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NICHOLAS ROYLE


Introduction


FOR A NUMBER of years, teachers of creative writing have been growing steadily more aware of a baffling contradiction at the heart of British culture. We have enjoyed this privileged view precisely because we are also, by requirement, practising writers and published authors. As reading – or reading anything other than sub-Penthouse letters page fantasy dressed up as erotica – continues to acquire the cachet of a marginalised activity, writing, on the other hand, is all the rage. To put it another way, as print and ebook sales decline – with the regrettable exception of sub-Penthouse letters page fantasy dressed up as erotica – the numbers of people wanting to write books continue to rise.


Aspiring writers have been able to apply to study for an MA in creative writing in the UK since Malcolm Bradbury and Angus Wilson opened the door at the University of East Anglia in 1970. Many universities eventually followed suit, setting up creative writing departments, offering MAs and undergraduate degrees, and now some of the MAs are even turning into MFAs, not forgetting creative/critical PhDs, while writing courses are also being offered by publishers, ­newspapers, literary agencies and, quite likely by the time this book is printed, breweries, supermarket chains and global internet giants. Predating even UEA, of course, though not offering academic qualifications, were John Fairfax and John Moat, founders of Arvon, who started running residential courses for wannabe writers in 1968, long before the word ‘wannabe’ was first uttered.


But this book is not just for students of creative writing. It’s for readers, for readers of novels, for readers curious about novels and maybe curious about writers, for other writers, maybe short story writers or poets or scriptwriters who want to write novels, for other novelists who might feel a need to hit the refresh button, to pick up some tips, for novelists who are also teachers of creative writing. We never stop learning how to write better or how to improve our teaching.


All the contributors are practising novelists; more than half of them are also, or have been, teachers of creative writing. Each contributor writes about a different aspect of writing novels; some are extremely practical, while others tend more towards the inspirational. Some do both. A typical chapter consists of an original article or essay followed by a favourite creative writing exercise, three top tips and a list of ten novels that may or may not reflect the subject of the essay. I have edited, for the most part, with a light hand, which is not to say I’ve tolerated missing commas or incorrectly used semi-colons, but within the general structure described above I have allowed a degree of latitude. For instance, the lists of novels look different. Some contributors have taken me at my word and provided a simple list, while others have annotated them, and rather than strip out their annotations or demand commentary from those who didn’t add any, I decided to allow variety to prevail, as it does in these writers’ novels.


One writer calmly discusses a novel I have implicitly ­attacked in this introduction; another contributes an exercise that seems at odds with what I regard as the only way to write fiction, long or short, which is forever to be withholding information. But I have resisted the temptation to interfere in such cases, since it’s quite possible they’re right and I’m wrong, or that there is no right and wrong. The tone, generally, is informal, even chatty, not that of the academic essay with complicated referencing and endnotes, although there is, as there should always be, one notable exception.


We have not tried to cover everything. We haven’t devoted chapters to every genre or every skill, to every technique or element of the novel. There’s a chapter that dwells on matters mostly away from the writing desk and there’s a chapter that focuses with intense concentration on a single sentence. The fact is it’s good to hear a multiplicity of voices, to consider different approaches; that’s what this book is all about. Actually, what it’s really all about is me getting hold of a bunch of fresh exercises to use next time I’m at tutoring at Arvon’s Lumb Bank or Scotland’s equally wonderful creative writing centre, Moniack Mhor.


In the spirit of giving something back, here is my favourite creative writing exercise. I have only done it once, with a group of MA students from MMU on a residential week at Moniack Mhor.


Ask your group to come to the workshop with a good pair of shoes and a problem – a problem in their work in progress, rather than in their life more generally. Go around the table and ask everyone to talk a little bit about their problem. Then ask them all to go outside, to split up and to walk for an hour and talk to themselves, out loud, about the problem. By the time they return and sit around the table again, most if not all of them will have resolved their problem.


