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INTRODUCTION

Who hasn’t dreamt of writing a bestseller?

For most of us, it will remain just a dream. Yet it is possible – even if you are an unknown author – to write a bestseller. The odds may be against it, but it has been done in the past and someone will do it in the future. Why not you?

There’s no magic formula that guarantees success. No two authors work in exactly the same way or have the same views about writing. The learning points with which each chapter of this book concludes are different – and occasionally contradictory. What works for one author does not necessarily work for another. Writing is a personal, individual thing and we all have to find our own way of doing it. That usually means trial and error and lots of rewriting.

J. K. Rowling may be the UK’s most successful living author, with sales in excess of £238 million, but her first Harry Potter book was rejected by no fewer than 12 publishers. When it comes to spotting the next bestseller, publishers have an abysmal track record; persistence in the face of repeated rejections is vital. Self-publishing is an option if you have the time and the skills to edit and market your book effectively. Whichever route to publication you choose, this book will improve your chances of success.

There is no shortage of how-to writing books. Some even claim to tell you how to write a bestseller, with chapters devoted to plotting, characterisation, dialogue and so on. This book is different. It doesn’t tell you how to do it; it shows you how others have done it. Imitating the methods – rather than the content – of a favourite writer is an excellent apprenticeship for anyone who wants to master the craft of writing. It’s how many of the most successful authors began. Learning from an author you admire can help you to develop your own individual style.

For anyone who wants to write a bestseller, this book is the perfect starting point. But whatever your motivation for reading, enjoy the journey of discovery through 50 of the world’s bestselling authors and the techniques that made them famous.


JANE AUSTEN

(1775–1817)

What does Pride and Prejudice mean to you? Does it evoke one of the best-known opening sentences in English literature? Or Colin Firth in a wet shirt?

Jane Austen is known as much from film and television adaptations of her novels as from the books themselves. She wrote six famous novels (Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice, Mansfield Park, Emma, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion) and is widely regarded as the originator of romantic comedy. Here I’ll focus mainly on Pride and Prejudice, a book seen as the inspiration behind works as diverse as Eugene Onegin and Bridget Jones’s Diary.

Today Jane Austen’s novels are read all over the world. But soon after her death in 1817 they were out of print, and for the next 50 years she was largely ignored. Perhaps her restrained Regency romances (avoiding extravagant language, heightened emotions, dramatic situations and any but the sparest description) seemed old-fashioned compared with the novels of Dickens and Thackeray, then selling in their hundreds of thousands. It’s a salutary reminder of how literary taste and fashion can change. They were reprinted in 1833, but for more than 30 years sales were negligible, with no more than 1,000 copies of each title being sold every eight years or so.

All that changed in 1870, when the first biography was published. This resulted in the first huge surge of interest in Austen’s novels; the second huge surge was to come over a hundred years later with the burst of film and television adaptations in the 1990s.


Continuous improvement

Today Jane Austen is a towering figure of English literature, but she achieved popular success only posthumously. Her six famous novels were the result not of instinctive brilliance, but of trial and error and constant rewriting over a long period of time. A common error of novice authors is to submit work too soon. So it’s worthwhile taking as much time as you need to review, revise and improve your manuscript before you expose it to the outside world. Be hard on yourself: make sure it’s as good as you can possibly make it. Once you have sent it out, that’s it; you won’t be able to retrieve it and revise it.



Plotting

All six of Austen’s famous novels revolve around what she described as ‘three or four families in a country village’, and the plots focus almost exclusively on courtship, marriage and money – and how young women (from the country gentry class of society) deal with the choices involved. Austen was the first popular English novelist to show how young women really think and behave.

With Pride and Prejudice Austen hit upon the archetypal romantic plot, used today by countless writers of romantic fiction. An independent-minded young woman meets an arrogant man and conceives an instant loathing for him. He is attracted, but refuses to acknowledge this even to himself. However, he can’t help thinking about her. Eventually he shows, usually by some act of unselfishness or tenderness, that for all his strength and self-sufficiency, he has succumbed. The plot is simple but potent. It works in Pride and Prejudice because the heroine and the hero are sufficiently complex and capable of change to engage our interest and to make the vacillations between them convincing. Austen makes the eventual coming together of Elizabeth Bennet and Mr Darcy seem as inevitable as it once seemed unthinkable.

