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My Writing Influences
Before I entered graduate school, I had never been exposed to the theory that good writers must also be good readers. I've considered myself a writer since I was twelve, and I've always loved to read, but I never realized the two skills play off each other. In order to be the best writer I can be, I realize now that I must be exposed to all kinds of literature. Each story can open my eyes to new techniques, ways of thinking, and ways of creating. Each story influences me in my own writing. This essay will discuss those influences in a list of ten works that significantly influenced—and continue to influence—my growth as a writer. 

As a child, I immersed myself in the world of girl detectives. In The Secret of the Mansion, I was introduced to Trixie Belden, a heroine who is a normal kid—smart but not perfect. Campbell created a character who, in spite of her imperfections, solves mysteries and saves the day. A realistic character enables readers to identify with the story, no matter the scene or the situation.

Another novel that influenced me in my youth was The Pigman. This novel, told from the perspectives of two teenagers, is about their relationship with Mr. Pignetti and their eventual realization that they must grow up and accept responsibility. The teenagers, John and Lorraine, tell the story as atonement for the wrongs they commit against Mr. Pignetti. This novel is an excellent example of incorporating symbolism; through the use of the pig and baboon motifs, Zindel exposes his protagonists to the theme of life and death, and forces them to accept that life is what they make of it.
A character study extraordinaire, I Know This Much is True moved me so much that I reread the 897-page novel several times. The main story is told from first person point of view using the main character, Dominick; but in a unique twist, a parallel story is told through the use of Dominick's grandfather's autobiography, also in first person point of view. The novel is a structural wonder, moving seamlessly from past to present. Lamb's novel taught me that structure is one of the most vital aspects of the story. When an author weaves several stories together into one novel, planning and pacing are crucial to the success of the novel. 

An excellent coming-of-age story, Ferris Beach is set in 1970s North Carolina. Its vivid depictions of locations enable readers to feel like we are actually there. McCorkle's use of small-town venues, regional colloquialisms, and precise period details truly paint a picture for readers. When I struggle with description in my own work, I turn to this novel. 
The same and more can be said for Wuthering Heights. Brontë's descriptions of the English moors provide both scene and symbolism that resonate so strongly that it almost feels like the moors becomes a separate character in the novel. The moors is an entity that symbolizes the love and destruction of Heathcliff and Catherine, and an excellent example of using theme and metaphor to show the depth of emotion in the story.

An excellent example of using scene to set the mood of the story, and using symbolism to examine the psychological aspects of the story is seen in Rebecca. The mansion, Manderley, is symbolic of Rebecca’s ghost. The burning of the mansion symbolizes the nameless narrator’s release from Rebecca’s influence. Rebecca shows du Maurier's superior technical skills in crafting a novel with surprising plot twists and atmospheric tension. Though I discovered this novel when I was a teenager, it remains one of the most well-written novels I've read.
Another author I discovered when I was a teenager was Jane Austen. What I love so much about her is that her prose is intelligent, witty, and musical. In Pride and Prejudice, we not only have a classic tale of romance, we also have an examination of societal mores and class conventions told in some of the loveliest prose in English literature. Austen's fiction rings with a musicality that mirrors the rhythm and meter of poetry, and her skill with dialogue is unsurpassed. As a poet by nature, I consider Austen one of the authorities on writing fiction with a poetic flow. 

Because I am a poet, Selected Poems of Anne Sexton is on my "best of" list. Sexton's poetry is based on her real-life experiences, and deals with dark topics such as mental illness. Her writing is intense, and her deft use of metaphors is nothing short of genius. Sexton is a poet I consistently refer to, both for the pleasure of reading and for inspiration in my own poetry. On the opposite end of the subject spectrum, Sailing Around the Room is another excellent book of poetry. Collins writes about mundane topics, but he surprises the reader in each poem. Even though his topics are ordinary, Collins' poems make statements; he turns his poems on end and flips them inside out, leaving us to delight in his deceptively simple word choices that resonate long after reading.

My final work on this list is The Autobiography of King Henry VIII. While I haven’t attempted to write historical fiction, I find this genre to be useful for learning how to incorporate the right amount of detail into a story. This novel, a fictionalized account of King Henry VIII’s life, demonstrates the amount of research that must go into a work of this nature. When an author uses this research to create a fictional account of a major historical figure, she gives the reader both a history lesson and an escape. I can only hope that my writing will be both informative and pleasurable someday. 

The list I've included here is representative of the techniques I strive to master in my writing. These authors and poets have helped me uncover my style, strengths, and weaknesses. By studying a wide variety of literature, I will continue to grow and improve my skills. 

