
table of  contents

Introduction........................................................................................1

part i: reconnaissance...................................................... 7

	 1.	 The writer who observes the battlefield before entering the .
fray will be better equipped to plan strategy and tactics.

	 2.	 The writer must understand the essentials of success for a .
long-term writing career, and count the cost accordingly.

	 3.	 Know the difference between a hero and a fool.

	 4.	 A foundation in discipline is always the first step toward .
victory.

	 5.	 Career fiction writers must be aware of what the successful writ-
ing life is like.

	 6.	 A wise and well-respected writer once said, “Nobody knows 
anything.” Listen to him.

	 7.	 Whining will not help you win the battle for publication.

	 8.	 “Do the thing you fear, and the death of fear is certain.”

	 9.	 The outsized ego is not a weapon of value. 

	 10.	 Status worry and comparison are ways to madness, not .
victory.

	 11.	 To keep from turning off those who can publish you, you must 
not be desperate.



	 12.	 The career novelist will develop a writing improvement program, 
beginning with a notebook.

	 13.	 A writer must always be prepared to break through .
“the wall.”

	 14.	 Turn envy into energy and more words.

	 15.	 The successful novelist will not worry about competition, but 
will concentrate only on the page ahead.

	 16.	 Don’t worry about being worried, and don’t let worry drag you 
down.

	 17.	 Stay hungry so your determination will not flag.

	 18.	 An army travels on its stomach, so spear some fish.

	 19.	 The fiction writer must rely on self-motivation.

	 20.	 A gentle reminder can deliver great force at just the right time.

	 21.	 Put heart into everything you write.

	 22.	 Finish your novel, because you learn more that way than any 
other.

part ii: tactics....................................................................... 66

	 23.	The writer of potential greatness settles not for “mere .
fiction.”

	 24.	A writer with a credo will not be tempted to settle for .
mediocrity.  

	 25.	Write hard, write fast, and the fire of creation will be yours.

	 26.	Edit slow, edit tough, with a process both clear and cool. 

	 27.	Test your premise to prove it worthy.

	 28.	The fully engaged writer must extend operations to the two 
levels of story.

	 29.	Disdain not the freshness of small improvements outside com-
fort zones.

	 30.	The key to reader bonding is falling in love with the Lead.



	 31.	Deploy a character who reveals both inner struggle and inner 
conflict.

	 32.	The writer who understands redemption is on the border of 
enduring fiction.

	 33.	A premise must be supported by fresh, solid scenes.

	 34.	When you are stuck, call on a word and its cousins.

	 35.	The use of a voice journal will keep characters from becoming .
little versions of the writer.

	 36.	Speed is the essence of the opening.

	 37.	Discipline clichéd or predictable story beginnings.

	 38.	Learn to pace your scene openings for specific effects.

	 39.	Remember that love means never having to say, “I love .
you.”

	 40.	Characters all alone should do more than think.

	 41.	Apply the Spencer Tracy secret for creating memorable .
characters.

	 42.	Utilize the Q Factor as a strategic weapon for  motivation at just 
the right time.

	 43.	Give backstory the proper respect, and it will help readers bond 
with your characters.

	 44.	The dropping in of backstory should be active.

	 45.	Progressive revelation keeps readers turning pages.

	 46.	Dialogue will compel the turning of pages if it is a compression 
and extension of action.

	 47.	The innovative writer will sometimes write dialogue only, then 
fill in the blanks.

	 48.	For scenes to move with deliberate speed, the writer must grasp 
the truth behind RUE.

	 49.	The clever use of narrative dialogue will avoid the sin of small 
talk.



	 50.	Success may be found in three great scenes, and no weak .
ones.

	 51.	To write comedy, make the characters believe they are in a .
tragedy. 

	 52.	To the question of whether to outline or not to outline: Yes.

	 53.	The writer who is anxious to start writing should follow a .
mini-plan.

	 54.	The wise writer draws on select weapons to keep his story mov-
ing forward.

	 55.	Do not miss the opportunity to warm up your third-person point 
of view.

	 56.	First-person point of view is the most intimate, thus requiring 
special handling.

part iii: strategy................................................................184

	 57.	 You are a business, and your books are the product.

	 58.	 A goal is just a dream unless it has legs.

	 59.	Network according to the law of reciprocity. 

	 60.	 Take a writing Sabbath and recharge your batteries. 

	 61.	Become a snatcher of time, and maybe you’ll hit 700 .
books, too.

	 62.	 Know when to get an agent—and when not to.

	 63.	 If you charge ahead without an agent, be sure you have some-
thing worth selling.

	 64.	 In the hunt for an agent, take aim and more than one.

	 65.	 Approach agents intelligently by knowing what they do and 
don’t want.

	 66.	Unwise is the writer who quits his day job too soon.

	 67.	 Your weapon for pursuing publication is the killer proposal.

	 68.	 Your opening salvo is the killer cover letter.



	 69.	 You wow agents and editors by grabbing them with your open-
ing chapters.

	 70.	Utilize the principle of overcompensation to generate a killer 
synopsis.

	 71.	 Always be ready to talk to someone in the elevator. 

	 72.	 Plan your actions when attending a writers’ conference, then 
work your plan. 

	 73.	 “Never assume that a rejection of your stuff is also a a rejection 
of you as a person … unless it’s accompanied by a punch in the 
nose.”