Out of my group, one stayed behind, possibly unconvinced by what he might have perceived as my maverick approach. Out of the others, all bar one resolved their problem and the one who didn’t came up with a workaround that meant it wasn’t a problem any more. Later, the student who hadn’t gone said he wished he had. He is now a published novelist and one of the contributors to this book.


Would you like to know my top tips? I’ll tell you anyway.


 


•	The hardest thing to get right, assuming you know how to punctuate a sentence, is the balance between saying too much and not saying enough. I would always advise erring on the side of not saying enough.


•	Always read your work out loud before you consider it finished.


•	Agents and editors are constantly on the lookout for two things – a reason to carry on reading and a reason to stop reading. It’s important you give them lots of one and none of the other.


 


It’s also important, though, not to become too anxious around these possible reasons-to-stop-reading, in case this anxiety discourages the taking of risks, and the risks that you do take may very well end up being your reasons-to-carry-on-reading.


You might argue that all novels take risks, and you might be right. But I suppose there are risks and risks.


A final self-indulgence, then (it seems only fair on my contributors, of whom I have demanded in each case a list of ten, and I know that some of them, probably all of them, have sweated over these lists): ten novels that I have read more than once (and not for professional reasons). (To spare my contributors’ blushes, I am excluding their own work.)


 


The Blindfold by Siri Hustvedt


Days Between Stations by Steve Erickson


The Glamour by Christopher Priest


Ice by Anna Kavan


Blind Needle by Trevor Hoyle


The Driver’s Seat by Muriel Spark


Jealousy by Alain Robbe-Grillet


Fermentation by Angelica Jacob


Nightshade by Derek Marlowe


A Matter of Life and Sex by Oscar Moore


LEONE ROSS


How to Write Magic Realism


Or


How to Write Weird Shit


I WILL ALWAYS REMEMBER the first time I read Roald Dahl’s James and the Giant Peach. There was über-orphan James, destined to chop logs for the evil Aunties Sponge and Spiker for all eternity, until one trip and a fall, and hey presto: a gargantuan peach in the back yard. It’s the same tension in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland – getting on with normal life she was, until a rabbit with a watch came hurrying along and things were never the same again.


When I was a kid, it was that ‘trip and fall into weird shit’ moment that most delighted me: that gleeful gearshift from everything being pretty darn normal into a world of life-sized insects or chocolate waterfalls. There were other books, but I reserved a very special place in my heart for the particularity of the weird invading the normal. Established worlds of fairies and monsters didn’t give me the same pleasurable jolt. Science fiction always seemed a bit cold and organised. It was when the weird got plumped down into the middle of everyday life that I was happiest. It seemed the most delicious kind of joke.


As a kid, I didn’t know that what I loved was magic realism.


As adolescence beckoned, my relationship with the weird was stalled, in part by a post-colonial, Jamaican education. Wuthering Heights and Great Expectations offered their own kind of grotesque pleasure, alongside Caribbean masterworks of realism like Naipaul’s A House For Mr Biswas and Claude McKay’s Banana Bottom. Outside of school, I dabbled in my mother’s well-worn Dune series, became a Trekkie, read and re-read Conan the Barbarian comics, The Communist Manifesto and Asterix. None of these provided that fall-down-the-rabbit-hole jolt, but I’d decided that was something you only got from kids’ books. I was older now, and Stephen King’s gore would have to suffice. Until my first week at the University of the West Indies. Until the moment I picked a random book out of the pile I’d bought for my lit/social science degree and opened it.


‘The North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance agent,’ I read aloud, ‘promised to fly from Mercy to the other side of Lake Superior at three o’clock.’ I sat upright. Yes, heart thumping. ‘“. . . I will take off from Mercy and fly away on my own wings,”’ I read on. ‘“Please forgive me. I loved you all.”’


