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            Preface

         

         
            ‘There are three rules for writing the novel. 

            Unfortunately, no one knows what they are.’

            W. SOMERSET MAUGHAM

         

         The six-month Writing a Novel course at Faber Academy has successfully established itself since 2009 as one of the best writing courses in the world. The students range widely in age, nationality (Icelandic, Puerto Rican, Macedonian!) and background, but all who come to Faber Academy share the single recognition that writing, for them, is not simply an indulgence or hobby but a serious and profound force in their lives. The course does not aim to be a prescriptive approach to writing a novel, nor do we make any false promises of success. Instead, we aim to offer structure, guidance and support for each student to realise their potential as a writer and bring their work into being as fully as possible.

         Soon after the start of the course, there is always a moment when the group bonds and ‘takes off’. This is the happy point of no return; from then on, they start to work well as a group, learning to think and talk critically, learning to identify and articulate dilemmas and resolve them, for themselves and others, learning that every other writer’s issue is also their own. For the duration of the course, they are equipping themselves as best they can for the rest of their lives as writers. In this way, the course places great emphasis on giving the students permission to write and to take themselves seriously as writers, and the confidence they gain as a result of this ethos is, perhaps, the best that we tutors can give to students. As a tutor, it is a pleasure and a privilege to be a part of that process and, without doubt, I learn just as much from the experience.

         This book is the result of nearly twenty years’ experience as a writer and creative writing tutor. I believe strongly in the ideas contained in it because they have helped me find my own way as a novelist. I have tried to share the knowledge and experience I have gained along the way, but I also want to encourage new writers to think about issues as they arise by means of lateral thinking, oblique strategies, aphorisms and quotations. I want to offer new writers a range of ideas about the art and craft of writing that stretches beyond the bounds of fiction. In this book, I cite many film references as well as using examples from fiction because, for me, film and fiction bear many similarities and share similar concerns. In the end, I do not believe that anyone can ‘teach’ another person how to write something as mysterious and magical as a novel. I believe the most a tutor can do is hold up a mirror to the students, make suggestions and point out the pitfalls along the way. Writing – and finishing – a novel is a difficult task, and you will encounter many dilemmas as you go, but I hope this book will help you to find the right solutions for yourself.

      

   


   
      
         

            What is writing really about?

         

         
            ‘What’s writing really about? It’s about trying to take fuller possession of the reality of your life.’

            TED HUGHES

         

         
            I believe the beginning of a writer’s ‘style’ lies somewhere very deep inside oneself 

         

         Students often ask me why I place so much emphasis on ‘story’ and not on the way a writer writes. The answer is a difficult one to articulate in a short time because to answer truthfully means that we have to grapple with the very notions of why we write. I believe the beginning of a writer’s ‘style’ lies somewhere very deep inside oneself. Seamus Heaney described it thus: ‘You are miming the real thing until one day the chain draws unexpectedly tight and you have dipped into the waters that will continue to entice you back. You have broken the skin on the pool of yourself.’

         A writer’s style is not just to do with the basic practical choices a writer makes about how to write; it is also to do with something more intimate, or even philosophical, than that. It is closely wed to notions of perception, personality, morality and possibility; it is tied to the choices we make in life. In your writing, readers should be able to hear the contents of your heart, your mind and your soul. 

         So, if a writer’s ‘style’ is the sum and signature of their personality, then a writer’s true biography amounts to no more than the story of their style. And when we talk about a writer’s style, what we are actually talking about is their ‘voice’, which is something that a writer can only discover for themselves in, and over, time. A writer’s voice is the deepest reflection of who they are and this is absolutely not something anyone can, or should, ‘teach’.

         
            Plotting is finding the desire lines in your story, the path of least resistance 

         

         As a tutor, I can do nothing about the tone of your voice as you speak, but what I can engage with is what you say, i.e. your ‘story’. The elements of good storytelling are something that can be discussed, examined, tested, moulded, learned. Underneath any amount of layering of tone and texture there should be a rock solid story. A writer’s first business is to decide: what’s going to happen? To whom? When? Where? Once you have your story, you need to decide in what order you are going to place those events. Putting them in different orders will create different effects.

         Plotting is finding the desire lines in your story, the path of least resistance. By thinking through your story again and again, you become more and more familiar with it, knowing better and better for yourself how it should be told. Discuss, examine, test, mould, learn and ask again and again: ‘Where’s the story? Where’s the story?’

