chance to meet fifty-two of the most interesting writers in history, including some of your current favorites. Learn what motivated them to write and how their past shaped their prose.

SATURDAYS—Books Writers Should Read: Explore this stimulating survey of fifty-two books you must have under your belt. These are the “best of the best” in many different genres and styles, so you can measure your work against the masters, and see exactly how they got the job done.

SUNDAYS—Writing Prompt: Wrap up each week with an exercise allowing you to take on one of fifty-two topics. I know that it’s sometimes tough to stay on track, or even get started. Here are some great ideas and the writings they may have inspired, so you can see how a simple idea can lead to a great work.

I hope these pages fill you with the optimism and promises of fulfillment that only writing can bring.







WEEK 1



MONDAY | WRITERS ON WRITING



 

The role of the writer is not to say what we can all say but what we are unable to say.

—Anaïs Nin



THERE ARE COUNTLESS REASONS WHY SO MANY people are unable to make their voices heard. Perhaps social restrictions bind a person. Consider the character Celie in The Color Purple. During the early years of her life, she was unable to have her voice heard because she was a poor, black woman. Author Alice Walker gave a voice to all women like Celie, women who had been historically—and even in current times—suppressed.

Likewise, Marjane Satrapi gave voice to oppressed Iranians in her graphic novel, Persepolis. Or, take the dramatic case of Harriet Beecher Stowe, who in writing Uncle Tom’s Cabin, an exposé on slavery in pre–Civil War America, inspired a country to change. Abraham Lincoln famously said of Stowe and her work, “So this is the little lady who started this great big war.” These authors speak for those who were “unable to say.”

There are many reasons to write, ranging from recording personal memories, offering advice, creating poetry, or documenting a historical era. All of these reasons are important. As Nin says, though, one of the unique and powerful tools a writer holds is the ability to speak for the oppressed, the disenfranchised, or those similarly unable to have a voice in society.



WEEK 1



TUESDAY | MOTIVATION




The indispensable first step to getting the things you want out of life is this: decide what you want.

—Ben Stein



SOMETIMES THE MOST SAGE AND SOUND OF ADVICE is also the most straightforward. Such is the case with humorist, author, and commentator Ben Stein’s kernel of wisdom. There are times when the seemingly simple stuff can trip a person up. You think you know the endgame but have you really defined your goals?

Begin by deciding what you want to achieve as a writer. Have you always dreamed of writing a successful novel? Or, do you have the desire to keep your writing to yourself, cataloging family recipes or tracing your genealogy? Maybe you want to master haiku or write for a local newspaper.

Take the time to reflect and to delineate your writing desires. Then put the goal in writing, determining a time frame for achieving your goal. By defining what you want, you’re creating a type of road map to follow, helping you to steer clear of distracting detours. As baseball player Yogi Berra put it, “If you don’t know where you are going, you might wind up someplace else.”



WEEK 1



WEDNESDAY | WRITING CLASS




Write a short biography about your best friend.



BEGIN WITH A REAL HOOK OR GRABBER SENTENCE. You want to draw in your reader immediately, so write a first sentence that will get your reader’s attention as well as begin to illuminate what is interesting about this person. After crafting this first sentence, continue writing, including basic facts—full name, birth date, place of birth, and current home address. Next, describe why this person is your best friend. What draws you to this person? What will draw your reader’s focus to this person? Show by using examples.



WEEK 1



THURSDAY | EDITING




The key to revision is learning to look at your work with an editor’s eye.

—The Writer’s Digest Writing Clinic



AN EDITOR’S JOB IS TO MAKE THE WRITER LOOK better. Editors are trained to look at a piece of written work and help the writer tie up the loose ends. S/he makes sure that there are no superfluous characters, red herrings, or plotlines that go nowhere. S/he tries to ask questions of the text that the writer can answer by changing the story. And, an editor makes sure that the point the writer is trying to make is clearly definable.

A good editor makes sure the language is tight: not too flowery and not too staid. S/he makes sure that each piece of writing has a “voice,” a unique cadence or rhythm, or sense of humor or deep understanding.

Good writers are not always good editors, and certainly, good editors are not always good writers. However, you need to take on the editor’s role when you are ready for the revision stage. First, walk away from your text for at least twentyfour hours. Then, as you read through your material, take an editor’s approach and see how you can tweak your work to make it better.



WEEK 1



FRIDAY | BIOGRAPHY




In a time of universal deceit—telling the truth is a revolutionary act.

—George Orwell



GEORGE ORWELL (1903–1950) WAS THE PEN NAME of Eric Arthur Blair. Born in Bengal, India, and raised in England, his early schooling began at St. Cyprian’s School, in Sussex, where he met Cyril Connolly, who later published many of Orwell’s essays. He was sent on scholarship to the exclusive boarding school, Eton, where Aldous Huxley was one of his teachers. Blair joined the Indian Imperial Police and served in Burma from 1922 to 1927. Returning west, he lived an impoverished life in Paris and London, making little money as a tutor and a bookshop assistant while he began writing. He fought and was wounded during the Spanish Civil War, and during World War II he found work as a war correspondent and editor, writing for the BBC, the Observer, and the Tribune. At the same time he continued to write books, all of which met with little success. As one biographer put it, “his first amateurish efforts arose smiles.”