It was the first paragraph of Song of Solomon by Toni Morrison. I had never heard of her before. A woman? A black woman writing weird shit? And hidden in that same tower of books was another revelation: Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude. Suddenly I was back in the belly of the odd, but the weird shit I’d almost forgotten was adult-flavoured this time. I was eighteen years old and I didn’t know you could do that. It would be the twin brilliance and mischief of Morrison and Marquez that would give me permission to begin to write and publish my own weird shit.


 


So how do you do it, especially if you’re not a Nobel prizewinner?


The first thing to remember about ‘magic realism’ is that it works by mixing the magical or fantastical with reality – as if it’s no biggie. In these kinds of books, magical bits are included in a straightforward, matter-of-fact manner, often drawing on folk tales and myth. In Erin Morgenstern’s 2011 The Night Circus, the world seems normal enough until page nine, when a young girl’s distress causes a hot cup of tea to break and then re-form. In the novel I’m finishing now, This One Sky Day, my protagonist seems to be in a perfectly ordinary world until he wakes up with an erection – and a ghost sitting on his chest, foraging up his left nostril. But neither of these novels is horror, or a ghost story. The skill – and the difference – is not to freak out when the magic comes – or to let your characters freak out either. The father of the kinetic girl in The Night Circus doesn’t run shrieking to the government. He shrugs and thinks she might be interesting. My character is merely irritated by the ghost; it is the season for them and what he needs is an exterminator.


In magic realism, odd events need not have an explanation, and even if they do, the oddness is fast accepted and adjusted to. There’s an important reason for that: in this genre, the extraordinary is tangible and accessible – even marginal. The extraordinary is ordinary. Marquez said he couldn’t find his own writing voice until he began to tell strange tales the way his grandmother told them: ‘brick-faced’, as if they’d really happened. No one thought her mad. Nigerian writer Ben Okri rejects the term magic realism to describe his own work, arguing that the phrase imbues the literature with a kind of ‘otherness’, a self-consciousness that suggests secularism is the superior ‘norm’. I agree. Critic Matthew C Strecher’s definition of magic realism as a genre that ‘invades’ a ‘realistic’ setting with ‘something too strange to believe’ is pretty hilarious. Like Okri, I grew up in a country where weird shit isn’t so strange at all. The arrival of large black moths are messengers from the dead and everybody mutters that truth under the veranda lamp; widows still wear red underwear in some rural areas to prevent horny, dead exes from taking advantage at night. Oh, and if you dream fish, somebody’s bound to be pregnant.


Many human communities experience the magical or supernatural as an important part of reality, a way to understand the world. Which is why I tell my students that to write like this, they needn’t look further than the myths and legends of their own communities. Thus encouraged, an Irish student immediately recalled his grandfather, an agnostic in every other context, who nevertheless insisted that as a boy, he’d watched a hare get up out of his mother’s soup pot, slip back into the bloody pelt discarded on the kitchen table, and jump through the window to freedom.


‘We like to think that the world is rational and precise and exactly how we see it,’ argues Okri, ‘but something erupts in our reality which makes us sense that there’s more to the fabric of life . . . Nobody has an absolute reality.’


Given all this, I suggest new writers of magic realism resist the urge to explain everything. Sci-fi and fantasy love to explain, but there is supposed to be an enigmatic element to magic realism, a something that cannot be explained by logic. Writer and editor David Young suggests readers treat magic realism as a kind of ‘pleasant joke’ on realism. I like to think of the genre as a return to child-mind, to mischief, play, awe and wonder.


There are lots of worthy and interesting academic squabbles about the differences between magic realism and other sub-genres, but frankly, I advise writers to ignore them – for now. The most important thing is to get in the habit of establishing the world of your story as a normal place we all recognise – and then to introduce the strange or fantastical, all casual like. Don’t try to explain the weird shit to your readers with science or history or psychology; don’t make your characters mad to excuse their ‘odd’ experiences. This takes a little practice, so you’re going to have to read a lot. Start with short stories, even if your ambition is novel writing. Accept it when Italo Calvino describes a boat of men and women attaching a ladder to the moon to gather moon cheese; accept that in Virgilio Piñera’s Meat, men eat their own mouths, then walk around with the bloody holes gaping. These details are not random or merely amusing: magic is used in this kind of writing to punctuate emotional moments or emphasise an important thematic or plotting point. The work is metaphorical and symbolic.