Characterisation

At the heart of Pride and Prejudice is the convincing characterisation of Elizabeth and Mr Darcy. They are presented very differently. While we are often inside Elizabeth’s head, Mr Darcy remains on the periphery of our vision. He is aloof and difficult for anyone to know – and this heightens his appeal and our interest in him. Elizabeth laughs at the follies she sees around her, but she has inner strength and submits neither to an unsuitable suitor like Mr Collins nor to a powerful figure like Darcy’s aunt Lady Catherine de Bourgh. She is determined to live a good and moral life. Of all Austen’s heroines, Elizabeth is the one whose character is thought to be closest to that of the author.

Pride and Prejudice also has a raft of memorable comic characters, notably Mr Collins, Lady Catherine, and Elizabeth’s parents Mr and Mrs Bennet. Mr Collins and Lady Catherine complement one another in their folly and stupidity. With his ‘mixture of pride and obsequiousness, self-importance and humility’ and his absurd eulogies of Lady Catherine, Mr Collins condemns himself out of his own mouth. His character is further exposed by the rapid switching of his attentions from Jane Bennet to Elizabeth, his farcical proposal to Elizabeth, and then his prompt shift from Elizabeth to her friend Charlotte Lucas.

Mr and Mrs Bennet also complement one another, as Mrs Bennet is too slow-witted to understand her husband’s verbal wit and sarcasm masquerading as politeness. She is full of ‘follies and nonsense, whims and inconsistencies’, but she is motivated by a genuine concern for her daughters’ future.

With Emma, Austen shows that a heroine does not need to be likeable to be compelling. Emma may be solicitous for the well-being of her father, but she is vain, snobbish and manipulative, as shown by her disastrous attempts to find her new friend Harriet a husband above her station in life.

Emma’s disregard for the feelings of others is shown during the excursion to Box Hill, where Frank Churchill invents a game in which everyone has to make either one very clever, two moderately clever, or three dull remarks. When the garrulous but good-natured Miss Bates says, ‘I shall be sure to say three dull things as soon as ever I open my mouth,’ Emma can’t resist interjecting, ‘Ah! ma’am, but there may be a difficulty. Pardon me – but you will be limited as to number – only three at once.’ When the meaning of this sinks in, Miss Bates is plainly hurt.

Irony

Jane Austen is famous for her irony, and that much-quoted opening sentence of Pride and Prejudice is an excellent example: ‘It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.’ As we read on, it soon becomes clear that Austen means the precise opposite of this: it is single women without fortune (or their mothers) who are desperately looking for rich husbands. This gives us one definition of irony – stating the opposite of what is meant. Another, slightly different definition is a statement which has a double audience: when what is said means more than meets the ear, and one person hears and does not understand, while the other both understands what is meant and is aware of the other person’s incomprehension.

Austen’s irony comes in various disguises: sarcasm, wit, parody, ambivalence, caricature, hyperbole and understatement. She uses ironic humour to expose her characters’ foibles – for example, when Miss Bates says, ‘My mother’s deafness is very trifling you see – just nothing at all. By only raising my voice, and saying anything two or three times over, she is sure to hear.’ But the major irony in Emma is that the heroine is so busy trying to match-make that she doesn’t realise she is in love herself. Only when she thinks that Harriet is to marry Mr Knightley does she realise that he is the man for her.

Sometimes the irony depends upon a disparity between appearance and substance, as seen in the characters of Willoughby (Sense and Sensibility), Wickham (Pride and Prejudice) and Mr Elliot (Persuasion). Willoughby’s ‘person and air’ are ‘equal to what [Marianne’s] fancy had ever drawn for the hero of a favourite story’, but he behaves like a cad. Disparity between what someone seems to be and what they really are is commonplace in today’s fiction, but was less so in Austen’s time and may have made her readers question their assumptions about what a hero should look like.