         Ask yourself this question and it is like standing in a stream – although you can’t see it, you can feel its current on your ankles, can’t you? You can see ahead of you how the stream runs. To get to know the structure of your story is to feel the direction of the current and to go with the flow. To dip into the waters of yourselves. 

      

   


   
      
         

            Creating ideas

            Where do ideas come from?

         

         
            ‘We do not choose our subjects. They choose us.’

            GUSTAVE FLAUBERT

         

         Stories are not written from the head or the heart, they are written from the stomach. This is one of the strongest beliefs I have about writing. An idea comes to mind, one which you love and think would be a great idea for a novel and you plan to start writing straightaway. But a good idea needs much more time than that to develop and grow. It needs time to sink further into your body, until it assimilates itself into your very being. So, when you think you have a good idea for a novel – wait. You do not write a good novel by over-thinking it or falling in love with it too much – you should start writing only when you have a good gut feeling about it. The longer you wait, the quicker and more fully formed your story will come out.

         
            Stories are not written from the head or the heart, they are written from the stomach

         

         Novels come together in this way, rather like planets – ideas slowly amass and gradually coalesce to form something that has weight. It is hard to know when a novel ‘starts’ and your self ends. In his essay ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, T. S. Eliot described this process as: ‘When a filament of platinum is introduced into a chamber containing oxygen and sulphur dioxide … they form sulphurous acid. This combination takes place only if the platinum is present; nevertheless the newly formed acid contains no trace of platinum, and the platinum itself is apparently unaffected; has remained inert, neutral, and unchanged. The mind of the poet is the shred of platinum.’

         For writers, unlike chemists, it is impossible to know with certainty if or when this sort of reaction will happen. There is no DIY manual that guarantees success, and if any ‘how to write a novel’ book makes such a promise, it is not to be trusted. A novel is not a machine that you put together according to a set of instructions, as you would build a Range Rover, or solve a Rubik’s cube – it is a mystical, magical object whose creation is the result of processes that remain largely unknowable and unpredictable to its author. We are all just the platinum.

         So, if we cannot initiate this process ourselves, what else can we do? Well, I believe there is a fundamental question writers can ask themselves before ever putting pen to paper – just what is it that you want to write about, what is it you want to say? Despite not being able to control fully how ideas are created, you can help coax them into being by asking yourself what it is you care most passionately and deeply about. All books begin with an idea, a spark, a seed – what Henry James called a donnée. 

         
            ‘You know that phrase “What is the elephant in the room?” What is the elephant in your novel?’

            DEBORAH LEVY

         

         A good place to start to think about what it is you want to say in your own writing is to look at the kinds of stories you like. Off the top of your head, make a list of ten books that have moved you the most profoundly. Are there any common themes? Almost certainly there will be. Why do you think that is? Any themes you do find are clearly those that touch your heart the deepest and so are probably what you should be exploring in your own writing. Andrew Motion, my MA Creative Writing tutor at UEA, once commented that a short story of mine was about ‘invisible others’, a comment that hit me right between the eyes. In light of this comment, I thought a great deal about my reasons for wanting to write and why I was drawn to certain books. He was right, of course, and I have never forgotten this insight into my work.

         Another way of posing the same question is to ask yourself what kind of book you would write if you knew for sure that it would not be published. If there were no pressure or expectation on you, what would you produce? This is a good approach to take because it emphasises the point that if the central idea in a novel is one you care passionately and deeply about, one that is very close to your heart, you stand a much better chance of actually getting a whole first draft out. The first person you should be writing for is yourself.

         
            ‘A work of art is good if it has sprung from necessity.’

            RAINER MARIA RILKE

         

         
            A novel worth writing should hold you to ransom

         

         A novel worth writing should hold you to ransom. Paul Auster, perhaps still best known for his debut novel The New York Trilogy, is a good case in point. Most people think of it as his first book, but there is a book he wrote beforehand, entitled The Invention of Solitude, which is an intensely personal piece of life writing. The first half is subtitled ‘Portrait of an Invisible Man’ and is a study of his father, who almost certainly had Asperger’s syndrome. The second half, subtitled ‘The Book of Memory’, is to do with Auster’s feelings about becoming a father himself. Auster wrote the first half as a response to the death of his father, so the two halves – death and birth – are mirror images, with Auster himself in the middle. The second half was, Auster says, particularly difficult to write: ‘the more deeply I descended into the material, the more distanced I became from it’. He solved the problem, he says, by treating himself as though he were someone else and rewriting the piece in the third person. The book was a way of ‘clearing his throat’; the piece he felt compelled to write before he could go on to write anything else. 