On the other side of the equation, magic realism harnesses what Russian critic Viktor Shklovsky called ‘defamiliarisation’. In his famous essay, ‘Art as Technique’ Shklovsky urged the artist to find ways to express everyday objects and experiences as new (‘estrangement’). We get used to seeing things a certain way: a loaf of bread, a carpet, a dog, a tree. Our perception becomes automatic. Shklovsky said the purpose of art was to remind us to look again. Many works of magic realism specialise in making the everyday even better than the magic. In One Hundred Years of Solitude, Macondo villagers are entranced by ice brought by travelling ‘gypsies’ because they have never seen it before; as readers, we are reminded that frozen water is truly amazing.


 


There’s a final reason why magic realism delights me. Its unique power comes from its hybridity, or fusion. As Okri and Young point out, in mixing reality and magic, we insist that both elements are important. This is an unapologetic reclamation, in the best tradition of resistance. The genre is full of stories that include a meeting of two worlds or two power structures – one in touch with magic, the other aligned to the ‘real’, the provable, the ‘norm’. In Katherine Dunn’s seminal and astonishing 1989 novel Geek Love, a couple breed their own freak show, including the telekinetic Fortunato, who, among many other things, impregnates his sister with their brother’s sperm by moving it with his mind. Dunn wanted to explore the idea that a ‘symmetrical, common notion of perfection’ was ultimately a lie. In this oddball family, strangeness is a good thing and the whole novel presents an inversion of ‘traditional’ values. If you’re just starting out, you may find it helpful to ask yourself what happens when different groups collide, or intersect – and how power dynamics are challenged. I set This One Sky Day on a fictional island (probably in the Pacific Ocean) where it’s perfectly normal to be born with magical powers, but abnormal to sell that magic: where the very earth and sky object when magic dolls are sold to European markets for obscene profit. It is the capitalism that is evidence of a community gone strange; the detachable vaginas, feats of strength and talking goats are ordinary, even boring. Magic realism challenges the reader to ask important questions: what is valuable? Who is right? Who has the power to visit their truth on another? How do we live?


When you finish a good magic realist novel, you shouldn’t be able to say what is real and what is ‘made up’, where fact begins and oddness ends. When you get to the end, you might be tempted to run back to ‘logic’ once more, but as French critic Tzvetan Todorov says, ‘in stories of this kind, the reader must hesitate . . .’ Yes, hesitate, as you climb out of the rabbit hole and dust yourself off. Is that a large, magic peach in the sky? Or is it a cloud? And which one is the miracle?


EXERCISE


The Ordinary into the Extraordinary


 


(a)	Write about an actual ‘weird’ or extraordinary event. This could be a memory, or something you overheard, or read about. Don’t explain it, or get logical about it.


Example: when I was 11, I got caught in a burning house. All the doors were locked and the windows were covered with iron ‘burglar bars’. I ran through the house, the furthest away I could get from the fire. There was a single opening left, also covered with burglar bars. My mother pushed my father and several firemen out of the way, reached forward and wrenched the bars out of white stone, before dragging me through a space so small I shouldn’t have been able to fit. My arms and shoulders were bruised for days and I kept forgetting to breathe properly. My mother shrugs when you remind her: she hardly remembers.


(b)	Write about an ordinary person that you know. Establish who they are, what they do, what they like, how they behave. Then give this real person one ‘fantastical’ or exaggerated trait in order to show us another part of their personality.


Suggestions: your best friend cries blue ink instead of water (writer with creative blocks); your new baby cousin floats if not tied to the bottom of his crib (joy); your grand­mother has no shadow (ethereal).


