







Praise for Jurgen Wolff

“He’s full of encouraging examples and practical tips, many of
them more far-reaching than they seem at first glance. Wolff
suggests a number of ways to get the imagination going, such as
his ‘What if?’ exercise.”

Financial Times

“The real genius of Your Writing Coach is its accessibility to writers
of all personalities and genres. Logic and good business practices
meet creativity and self-exploration in these 248 pages, leading
writers down a path of personalized success. The title is apt; Jurgen
Wolff’s engaging style ensures that his encouragement will be
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Anastasia K Bond, Oregon Writers’ Colony newsletter

“Your Writing Coach is the real deal—no fluff or padding, just
concentrated insider knowledge. By far the best book on writing
I have read.”
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“Absorbing and inspiring, Your Writing Coach is destined to become
an instant classic. Wolff’s treasure trove of advice and insider
secrets will prove to be an indispensable friend to all those who
aspire to the writing life.”

Amanda Barry Hirst, author of PR Power

“Your Writing Coach is an antidote to the bad advice aspiring
writers are often given. There are only two books on writing
I recommend—Stephen King’s and this one.”

William F. Owen, author of Blackfoot Is Missing

“Your Writing Coach will help you find the insights of the writing
craft. Pick it up and let it guide you to success.”

Xavier Koller, Academy Award-winning director,
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understand steps guaranteed to make you a better writer.”

Phil Doran, author of the bestselling The Reluctant Tuscan
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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.
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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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