         Extensive vs intensive reading

         Reading and writing are two sides of the same coin, but it is not only what you read that is important, it is how you read, too. When starting to read a novel for the first time, or re-reading an old favourite, try to view it as an editor would, looking ‘through’ the text in X-ray fashion, as it were. Reading books in this way allows you to examine a narrative closely, locating and identifying deep structure and embedded themes. How does the writer bring their themes to life? What most appealed to you about the story? How was that dramatised in the narrative? Try to begin reading not just for pleasure, but also for ideas. Reading in this way can be a great source of inspiration and you should not hesitate to use all this stimulation and motivation to kick-start your own work.

         
            ‘A work is eternal not because it imposes a single meaning on different men, but because it suggests different meanings to a single man.’

            ROLAND BARTHES

         

         Of course, it is good to read as widely as possible – especially outside your race, class and gender – but, as a writer, I have found that returning to the same book many times over can be just as, if not more, instructive. When you finish reading a novel for the first time, your memory of it does not stay fixed forever; it shifts and evolves. Years later, you might find yourself talking about it, only to discover that your memory has retained just a few scraps – mythic representations – of the text. You realise that, in the intervening years, you have reconstructed in your mind an entirely different book – an inner book of ‘received beliefs’ – from the actual one. This is when the value of re-reading becomes obvious. A book comes alive with each new reading. A book is born again every time you pick it up. When you re-read a book, it will appear to be different on a second or third reading, but of course the book has not changed, you have. Any text has the potential for several different interpretations, and no one reading can ever exhaust a text’s full potential because, on re-reading, each reader will search for connections in their own way, excluding other possibilities and thus making them aware of their own role in the play of meaning. It is not the case that subsequent readings are any ‘truer’ than the first – they are just different. The fact that readers can be differently affected by the same text shows the degree to which reading is a creative process. If you read a single book many times over, it marks the changes in your life and, whatever happens, you continue to have a conversation with it.

         
            Reading is a creative process

         

         Paul Bowles’ The Sheltering Sky is a novel that I happen to have read a number of times and, each time I re-read it, it offers fresh insights into how and why I think it is such a great piece of work. Set in North Africa just after the Second World War, the novel is about husband and wife Port and Kit, and their travels after they arrive in Tangier. When I first read the novel, I thought it was Port’s story, but after a few more reads I realised it was, in fact, Kit’s. She is the character who undergoes the most change and the person in whose company we end the story. Also, I had not noticed at first how Port and Kit’s journey starts at the coast, in a well-populated city, and goes directly inland, stopping at places that become fewer and further between and less and less well populated until, ultimately, they arrive in the middle of nowhere. This doomed journey into the desert is a subtle, sophisticated metaphor for their relationship. I also had not noticed that, although Port and Kit both have sexual encounters with native Arabs, it is how they respond to those encounters that matters, that defines the difference between their personalities. Port’s is a one-night stand and the experience ‘poisons’ him and is his ultimate undoing. Kit, on the other hand, enters into a desperate, very physical affair with a Bedouin that rejuvenates her body entirely and sets her off on another journey altogether.

         Imitation

         
            ‘Talent borrows but genius steals.’

            T. S. ELIOT

         

         Take a favourite novel (perhaps from your list of ten), open it at random and copy out a page from it. Do this by hand: that way you claim ownership of it and so it will feel a little bit like your own writing. Have a look at the flow of sentences. What struck you as you were copying out the passage? Write down any devices, effects or tricks the author uses. The point of this exercise is to show you that imitating good writing like this can be a good way into your own work, since counterfeiting is very close to invention.

         
            The ‘necessity’ of writing comes way before its beauty

         

         Imagine listening to a Chopin nocturne – fifteen minutes of sheer beauty. But then imagine if I asked you to play it yourself; you would have to approach it in a completely different way. Now, you are not so concerned about its beauty, you are thinking more about where you have to place your fingers in order to play it. This teaches you that the ‘necessity’ of writing comes way before its beauty. When you start writing your novel, do not tell yourself you are going to write a beautiful novel – just concentrate on the simple ABCs of storytelling. Leave its beauty to others.