Moral values and social attitudes

By mocking some characters’ assumptions and beliefs, Austen implicitly questions the social norms that fostered those assumptions and beliefs. She depicts a society where breeding and manners are all-important, and women are under monetary pressure to marry. In Pride and Prejudice she draws attention to inheritance laws involving the entailing of property along gendered lines, but she also pokes fun at the institutions of marriage and the family.

Critics and academics have given Austen different political labels: conservative, radical, feminist. Whatever her attitudes towards society, her novels are underpinned by a gentle, undogmatic morality – encapsulated in Mr Knightley’s question to Emma: ‘Does not everything serve to prove more and more the beauty of truth and sincerity in our dealings with each other?’

How Austen wrote

Writing poems and stories from an early age, Austen worked in a corner of the sitting room, subject to all kinds of casual interruptions. She wrote on small sheets of paper, which could be covered with a piece of blotting paper, and a creaking door alerted her when anyone was coming. The six famous novels were published between 1811 and 1818 (the last two posthumously), but she had been working on them for many years. Completing initial drafts of the first two (which were to become Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice) some 15 years before publication, she was a constant rewriter. She lived with and developed her characters for most of her adult life. Her writing style, known as ‘free indirect’, combines third-person narrative with a character’s inner voice.

The only drafts of any of Austen’s novels to have survived are two manuscript chapters of Persuasion. Comparing these with the finalised, published chapters, it is clear that her writing was neither instinctive nor unerring. She improved her work through trial and error, and the wholesale changes made both to the story and the style show how much effort she was prepared to put into this.


Learning points


	Living with your fictional characters over a long period of time can help you to make them believable and distinctive.

	Irony in all its forms is a powerful ingredient of romantic comedy.

	Treat a first draft as raw material that needs to be worked on, possibly over many years. Be prepared to rewrite and rewrite and rewrite again.

	Use trial and error to find the right voice for your story.






J. G. BALLARD

(1930–2009)

Empire of the Sun (1984) was the international bestseller that catapulted J. G. Ballard to fame. It won the Guardian Fiction Prize, was shortlisted for the Man Booker and was later adapted by Tom

Stoppard for the film made by Steven Spielberg. Known initially for his science fiction, Ballard proved to be one of the world’s most original and imaginative writers, producing genre-crossing work that mixed action adventure with science, psychiatry with surrealism and postmodernism with popular fiction.

Empire of the Sun

Ballard’s bestseller is a semi-autobiographical novel based on the two and a half years he spent as a child in a Japanese internment camp outside Shanghai during World War Two. The book received glowing reviews. ‘May well be that great British novel about the last war for which we’ve had to wait forty-odd years,’ said the novelist Angela Carter. ‘Significantly enough, there are no heroics – scarcely any combatants, in fact. Only a British schoolboy lost in Shanghai when the Japanese invade, a vast company of the doomed…’ ‘Horror and humanity are blended into a unique and unforgettable fiction,’ said The Sunday Times.

Ballard had grown up in quasi-colonial style in a large upper middle-class house in Shanghai, tended by Chinese servants and Russian governesses. When the Japanese invaded in 1937, his family, like most European expatriates, were able to carry on their normal existence, despite occasional shelling around their house in the International Settlement. But in 1943 all ‘enemy civilians’ were interned and Ballard’s family were put in the camp at Lunghua.

There are powerful descriptions of the violence and brutality of everyday life in 1930s Shanghai, where thousands of destitute Chinese had no social security of any kind and it was not uncommon to see dead bodies piled up in the street. But the most chilling passages are those depicting the cruelty of the war:


The Japanese soldiers, Jim knew, would take ten minutes to kill the coolie… The whole display, like their lack of weapons, was intended to show the British prisoners that the Japanese despised them, first for being prisoners, and then for not daring to move an inch to save this Chinese coolie.



Ballard said that for the purposes of his narrative he had reshaped incidents from his life, but that the general picture of Lunghua in Empire of the Sun is as he remembered it. Paradoxically, his time in the internment camp set him free. ‘My upbringing was so middle class and repressed,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t until I was placed in Lunghua that I met anyone from any other social strata. When I did I found them colossally vital.’ He was especially struck by the optimism and free-and-easy ways (with ‘no stiffness or class-consciousness’) of a group of American merchant seamen interned in the camp.