Yet he kept writing, worked his professional connections, and concentrated on the political message. He abhorred both communism and imperialism. After the war, these two themes repeated in his best-received works, Animal Farm (1945) and Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949). During most of his career, Orwell was best known for his journalism and essays. Unfortunately, he was able to enjoy fame from his novels only briefly: he died of tuberculosis in 1950.



WEEK 1



SATURDAY | BOOKS TO READ




It would be unrealistic to believe that one book could bring a complete change.

—Rachel Carson



WRITERS OFTEN IMAGINE THAT THEIR WORK WILL bring about social change, but few really succeed. Even author and scientist Rachel Carson underestimated the power of her own 1962 book, Silent Spring. This important book changed our collective world view about the dangerous effects of chemicals on the environment, and it continues to affect on our consciousness today. It’s a wonderful example of how clear and forceful writing can effect change.

Silent Spring took on dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT), condemning its effects. During the 1940s and 1950s, DDT had come into widespread use as an agricultural insecticide. It helped farmers grow bigger crops and gain larger yields. Carson, a scientist, recognized and researched the detrimental effects of the chemical. Critics—many intimately involved in the chemical business—accused Carson of being a “hysterical woman.” Yet readers flocked to the book. It leaped to the top of the New York Times bestseller list, staying in the number-one position for thirty-one weeks.

Among Carson’s fans was President John Kennedy. After reading the book, he asked his Science Advisory Committee to study the impact of insecticides on the environment. The committee’s report vindicated Carson and her work and led to the ban of DDT and other chemicals. Her work also paved the way for books such as Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth.



WEEK 1



SUNDAY | WRITING PROMPT




If I could live anywhere in the world…



MANY OF US WISH WE LIVED EITHER SOMEWHERE more exciting or more peaceful, and this topic allows us to dream big. There are, however, a few of us who realize that we are sitting on a literary gold mine. For example, Peter Mayle tackles the joys of living abroad in a tiny French village in his bestselling books about his life in Provence. Interestingly, he is able to capture the flavor of this region and introduce it as a character in and of itself in both his fiction and nonfiction works—a tradition he has continued for more than a decade.

Mayle is known for bringing the sights, sounds, smells, and gustatory world of France to the page. He does this by recreating a rich and unique setting that was quite foreign to the majority of his readers when his first book, A Year in Provence, was published in 1989. His books revolve around his experiences with a community of characters where the mundane becomes interesting, and where the readers feel that they intimately understand his life and his neighbors.

Even if you think nothing ever happens in your own hometown, think again. Practice this technique, and write about your neighborhood, or write about a place where you’ve always fantasized living. See if you can bring these locales to life, where the community itself plays a central role, not just as a setting, but as a character.







WEEK 2



MONDAY | WRITERS ON WRITING




We are a species that needs and wants to understand who we are. Sheep lice do not seem to share this longing, which is one reason why they write so little.

—Anne Lamot



ART IN ALL OF ITS FORMS HELPS US TO CONSIDER THE immense question of how does art speak to and reflect the human experience. Whether imagining the motivation and passion behind the great Spanish artist Pablo Picasso’s wartime painting Guernica or considering the meaning of French composer Claude Debussy’s La Mer, art helps us to consider what it means to be human.

An essential aspect of the writer’s journey is this same examination of what it means to be human. Since the time of Aristotle, scholars have encouraged humans to engage with words and to search for meaning. Keith Oatley, PhD, Professor Emeritus, Department of Human Development & Applied Psychology at the University of Toronto, decided to test this theory of Aristotle’s: Do humans find that they are better able to understand and experience life through their reading, particularly by reading fiction?

The results were clear: participants who read fiction were better able to relate to their peers and to engage in social interaction. Also significant was the participants’ abilities to show increased empathy, which was attributed to their increased understanding of human nature as found through their reading. Through their work, writers can reap the same rewards. By writing about the world around us, we are better able to empathize and to understand the intricacies of life.



WEEK 2



TUESDAY | MOTIVATION




As I’ve learned…no one knows “enough” about grammar. This causes a lot of people to feel insecure and alone, as if they’re the only ones whose grasp of the language is less than adequate.

—June Casagrande



DON’T LET THE FACT THAT YOU HAVE NOT ENTIRELY mastered the rules of the English language stop you from writing. The rules are not really so cut and dried to begin with, and the ones that are can be easy to master. Once you understand the fifty-two tips found every Tuesday in this book, you’ll automatically increase your knowledge. There is a whole cottage industry of books on grammar just waiting to be read, each of which offers sound advice. I know; I had to read all of them to write this book.

And while good grammar is important, there are plenty of writers who spit directly in its face. Some writers choose to write ungrammatically for effect; others don’t know better and get away with it. Still others make mistakes, even when they think they know it all. If your goal is to be published in books or magazines (and possibly on the web), there is always at least one backup grammarian on staff: they’re called copyeditors, and they’re happy to help make you sound even better.