 


TOP TIPS


•	Throw in the ‘magic/fantastical’ elements to make a point. Kafka used transformation in The Metamorphosis to comment on family limits and the nature of humanity. Okri used a spirit-child protagonist in The Famished Road because the concept is perfectly normal within Nigerian traditional religions. My story, The Woman Who Lived in a Restaurant, tells the tale of a restaurant that is jealous of its owner’s girlfriend, but what it’s really about are the sacrifices we are willing to make to be loved, and about love coming in many forms.


•	You can use a sprinkling of the fantastic, or go the whole (flying) hog. Don’t feel the need to ram some oddness onto every page. The amount of weird can run the scale from pure magic to stories only slightly flavoured with strangeness. You’re writing a novel, and a bad story, one-dimensional characters, scrappy structure, the wrong point of view, ineffective dialogue and anything else gone wrong, cannot be disguised by draping it all in weird shit.


•	Use all your senses to explore the ordinary around you. Marvel at electricity, planes, butterflies, the whorls on your fingers. Listen to your heartbeat. Give someone you love a massage, and examine their skin, be fascinated by the symmetry of their bones. Be a kid again: pretend you’ve never seen a banana before. Be an alien, watching human love or rage or digestion – what might shock or amaze you? Go for long walks and look at nature.


 


TEN BEST MAGIC REALIST NOVELS OF ALL TIME


One Hundred Years of Solitude by Gabriel Garcia Marquez


Song of Solomon by Toni Morrison


The Baron in the Trees by Italo Calvino


Geek Love by Katherine Dunn


The Kingdom of This World by Alejo Carpentier


The Magic Toyshop by Angela Carter


The Night Circus by Erin Morgenstern


Midnight’s Children by Salman Rushdie


The Famished Road by Ben Okri


Texaco by Patrick Chamoiseau


TOM BROMLEY


On Comic Fiction


THE QUICKEST WAY to kill a joke is to dissect it. The fastest way to suck the joy out of a comic novel, therefore, is probably to analyse what it is that makes it funny. As the late Bob Monkhouse might have put it, when I said I was going to explain what makes comic fiction tick, they all laughed. Well they’re not laughing now.


Literary types look down erroneously on all sorts of genre writing, but comic fiction is the one that gets the hardest of Paddington stares. Maybe that’s because trying to make the reader laugh is seen as a frivolity compared to the heavy lifting of writing a Proper Book. Maybe it’s because in some respects, it isn’t even really a proper genre at all: rare is the bookshop indeed where the comic novel gets its own shelf space, like crime or sci-fi. As a genre, the comic novel is either defined so widely as to seemingly include any book with a humorous passage within, or narrowly enough to be seen as a sort of paperback Shakespearean play, the ones where the plots creak with identical twin siblings and hilarious characters called Bottom.


Yet the art of writing a good piece of comic fiction is something that should be celebrated, rather than dismissed. Not only is being able to make the reader laugh a wonderful thing in itself, but from a craft point of view, this is a form of writing that requires much precision and dexterity to pull off. It’s a skill, too, that is eminently transferable. Whatever it is you’re writing, an understanding of the art of humorous fiction is a great asset to be able to draw on.


 


Comic fiction is a different kind of comic writing to other forms of humorous material. With a comic novel, there’s no studio audience present to ham up to or a canned laughter soundtrack to be added in. Laughter is contagious, but reading is a one-on-one experience. To get someone to guffaw from the printed word alone is a harder task.


On top of which, there’s the sheer length of time that a fiction writer has to deal with. How long does it take the average person to read a book? Depends how quick they read or how long the book is, of course. But let’s say, for argument’s sake, three to five hours. That’s probably on the short side, but even so, it’s a comparatively long time to consistently make someone laugh. This isn’t a ten-minute skit or a stand-up routine. Or a thirty-minute sitcom on the telly. Or even a ninety-minute romcom at the cinema.