Empire of the Sun ends with the hero, Jim, reunited with his parents and returning to their house in Amherst Avenue. But his time in the camp has changed him for ever:


To his surprise he felt a moment of regret, of sadness that his quest for his mother and father would soon be over. As long as he searched for them he was prepared to be hungry and ill, but now that the search had ended he felt saddened by the memory of all he had been through, and of how much he had changed. He was closer now to the ruined battlefields and this fly-infested truck, to the nine sweet potatoes in the sack below the driver’s seat, even in a sense to the detention centre, than he would ever be again to his house in Amherst Avenue.



How he began writing

In 1946 Ballard was repatriated to England. The change from a world of warfare, death and political upheaval to one of bourgeois comfort was a culture shock. He attended the Leys School in Cambridge and then studied medicine at King’s College, Cambridge with a view to becoming a psychiatrist. He discovered ‘modernist’ writers such as Hemingway, Joyce, Dostoyevsky, Kafka and Camus. He developed an early interest in psychoanalysis and surrealism, and came to believe that these ‘were a key to the truth about existence and the human personality and also a key to myself’.

After two years studying medicine, he realised that what he really wanted to do was to write. He then read English at Queen Mary College, University of London, but he left after the first year and started to earn a living with short-term jobs – Covent Garden flower market porter, advertising copywriter, door-to-door encyclopaedia salesman – and began to submit stories – unsuccessfully – to literary magazines. Obsessed since childhood with aircraft and flying, he then spent a year as a trainee pilot with the RAF, much of it at a frozen airfield in Canada. Here he discovered American science-fiction magazines. These made a lasting impression and proved to be a turning point in his development as a writer.

Science fiction

In 1955, awaiting discharge from the RAF, he wrote his first science-fiction story, ‘Passport to Eternity’ (eventually published in 1962), in emulation of US writer Jack Vance. His first science-fiction success was ‘Prima Belladonna’, published in Science Fantasy (1956). In the late 1950s/early 1960s he worked as a librarian and as a scriptwriter for a scientific film company before becoming assistant editor of a weekly science journal, Chemistry and Industry. In 1959 Naked Lunch by William S. Burroughs was published, mixing science fiction with experimental fiction, and this was an important influence. Ballard had more than 20 short stories published in science-fiction magazines including, in 1960, ‘The Voices of Time’, a story set in desert landscapes in a near-future world situated in a larger, declining universe. His first novel, The Wind from Nowhere, was published in 1961, whereupon he gave up his job at Chemistry and Industry to write full time. Written in ten days, he later dismissed it as ‘a piece of hack work’ and preferred to regard The Drowned World, published in 1962 to wide acclaim, as his first novel.

Ballard’s science fiction has none of the spaceships or aliens often associated with the genre. His first four novels each depict the destruction of civilisation by some elemental disaster – respectively Water, Air, Fire and Earth. The Drowned World gives us a remarkable foretaste of the possible effects of global warming, as the ice caps melt in the wake of a solar storm, which heats up the planet, and cities are flooded. Plant and animal life change as they adapt to the watery environment:


In response to the rises in temperature, humidity and radiation levels the flora and fauna of this planet are beginning to assume once again the forms they displayed the last time such conditions were present – roughly speaking, the Triassic period. Everywhere … countless mutations completely transforming the organisms to adapt them for survival in the new environment.



The main characters in these early science-fiction novels are usually scientists, who often live in abandoned hotels, ignore danger and prefer the destroyed civilisations to the living cities in which they grew up.

Surrealism

Ballard was heavily influenced by surrealist painters such as Max Ernst, Salvador Dalí and Paul Delvaux. ‘The surrealists have been a tremendous influence on me,’ he said in 1984. ‘They’ve certainly played a very large part in my life, far more so than any other writer I know. Sometimes I think that all my writing is nothing more than the compensatory work of a frustrated painter.’