My advice is to think creatively first, and then worry if you’ve written it correctly. Chances are that you’ll capture your audience with your wit and prose, and the style will follow.



WEEK 2



WEDNESDAY | WRITING CLASS




Write a book review for a book you didn’t like.



IT’S EASY TO DESCRIBE WHY YOU LIKE A BOOK. Sometimes, though, it can be hard to pinpoint why you don’t. For this exercise, choose a book you didn’t care for. Give the full name of the book, and include the subtitle if there is one. Include the author’s full name, the illustrator’s full name (if applicable), and the year in which it was published. Give examples from the text to support your reasons for disliking the book. For instance, it’s not enough to say that the author didn’t develop her characters well. You need to draw examples from the work to support your claims and make a convincing case.



WEEK 2



THURSDAY | EDITING




For all my longer works I write chapter outlines so I can have the pleasure of departing from them later on.

—Garth Nix



REGARDLESS OF WHETHER YOU’RE WRITING A LONGER work or a short piece, you have to start with an outline. The second step is to write a brief synopsis of your story detailing its beginning, middle, and end. Even if you end up deviating from this, as Nix does, you’ll know that you’ve at least thought through your original idea and that it has a logical progression or arc.

Then, write a master plot list for each of your characters, beginning with the main one and working your way down the pecking order. This list substantiates why those characters are in the story.

Now the fun begins. Before you write one word of the actual work, you need to create a backstory for every character, even if you don’t use it. Flesh out who these people are and how they interconnect in the story, and identify their motivations and how they will affect the plot.

Once you’ve finished your piece (or if it’s large, at the end of each chapter), go back and compare what you’ve done to these lists. If you’ve strayed off course, figure out why and whether or not your new idea is better than your original.



WEEK 2



FRIDAY | BIOGRAPHY




I believe that world literature has it in its power to help mankind, in these its troubled hours, to see itself as it really is, notwithstanding the indoctrinations of prejudiced people and parties.

—Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn



ALEKSANDR SOLZHENITSYN (1918–2008) WROTE books that shed a true light on what was happening behind the Iron Curtain: how many talented people were wasting away in prison camps. As a child, he wanted to be a writer, but without the right schooling available to him, he chose to study mathematics. It was to play a beneficial role: on at least two occasions he credits mathematics for saving his life.

During World War II, because of his mathematical knowledge, he was placed as the commander of an artillery-position-finding company. In February 1945 he was arrested for his unflattering portrayal of Stalin in private correspondence and writings. He was sentenced to eight years in a detention camp in July 1945. A month later, the full term of his status was changed to “exiled for life.”

In exile, Solzhenitsyn taught mathematics and physics in a primary school and wrote prose in secret. His first work was published in 1962: One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich. Printing of this work, which reflected his years in the camps, was discontinued almost immediately. He spent the next thirty years writing and evading the Soviet government. At his return to Moscow in 1994 he was treated as a hero.



WEEK 2



SATURDAY | BOOKS TO READ




Scoop by Evelyn Waugh

I think that Hemingway made real discoveries about the use of language in his first novel, The Sun Also Rises. I admired the way he made drunk people talk.

—Evelyn Waugh



ENGLISH AUTHOR EVELYN WAUGH PUBLISHED Scoop in 1938, and it’s one of the best examples of social satire in the modern era. Waugh was known for his sharp wit as well as his precise use of language. He was also known for his strong opinions, calling Faulkner’s writing “intolerably bad,” accusing James Joyce of being a “lunatic,” and claiming that Raymond Chandler’s writing was essentially about drinking shots of whiskey.

Waugh brought his biting wit to the social satire, Scoop. In it, a young London journalist, William Boot, is sent to cover a civil war in the fictional African country of Ishmaelia, when his editors at The Daily Beast (from which Tina Brown got the name for her online news site) mistake him for another novelist with the same name. While his inept editor dines on canapés and drinks sherry back in London, Boot, a nature writer, gamely tries to cover the events unfolding on the ground in Ishmaelia. Through a series of fortunate strokes, Boot is able to get the big scoop. But, upon returning to London, the credit for the news goes to the other novelist, and Boot returns to obscurity.

Scoop demonstrates why Waugh is considered one of the greatest satirical writers of his generation.



WEEK 2



SUNDAY | WRITING PROMPT




I like animals…



ANIMALS HAVE A UNIVERSAL APPEAL FOR READERS. And it doesn’t seem to be limited to the domesticated few or the exotic wild beasts that roam the African plains. The late James Alfred “Alf” Wight, who wrote under the name James Herriot, made a career as a mild-mannered British veterinarian who had a penchant for sharing stories about all sorts of creatures, great and small. His art was the ability to share his unique relationship with a wide variety of animals, letting the reader experience what his life was like and often imagine the life of the animals themselves.

Try your hand at this same task. Whether you love dogs, cats, iguanas, birds, or snow leopards (not in your house, of course), see if you can share what is truly unique about your relationship with your pet or the pet you always wished you had.
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