Jennifer Honeycutt
Professor Heller
MCW 630
26 March 2010

My Writing Influences: An Annotated Bibliography

Austen, Jane. Pride and Prejudice. New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1918. PDF.
Elizabeth Bennet’s witty personality is at the center of this novel as we follow along on her journey to discover her true love. Her initial impressions cause her to make the wrong judgment about the man with whom she eventually falls in love with. The novel’s language gives it the rhythm, movement, and lyricism of a poem, sweeping the reader into the nineteeth-century setting.
Brontë, Emily. Wuthering Heights. New York: Harper & Brothers, 1848. PDF.
The classic tale of Heathcliff and Catherine is a complex, tragic love story in which the main characters destroy each other through their jealousy, pettiness, and selfishness. The novel’s setting in the moors is symbolic of both the love and desolation in the characters’ lives. The beauty of the moors can be treacherous, just as the love between the characters is.

Campbell, Julie. Trixie Belden #1: The Secret of the Mansion. New York: Random House,

1948. Print.
Trixie Belden meets Honey Wheeler and together they embark on an adventure to figure out why a young boy is hiding out in a dying man’s mansion. The book is an exploration in realistic characters, the timeless difficulties of adolescence, and the power of friendship and solidarity.
Collins, Billy. Sailing Around the Room. New York: Random House Trade Paperbacks, 2001.
Print.
This book contains a collection of previously-published poems, as well as new poems. Collins demonstrates his mastery of dismantling themes to arrive at surprising conclusions. The poems in this collection are about ordinary topics, but Collins’ precise word choice and his ability to wring unconventional meaning out of conventional topics leads to exceptional and accessible poetry.
du Maurier, Daphne. Rebecca. New York: Avon Books, 1938. PDF.
A Gothic murder mystery, this novel is a masterpiece of atmospheric suspense, tension, and plot twists. The technical mastery in the novel’s pacing and plot is evident as the story unfolds. Symbolism and metaphor are also prominently used as seen in both the setting of Manderley and the nameless narrator who can’t truly be Mrs. de Winter until Rebecca’s influence is extinguished.

George, Margaret. The Autobiography of King Henry VIII, With Notes by His Fool, Will Somers.

New York: St. Martin's Griffin, 1986. Print.
George spent fifteen years researching King Henry VIII’s life, and the resulting fictionalized novel is comprehensive, riveting, and informative. This novel demonstrates how the inclusion of factual details into a fictional story can successfully paint a picture of an important figure in history. The Tudor period is brought to life, and as a result, readers are given the opportunity to learn as well as be entertained.
Lamb, Wally. I Know This Much Is True. New York: ReganBooks, 1998. Print.
Dominick’s struggle to right the wrongs his twin brother committed has caused him to reach his breaking point. Dominick’s journey from breakdown to peace shows us the resilience of the human spirit. The parallel story of Dominick’s grandfather shows readers the cycle of sins that perpetuates through each generation. This is a novel with a complex structure, but Lamb’s eloquent prose allows the reader to successfully navigate the intersecting stories. 
McCorkle, Jill. Ferris Beach. New York: Fawcett Books, 1991. Print.
In this coming-of-age story, Kate’s adolescence is dominated by her conservative mother. Initially, Kate’s naive views of her wild cousin Angela and her neighbor’s free-thinking mother Mo cause her to long for what she thinks is missing in her life, but as Kate grows up, she realizes that life can’t be divided into neat labels, and people, including her mother and Angela, don’t fit into molds. The story is set in 1970s North Carolina, and the scenes are brought to life with vivid descriptions and period details.
Sexton, Anne. Selected Poems of Anne Sexton. Eds. Diane Wood Middlebrook and Diana Hume

George. Boston: Mariner Books, 1988. Print.
This book of poems chronicles Sexton’s life as a confessional poet. Drawing from her collection of previous books, this book compiles her intensely-personal poems into a chronological presentation. Poem topics include mental illness, the search for self, the anguish of love, and the release of death. Sexton demonstrates a mastery of metaphor that never fails to surprise the reader. The haunting tone of the poems gives us an intimate look into Sexton’s psyche.

Zindel, Paul. The Pigman. New York: HarperTrophy, 1968. Print. 

The characters of John and Lorraine write this story as a memoir to atone for their sins against Mr. Pignetti. This novel shows how the incorporation of symbolism can lead to powerful discoveries about one’s life and purpose. Themes including the fragility of life and the finality of death are explored in the motifs of the pig and the baboon.