His most famous (some would say infamous) novel of the 1970s was Crash (1973), a highly controversial book which has been categorised as transgressive fiction (i.e. going beyond accepted limits). It was based on the extraordinary theory that only through car crashes can humans achieve true eroticism. The publisher’s reader who first saw the manuscript famously commented, ‘This author is beyond psychiatric help. Do not publish!’


Diverse influences

From his early interest in psychoanalysis to his fascination with surrealism, Ballard believed his writing owed more to these than to any literary influence. Consider how your own interests and enthusiasms can stimulate your writing. For example, if you enjoy cooking exotic meals, perhaps the origins of the ingredients will get your creative juices flowing and feed into your writing. If you’re in need of inspiration, don’t limit yourself to the books you’ve read. Be open to all kinds of influences and experiences.



Miracles of Life

The autobiography Miracles of Life (2008) was written after Ballard was diagnosed as suffering from advanced prostate cancer. ‘If there’s a better memoir by a contemporary English writer, I don’t know it,’ said The Daily Telegraph’s reviewer, while the Financial Times described it as ‘exquisitely written’ and ‘Ballard’s crowning achievement’. It’s fascinating to compare this non-fiction account of his life with the fictionalised versions in Empire of the Sun and its sequel The Kindness of Women (1991). As The Observer put it, ‘A particular delight of this lyrical autobiography lies in spotting the landscapes and events that appear, subtly reconfigured, in Ballard’s fiction.’

Writing routine

For almost 50 years Ballard wrote on an old dining-room table against the wall of a downstairs room in his semi-detached house in Shepperton, Surrey. He wrote every day, five days a week, two hours in the late morning and another two in the early afternoon, usually working to a target of 700 words a day. He then went for a walk, when he would think about the next day’s writing.

Everything Ballard wrote was always well-prepared in his mind beforehand. He usually began by writing a sheaf or two of notes, covering everything from the main themes to the details of the setting, the principal characters, and so on. He then wrote a synopsis. For short stories this was quite brief – not much more than a page. The purpose was to find out whether or not the story worked as a dramatic narrative. Would it grip the reader’s imagination? In the case of novels, the synopsis was much longer and more detailed. For High-Rise (1975) it ran to some 25,000 words (he later thought it better than the completed novel, and regretted having destroyed it). It usually took him between a year and 18 months to write a novel.

He wrote a complete first draft in longhand, keeping to the structure of his detailed synopsis, before doing any revising or editing. He then went back to the beginning and started work on ‘a very careful longhand revision of the text’. This involved cutting superfluous phrases and paragraphs (and occasionally pages). He then typed out a final manuscript.

After Ballard’s wife died suddenly in 1964, he single-handedly brought up his three children. In Miracles of Life (2008) he says that this helped rather than hindered his writing:


My children were at the centre of my life, circled at a distance by my writing. I kept up a steady output of novels and short story collections, largely because I spent most of my time at home. A short story, or a chapter of a novel, would be written in the time between ironing a school tie, serving up the sausage and mash, and watching Blue Peter. I am certain that my fiction is all the better for that.



Ballardian

Ballard’s characters have typically abandoned themselves to personal obsessions, and the stories are played out against a backdrop of dark, surreal landscapes and recurring images: drained swimming pools, flooded or burned cities, billboard hoardings, infested swamps and jungles, abandoned hotels and hospitals, crashed cars, buried aeroplanes, high-rise apartment blocks.

The distinctiveness of his work has given rise to the adjective Ballardian, defined in Collins English Dictionary as ‘resembling or suggestive of the conditions described in Ballard’s novels and stories, especially dystopian modernity, bleak manmade landscapes, and the psychological effects of technological, social, or environmental developments’.

I’ll conclude with Ballard’s own words: ‘My novels offer an extreme hypothesis which future events may disprove – or confirm. They’re in the nature of long-range weather forecasts.’


Learning points


	Go over what you plan to write in your own mind before you put pen to paper or fingers to keyboard.

	Establish a regular writing routine that fits in with family or other commitments.

	Draw on your own life experiences, interests and enthusiasms.

	Writing a synopsis before you embark on a story can enable you to see whether or not it will work.

	Improve your manuscript by cutting superfluous phrases, paragraphs and even pages.
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