To keep someone laughing over such an extended period of time requires comic writing of a different sort of calibre. The clue lies in the name: comic fiction. For a comic novel to work, it has to be both comic and succeed as a novel. It can’t just be about playing it for laughs. In fact, I’d go further than that: it can’t really be about making jokes – not the obvious ones with puns and punchlines and cymbal splashes at the end. That might work over a shorter time frame, but a rat-tat-tat of one-liners over many chapters would fast become tiresome and exhausting to read. Where comic novels often fall down is not that they’re not funny, but because they read like a group of sketches and set pieces glued together, rather than a properly rounded work of fiction.


A good comic novelist – and this might sound counter-intuitive – is the one who doesn’t try to be funny. Rather, a properly funny author finds their comedy in the fiction itself. It’s a subtler blend of humour, more sophisticated (in technique at least) and one that is built to sustain over the course of a narrative. A decent writer derives their comic material from all aspects of the novel, but three in particular stand out: characterisation, dialogue and situation.


 


HUMOUR FROM CHARACTER


It’s striking looking over some of the great comic novels just how many are marked by memorable characters – heck, the likes of Bridget Jones, Jeeves and Lucky Jim reinforce the point by getting their names into the title. Certainly, the seam of humour that can be riven from a memorable protagonist is a rich one to mine.


One of my favourite comic creations is Ignatius J Reilly, the lead character in John Kennedy Toole’s wonderful A Confederacy of Dunces. It’s a book that I’ve found, from teaching over the years, that splits readers right down the middle: many love it, others can’t stand it. That difference of opinion pretty much comes down to the larger-than-life protagonist who dominates proceedings with a ‘fleshy balloon’ of a head and a dress sense that ‘suggested a rich inner life’. Ignatius is the sort to tell a policeman to ‘kindly go away’, and whips the said officer by a lute string when he doesn’t. He’s Cartman from South Park with a degree in Medieval Studies and every bit as brash, off-the-wall and hilarious as that makes him sound.


But comic characters don’t have to be so, well, big-boned. Nigel Williams is an expert at crafting Ignatius’ opposite: the quietly comic individual. Take Henry Farr, the protagonist in The Wimbledon Poisoner, a man who decides to kill his wife because ‘he could think of no way of prolonging her absence from him indefinitely’. Farr is not a natural killer – he has worries as to whether he can be both a ‘red-blooded Englishman’ and a ‘cold-blooded psychopath’ at the same time, and decides that if he is caught, ‘being a convicted murderer had the edge on being a solicitor’. You wouldn’t be able to miss Ignatius. You probably wouldn’t even notice Henry Farr. But both types of character offer an author a world of humour to play with.


 


HUMOUR FROM DIALOGUE


Dialogue works particularly well for comic fiction, and especially so in romantic comedy: that back-and-forth repartee of (star)crossed purposes offers a quick-fire way of injecting humour and pace into a story at the same time. Helen Fielding is an expert at this: Bridget Jones’ Diary might be a couple of decades old now, but it is striking how well the writing and dialogue still hold up. The scene near the beginning where Bridget meets Mark Darcy at a family Christmas party is a good example. Everything Mark says, Bridget is wrong-footed by: asked if she is reading anything, Bridget says feminist treatise Backlash to end the conversation, only to discover that he has read the book and starts questioning her (who hasn’t) about ‘special pleading’. When Mark offers her ‘my car’ to take her back to London, Bridget sarcastically quips ‘all on its own?’ before finding out Mark has a company car and chauffeur. In an increasingly desperate exchange, Bridget tries to persuade Mark to take a canapé – ‘Stuffed olive? . . . Silverskin onion? . . . Beetroot cube?’ Throughout, Fielding contrasts Bridget’s long, rambling answers with Mark Darcy’s short, abrupt responses to capture their characters. It’s extremely tight comic writing, with not a word wasted.