         Improvisation

         Another option is, of course, just to write, to start writing without giving any thought to it at all. For some writers, it is only in the act of writing that ideas are generated. Try this: write for ten minutes about an old friend. Just write what immediately comes to mind; do not think about it too much. Then write for another ten minutes about what you did yesterday. Finally, write for another ten minutes making a link between the two. Did you find a link? If you did, the third paragraph will almost certainly contain a very good idea. If you do not think you did, look again. There is always a link because you are the link. Writing automatically like this bypasses the conscious mind and gives us direct access to the subconscious, where many good ideas can lurk but where we do not usually look. Good writing is about ‘mess’, so don’t censor yourself. The best novels are about the mess human beings make. An overly polite, neat and tidy book will almost certainly be dull.

         
            Good writing is not about copying the world around you, it’s about creating something out of nothing

         

         I have used this exercise many times in classes with great success. The ideas that the exercise drags up never fail to surprise students. It is useful because it is rather like the whole writing process in miniature – in those first two parts, you are using raw, seemingly banal material and then using cross-fertilisation to create something new. You are rubbing things together to create a spark, the donnée. Good writing is not about copying the world around you, it’s about creating something out of nothing. It’s that something we’re all after; it’s the juice.

         Good practice

         So far, we have talked about favourite novels and common themes, about reading widely and deeply, about imitating and improvising as a way of generating ideas – these are all things you can do on your own at your desk, but can you generate ideas when you are ‘on the go’?

         Yes, of course you can.

         The first, and most obvious, thing is to keep a notebook on you at all times and to use it often. Write down anything that pops into your mind. If you treat this notebook as an extension of your thought processes, you will find yourself returning to it repeatedly. I have been keeping notebooks ever since I can remember, using them to store ideas that come to mind at the most unexpected moments, and that would evaporate into the ether just as quickly if they were not written down: snippets of conversation, quotations, words whose meaning I do not know, diagrams, postcards, leaflets, lists, reviews, aphorisms. During the early stages of thinking through and planning a novel, I find myself consulting these notebooks endlessly, picking out ideas and checking that I am on the right track. They are among my most treasured, irreplaceable possessions.

         I also trawl through newspapers and magazines, tearing out and keeping anything of interest. After many years of storing such articles, I decided to impose some kind of order on my huge cache. I soon found that many of them were about related subjects and I started to file them according to subject matter, compiling a dozen or so folders: one was labelled ‘Consciousness, Einstein, Bergson, Maths, Morality, Desire’; another was labelled ‘Amnesia, Dementia, Depression, Bereavement, Memory, Mapping, Types of Love, Living Alone’; and a third was labelled ‘Missing People, Recluses, Murder, Suicide, Zombies, Adversaries, Rose West, Myra Hindley’. I realised that each of these folders potentially had enough material in it for a novel.

         Other people’s life stories are a fabulous resource for you. George Bernard Shaw defined a writer as someone who is ‘half vivisector, half vampire’. Good writers have a sixth sense about people, an interest in human nature that borders on the morbid, so always have your antennae up. Some of the most interesting stories I have heard have been told to me in passing. The origins of my novel The Darks lay in two stories I heard, one from a TV documentary and the other told at a dinner party by a stranger. These two stories – about a woman who has visions and a man who has blackouts – were both remarkable in themselves, but when put together, they were irresistible.

         ‘Tentative d’épuisement d’un lieu parisien’

         One of my greatest pleasures, and sources of ideas, is going to a crowded place – a railway station or a café – and just taking in what is happening around me. People-watching is fascinating because it gives you huge numbers of visual stimuli to help you invent and build stories about the strangers around you. You could take this process a step further and write these sketches and short stories there and then, a process that will improve your powers of observation and description enormously.

         One overcast weekend in October 1974, the French writer Georges Perec spent three days at a café in Place Saint-Sulpice, Paris, recording everything that passed through his field of vision: the people walking by; the buses and school cars caught up in their routes; the pigeons moving en masse; a wedding (and then a funeral) at the church in the centre of the square; the signs, symbols and slogans littering everything; and the darkness that eventually absorbs it all. He called this exercise ‘Tentative d’épuisement d’un lieu parisien’, which translates as ‘An attempt at exhausting a Parisian location’. His book is an eerie, oddly touching document, and is a wonderful exercise in such observation and description.