	 74.	 Promote as you will, but never let it affect your ability to write 
your best book. 

	 75.	Nurture your relationship with a trusted ally, your editor.

	 76.	 For long-term success, design a typical writing day and stick .
to it.

	 77.	 To survive over any length of time, you must turn any criticism 
into a strength. 

A final word from Sun Tzu, and me................................................. 259

Index...............................................................................................261



�

Sun Tzu, so far as we know, never wrote a novel.
Nor did he live in L.A., which makes it nearly certain 

he never tried his hand at a screenplay.
What we do know is that the author of The Art of 

War was a Chinese general writing sometime between 
400–320 b.c. who recorded his aphorisms based upon 
actual experience in the field.

The approach to war in Sun Tzu’s day was a chaotic 
mess. By bringing orderly principles to bear, he enabled 
generals to finally achieve clarity in planning for battle. 

The publishing business is a messy affair, too. There 
are many obstacles on the way to publication—including 
one’s own mental state—that it seems daunting and down-
right hostile out there. 

What I want to do with this collection is offer you 
some helpful observations based on more than twenty 
years in the fiction writing game. This is not a compre-
hensive “how to” on fiction. I’ve written two other books 
in that form. Rather, I seek to fill in some “cracks” in 
what is normally taught in writing books and classes. 

Introduction
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I still read books on writing. My philosophy is if I 
find just one thing of value, even if it’s only a new take 
on something I already know, it’s worth it. Anything that 
helps me become a better writer, I want to find. That’s 
the spirit I hope permeates this text.

Because I am, like you, a writer. We understand each 
other. We are not like other people. We are, in fact, piti-
able wretches.

Let me explain.
Back in the 1940s, a novelist named Jack Woodford gave 

advice to young writers, among which was the following:

So there you are. A free-lance writer! Oh piti-

able wretch! Oh miserable fool! Of all the busi-

ness you could have gone into—operating a movie 

theatre, or making guns, running a drug store or 

learning how to be a tailor or a plumber, a ty-

pographer or a hot dog cook—you insist on going 

into the business of cash and carry prose. Well, 

you know best. As for me, I know there isn’t a so-

and-so thing I can do to discourage you or make 

you change your mind. I admit (reluctantly) I’ve 

made a pretty good thing out of it myself. But I’ve 

had some breaks … Can you be sure of getting 

breaks? Of course you can’t. That’s what a break 

means—a stroke of luck that nobody expects, all 

pine for madly, and mighty few ever get. Where 
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would I have been without my breaks? God knows. 

I don’t! 

— Jack Woodford, How to Write for Money

So The Art of War for Writers is my modest attempt at 
a field manual for all writing wretches, because I know 
how hard it is out there. Following Sun Tzu’s example, 
I’ll keep the subjects compact, subsumed under three 
main areas:

1. reconnaissance. This section is primarily about the 
mental game of writing, because what happens in your 
head affects everything else.

Dick Simon, of Simon & Schuster fame, once said, 
“All writers without exception are scared to death. Some 
simply hide it better than others.” Mental landmines are 
everywhere and, if not cleared, will keep you from pro-
ducing words that sell. 

A successful writing career must be built upon men-
tal discipline. That doesn’t mean you have to give up your 
role as the town eccentric. It does mean you have to write 
smart if you want to get published.

2. tactics. Here, we’ll talk about craft. I’ve taught writ-
ing for fifteen years and written a couple of books and 
numerous articles on it. I’ve also benefited from writing 
books and articles myself, none of which I throw away, 
and all of which make my living space smaller.
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What I want to provide in this section are practical 
tactics and techniques to help you go deeper, to do things 
that will set you apart from all the vanilla slush that’s 
poured into the offices of tired editors and agents.

Think of these as the extras Q gives James Bond. You 
know, like cufflinks that are really flame throwers. Pens 
that turn into parachutes. That sort of thing. (See also 

“Utilize the Q Factor as a strategic weapon for motivation 
at just the right time.” on page 136.)

These are all techniques to put in your toolbox, ready 
to use on your novel.

I’ve seen a great many manuscripts in the last few 
years that have been very good, yet failed to sell. The 
writing was solid, the characters and plot workmanlike, 
the structure sound.

Yet, no placement. Why not? Because good enough isn’t 
good enough anymore.

Sun Tzu understood that it was the accumulation 
of small advantages that added up to long-term victory. 
You need to view your manuscripts the same way. 

And here’s the good news. If you can take just one 
aspect of your writing to that storied “next level,” it will 
be quite evident to an agent or editor. They see so much 
that is mediocre that their literary eyes will light up with 
delight at seeing something better.