Rachel Joyce’s The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry begins with a different sort of conversation between a couple – this time, long-standing husband and wife, Maureen and Harold. It’s breakfast time and Harold has just received a letter from an old friend, Queenie. As Harold reads, the couple talk across each other: (‘Could you pass the jam?’ ‘She was in finances.’ ‘That’s the marmalade, Harold. Jam is red.’). Then comes the kicker: Queenie has cancer. It’s a darker sort of punchline, but one that employs a comic set-up to deliver it, and also expertly uses the humour in the build up to maximise the scene’s impact.


 


HUMOUR FROM SITUATION


The scenario itself, when set up right, can also really deliver in terms of comedy. Jonathan Coe is an expert at this, particularly in sowing the seeds earlier in a scene and then finishing the moment off in style. In The Rotters’ Club, Coe deftly describes the horror of a school swimming lesson: any pupil forgetting their trunks, like lead character Benjamin, faces the humiliation of swimming in the nude.


Coe undercuts this seventies sort of school discipline with Chapman, a boy so well-endowed he forgets his trunks on purpose. Having put that in the background, Coe then brings up a second swimming lesson punishment: anybody messing around has to stand on the top diving board for five minutes. Bringing the episode to a close, Coe pulls the two separate punishments together in one memorable scene: a naked Chapman on the diving board, ‘clearly visible . . . to anyone travelling on the top deck of a 61, 62 or 63 bus’. Finally comes a wonderful pay-off line: ‘During the course of that day the Chief Master had received four complaints, and one request for Chapman’s telephone number.’


The whole set-up is just a few paragraphs long: yet the detail, focus and delivery are assiduously done. There’s no dialogue here, and no characterisation bar the comparison of Chapman’s ‘legendary instrument’ to ‘an airport-sized Toblerone’. The humour here is all in the setting: when done right, as here, it is a winning combination.


 


These are just three ways that great comic writers ply their trade. Of course, although I’ve picked out some specific examples, a good writer will draw on a mixture of all these different types of humorous techniques. But whatever your own comic strengths, the more you can embed the humour into the texture of the novel, the more natural it will be.


While all these examples derive their humour in different ways, what they all have in common is the precision of their writing. The comedy comes from the exact placement of the right word, at the right moment, at the right point in the sentence, at the right rhythm, to upset the reader’s expectation and make them laugh. That doesn’t happen by chance, but because of careful crafting, editing and re-editing until the line is exactly right. The secret of TIMING a good joke is, as they say.


 


EXERCISE


Write a scene that draws on three elements of comic fiction writing: humour from character, dialogue and situation.


Firstly, create a comic character who is a waiter or waitress at a restaurant. Is he or she larger than life, à la Ignatius J Reilly, or quietly comic like Henry Farr? Secondly, imagine two people coming to the restaurant to have a business lunch. There is some underlying friction between them: show this in the dialogue. Thirdly, when the meal arrives, imagine that there is something surprising or wrong with it. Use this setting as your source of humour to close the piece with.


Aim to write about 500 words. And remember: once you’ve written your first draft, the hard work of rewriting to wring out the humour really begins.


 


TOP TIPS


•	Rewrite, rewrite, rewrite. This can’t be stressed enough in comic fiction. A good comic writer will have worked and reworked the text until every word is in precisely the right place. That involves patience and focus and an appreciation of just how important the editing part of writing can be – as important as the original inspiration.


•	Don’t tell jokes. Resist the temptation to think that writing comic fiction is about writing jokes. Laughter lines in a novel are more about utilising the characters, the dialogue and the settings: combining the humour with the components of the narrative, rather than just being funny for the sake of it.


•	Use light and shade. Humorous writing doesn’t have to be light and fluffy. If you add a bit of darkness into the mix, the contrast can actually heighten things. So even if you are writing something overtly funny, don’t be afraid to touch on larger subjects; it might just be the making of your piece.
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