         While I was in Malaga in the winter of 2012, I spent a couple of hours one morning on the Calle Marqués de Larios observing an elderly man sitting at a café. He was about seventy years old, very smartly turned out in an olive green check jacket, green slacks, brown brogues, a white shirt and cerise tie. He had little hair, but it was neatly cut and combed. He wore metal-framed glasses and had a hangdog expression and hunched shoulders. He was obviously retired and I decided that he must have been an accountant, or an insurance man – something to do with finance. He was sitting at a well-known café called Lepanto, watching the world go by, but studiously ignoring the jazz band that was playing for money on the street nearby. He was a man who enjoyed peace and quiet. He was joined by a lady of a similar age whom, I quickly realised, he had been expecting. She wore a grey ruffled cotton jacket and smart blue jeans. Her hair was auburn (dyed?) and her glasses were tinted orange. They immediately launched into debate, though I was too far away to hear, and I understood that he enjoyed other people’s company more than I thought he would. They seemed familiar, intimate with each other, and I thought that maybe they had once been lovers. I imagined them as characters in a Gabriel García Márquez short story. Perhaps they were childhood friends who had been lovers and now were only friends again. Once passionate with each other, they were now too old to be bothered with the trials and tribulations of love.

         After some time, she kissed him goodbye and left. He paid the bill and walked in the other direction. I followed him. He was carrying a shopping bag that I had not noticed before. He had been shopping for clothes. He walked slowly and had a habit of pulling on his lapels. Out of his right-hand pocket, he pulled a handkerchief, which he carried in his left hand. He stopped to talk to a man selling lottery tickets in the street, then went into a tobacconist’s and bought several tickets. He then went into a shop further up the street that sold huge rolls of fabric, all different colours and patterns, and it struck me that maybe he had worked in the fashion business, perhaps as a dressmaker. This would account for his smartly dressed appearance and the shopping bag. At this point I stopped following him and watched as he left the fabric shop, crossed a square and disappeared down an alleyway. He was a fabulous character and I have never forgotten him. 

         ‘Qualia’

         When in public spaces, listening is also key. What do you hear? How could you combine the sounds to make a story? What can you smell? In fiction, smell is by far the most overlooked of the senses. The visual aspect tends to dominate, but you should employ as many of the senses as possible in your writing. What can you taste? Or touch? What can you smell?

         ‘Qualia’ is the scientific term for specific instances of our subjective experience of the world – the smell of coffee, for instance, or the sound of a waterfall. Think back to a good holiday you have had: what are the strongest sensory impressions you remember? The burning sand on a beach? The heat of the sun? The colour of a material? The taste of a local dish? Looking at the scene in front of you via sensory impressions like these will help you to see it more directly, as if for the first time. Familiarity is a great deadener, so take yourself to an unfamiliar place and ask yourself what it is about a tree that makes it a tree, or, to quote Viktor Shklovsky, what makes ‘the stone stony’. These ‘qualia’ are among the essential ingredients of fiction; they can bring a character, a scene or a setting to life, so learn to look for them, especially where there seem to be none. 

         Process vs product

         
            ‘Storytelling began as ceremony and evolved into ritual.’

            PAUL SCHRADER

         

         Spinning yarns is as much about the spinning as it is about the yarn – about process as much as product – and good writing is the result of endless practice. No one is going to write your novel for you, so you have to develop the discipline to get the writing done. When you are not in the mood, when you are feeling low or when the weather’s gorgeous, slaving away at a desk is not always an inviting prospect. Describing how she felt most mornings when faced with the task of writing, Susan Sontag said it was much like jumping into an icy lake – horrible at first, but fine once you got moving. This process can seem interminably slow at times. A sentence here, a section there – it hardly seems worth it – but bear in mind that what actually appears on the page is just the tip of the iceberg. Those hours of thinking, doubting, clarifying, rejecting, rethinking are all part of the process.

         Your task as a writer is not to learn lots of techniques, but to learn some simple ones – and to learn them as perfectly as you can. With practice, the process of writing becomes more familiar. The writing itself always remains difficult, no matter how experienced you are, but familiarity with the process means that you become better at knowing instinctively when things are going right or wrong. Gradually, the difficult becomes easier, the easy becomes more habitual, and the habitual becomes beautiful.

         
            The best ideas are those that are received rather than sought

         

         Walter Benjamin said that writing had three phases: the musical when it is composed; the architectural when it is built; and the textile when it is woven. You are at this compositional phase now. The main point at this stage is to try to let any ideas come naturally – if you force them, they will elude you. The best ideas are those that are received rather than sought. Be patient, remain empty. Read as much as you can, letting it feed into your work. Exercise your writing as much as possible in order to write well when the time comes, just as a musician practises scales or an artist sketches in order to be ready to do the work. Stay focused – discipline is what will translate your talent into ability. Keep your nerve, keep the courage of your convictions. And when you have a hunch? Go for it.

         
            ‘Act boldly and unseen forces will come to your aid.’

            DOROTHEA BRANDE
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