3. strategy. Finally, I offer some advice on the no man’s 
land of the publishing biz. Anything can happen here, 
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and often does. You have to be aware of the possibilities, 
and take a long, strategic view of your career. 

Simply put, you must be devoted to quality.
It’s no secret what happened to the Detroit automakers 

in the 1970s and ’80s. They put out products inferior to the 
Japanese who were excelling in both design and reliability. 
As a result, Detroit car manufacturers dug themselves into 
a hole from which they have never fully recovered.

In any enterprise, quality is job one. Quality is de-
fined by two things:

	1.	appeal of the workmanship
	2.	absence of defects

Never flag in the pursuit of writing excellence, for 
that is your workmanship. The Japanese were inspired 
by the concept of kaizen, the philosophy of seeking con-
stant improvement in all aspects of business, every day, 
all the time. 

At the same time, keep learning about the common de-
fects found in unsuccessful writing and in the operations 
of the publishing world—so you won’t engage in them. 

Sun Tzu wrote: “He wins his battles by making no 
mistakes.”

My hope is that this manual will help you avoid mis-
takes and write stronger books and win the battle to get 
and stay published.



part 11
tactics



Water shapes its course according to the 
nature of the ground over which it f lows; 
the soldier works out his victory in relation 
to the foe whom he is facing. Therefore, just 
as water retains no constant shape, so in 
warfare there are no constant conditions. 
He who can modify his tactics in relation to 
his opponent and thereby succeed in winning, 
may be called a heaven-born captain.

—Sun Tzu

Write. Remember, people may keep you (or 
me) from being a published author but no 
one can stop you from being a writer. All 
you have to do is write. And keep writing. 
While you’re working at a career, while 
you’re raising children, while you’re trout 
fishing—keep writing! No one can stop you 
but you.

—Katherine Neville
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The writer of potential 
greatness settles not for  

“mere fiction.”

A couple of years ago some writer friends and I were 
discussing the merits of Moby-Dick. As I recall, only one 
other intrepid soul joined me in extolling the virtues of 
Herman Melville’s classic. The language is like the ocean 
itself, I opined, with highs and lows and storms and 
calms. (One of the other writers thought this sounded 
more like a Harlequin romance scene than a description 
of the book, but I digress.)

It turns out that the loudest howls of protest came 
from those who had been forced to read Moby-Dick in 
school. Not many kids are ready for that. I was lucky to 
read Moby-Dick for the first time after college, just be-
cause I wanted to. I loved it. (As an aside, if you do decide 
to give the book a try, or another try, be sure to pick up 
a version with illustrations by Rockwell Kent. They are 
the perfect meeting of artist and novel.)

I do think there is one point the critics and support-
ers of Moby-Dick can agree upon, and that is this: Melville 
can never be accused of writing mere fiction. He was going 
for it. In sports parlance, he was leaving it all out there on 
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the floor. Herm could have made a good living writing 
penny dreadfuls, but he was after more than a living. He 
was about that elusive dream of literature as apotheosis. 
He was himself pursuing a white whale of artistic vision. 
God love him.

By the way, that term mere fiction comes from an essay 
by the late John Gardner, the noted novelist, teacher and 
essayist. I like the term, because there is too little time 
for anyone to be settling for mere fiction. 

While heeding the profit of my counsel, avail 

yourself also of any helpful circumstances over 

and beyond the ordinary rules. 

—Sun Tzu

So I was roundly castigated in the group for daring 
to enjoy Moby-Dick. This went on for some time.

I had to laugh, then, when a couple of days after 
what I now call “The Great Moby Dustup,” I picked up 
my copy of ’Salem’s Lot by Stephen King. I’d read it years 
ago, but my son got me the new, illustrated hardback 
edition for Christmas. And it had a new introduction 
by the author. 

At this point in his career, King was still an unpub-
lished novelist. Carrie had yet to come out. But he had 
this vision for a vampire book that was breathtaking 
in its grandiosity, especially for a twenty-three year old 
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without a novel on the shelf. He wanted to combine, he 
says, the vampire myth of Bram Stoker’s Dracula with the 

“naturalistic fiction of Frank Norris and the EC horror 
comics I’d loved as a child …. Did I really think I could 
combine Dracula and Tales From the Crypt and come out 
with Moby-Dick? I did. I really did …. Was I daunted by 
the fact that Moby-Dick only sold about twelve copies in 
Melville’s lifetime? Not I; one of my ideas was that a nov-
elist takes the long view, the lofty view, and that does not 
include the price of eggs. (My wife would not have agreed, 
and I doubt if Mrs. Melville would have, either.)”

Well bravo for King. And Melville. No mere fiction for 
these two. And look! Melville, forgotten in his lifetime, 
is still talked about today and taught in college courses. 
King himself is taught right now, and has sold consider-
ably more than twelve copies.

Which is to say, go for it. Don’t settle for mere fiction. 
Have a little of the twenty-three-year-old Stephen 

King ’tude. You won’t fail. As the old advertising man 
Leo Burnett once said, “When you reach for the stars 
you may not quite get one, but you won’t come up with 
a handful of mud either.”


