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INTRODUCTION





This book emerged from several years’ teaching Adult Education courses in novel-writing. My students worked hard, asked good questions and excited my literary envy. I certainly learned more from teaching them than they did from being taught.


There are several ways you could organize a book called ‘102 Ways to Write a Novel’. For example you could do it by making a list entirely of practical methods, such as: ‘Way No. 1: write sitting under a tree; Way No. 2: write entirely using snippets cut out from leader articles in the Daily Telegraph’, etc. However, in this book, the ‘ways’ are ways of thinking, approaches to writing a novel, matters that writers can profitably chew over. I hope it forms a mini-curriculum for aspiring novelists.


For those who wish to study further, a bibliography is given at the back. But the real education, of course, is the practice of writing itself.




 





Alex Quick, Norwich, 2012
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1.


CONSIDER YOUR MOTIVES





Why do you want to write a novel?




To show that you can do it?


To score off your old English teacher?


To earn money?


To be recognised in the street?


To attract literary groupies?


To tell a particular story?


To move people?


Because you have to?





The last is probably the best reason. You will need a lot of stamina to write a novel. If you absolutely must write one, then it might actually get written.


The other reasons are not bad either. It is perfectly fine to write a novel in the hope of scoring off an old English teacher, or attracting literary groupies. If these reasons are strong enough, they will keep you writing, keep you exploring, and may finally engender a novel. Whether that novel is ever published is, of course, another matter; and whether, once it is published, it satisfies those initial desires, is another matter again.


The important thing is to be honest with yourself about why you are writing. If your motives are ignoble, examine them and see if you can live with them. Buried shame is not a good companion at the beginning of a writing project.


If your motives are pure and clean, good for you. Now you know why you are doing what you are doing, and can proceed with God and St Cassian of Imola on your side.


St Cassian of Imola is very dear to writers: he was stabbed to death by the iron pens of his students.
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2.


THINK ABOUT WHAT SORT OF NOVEL YOU WANT TO WRITE





The term ‘novel’ is a broad one. Let’s take considerations of length first. A work of fiction that lays claim to being a novel should be 50,000 words long (which comes to around 150 pages in a standard paperback) or more.


Anything under that, and the novel acquires a suffix and becomes a novella. But there is no upper limit to a novel’s length. Meganovels of a million words or more have been written and published. The exigencies of modern publishing usually demand single volumes, but in previous centuries novels would often be published in multiple volumes (‘three-deckers’ or more).


Then there is the question of form. Some novels are ‘loose baggy monsters’ (in Henry James’ phrase) which ramble from one incident to another, and appear, on the surface at least, to have little structure. Women by Charles Bukowski is an example. Some novels are presented in the form of diaries or as letters. Others are written entirely in dialogue (anything by Ivy Compton-Burnett). Yet others (such as The Inimitable Jeeves by PG Wodehouse) are essentially composed of linked short stories with an overarching narrative.


Then there is point of view (see section 69 onwards). Your novel can be told from the first, second or third person point of view, with various refinements of each. Even the first person plural is possible. Then We Came to the End by Joshua Ferris, about a group of office workers, is composed entirely using ‘we’ as the subject.


Then there is time and setting. Do you want to write a family saga beginning in the Middle Ages and extending to the present day? Do you want to write a misery memoir set in Indo-Catholic Sweden?


Before you start, the possibilities are truly huge. The best thing to do is to decide on something that feels intuitively right for you, rather than lumbering yourself with something which you feel you ought to do, but which fails to grab you.


But when you do choose something, you need to be prepared to stick with it, for better or for worse, for richer for poorer, for as long as ye both can stand the sight of one another. As in a marriage, the key word is commitment. There will be highs and lows. Some of the time it will be exhilarating, but the rest of the time it will be very hard work.



















3.


HOW FAR SHOULD YOU WRITE FOR A MARKET?





As well as the above considerations (length, form, point of view, time and setting), there is also the question of who your novel is for. You may wish to consider writing for a particular group of readers.


In the last twenty years there has been a huge growth in the publication of novels for young adults – many, but not all, featuring the undead. There is a big market in novels for children. There are novels chiefly for women (romance, ‘chick-lit’) and for men (action thrillers, adventure novels). It may also be worth bearing in mind that most novels are bought by women – though they may be buying them, in many cases, for men.


Then there is the distinction between ‘literary fiction’ and ‘genre fiction’. Literary fiction is the ‘highbrow’ version of the novel and will often tend to concentrate on the inner lives of characters, feature complex and poeticized modes of expression or be structurally experimental. Anything by Jeanette Winterson or Salman Rushdie would qualify. Genre fiction, on the other hand, is the type of thing you find at airports (we call it airport fiction, the French call it littérature de gare), which concentrates on telling a rattling good yarn. The main genres include the crime novel, the thriller, the romance novel and the sci-fi novel. In reality there is a lot of overlap between literary and genre fiction – literary fiction will often feature hectic plots, and genre fiction may contain exquisitely developed characters – and few authors like being pigeonholed in either category.


There’s nothing wrong in writing for a market. Thousands of authors successfully do just that every year. There is something wrong in insincerely writing for a market. If you don’t love your genre or niche, and are writing just to hoodwink the public and make money, you will almost certainly be unsuccessful. Genre writers love their genres. They work within them to produce works of art that they consider emotionally engaging, subtle and beautiful.


It is often a good idea to have a particular reader or group of readers in mind. Some people keep in mind a single trusted friend. If you do this, then you are, in a sense, writing for a market, even if only a market of one. It’s a very common strategy – and it’s nothing to be ashamed of.



















4.


THINK ABOUT THE ROLE OF THE STORYTELLER





There’s something about storytelling that is very trivial when it comes down to it. Writing a novel, which is basically a load of lies, is a rather odd thing to do, when the other things in life – birth, death, conflict, suffering – are so urgent and so terrible. What is the point of making stuff up when real life gives us so much to deal with and to bear, and regularly outdoes anything fiction can produce?


However, there is another way of looking at this. As human beings, we have an insatiable thirst for stories, whether they be on television, in books, in cinemas, or in churches. We swim in them all day long. If you think about your basic needs, you will put some sort of entertainment high on the list. A recent government report said that any family without a television – and a rather nice one, with lots of channels and satellite access – could be counted as living in poverty.


At the cave mouth, after the unsuccessful hunt, we needed someone to explain things, to give us dignity in the face of loss, to keep us going. We needed someone to explain what the births, deaths, conflicts and suffering were actually about. These explanations were so important that they could literally make the difference between life and death, between wanting to go on and wanting to give up.


Stories shape how we look at the world. Successful story-creators are extremely powerful people who are guaranteed a job for life.
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5.


CAN WRITING BE TAUGHT?





The answer is a qualified yes. It is also a qualified no.


Someone who wishes to learn to write a novel has four main resources: books about writing, novels themselves, human teachers, and writing itself. Let’s take these in order.


Books about writing are there to teach the craft. They can tell you what a metaphor is, how to punctuate, what makes effective dialogue, and how to create suspense. They give you the techniques to do the job and to criticize what you have written. (This last is very important. Ernest Hemingway said that ‘the only writers are re-writers’; much of your effort as a writer will be directed towards revising what you have already done.)


The second resource is books, novels, themselves. When Penelope Lively was a girl, her governess wrote to Somerset Maugham for advice. Penelope wanted to be a writer: what should she do? Maugham wrote back: ‘She should read.’ Later in life Penelope recognized the excellence of this advice. A writer must read, because a writer must know about literature. More than that, a writer must love literature. Large loves and large hatreds – these are essential to any writer.


Human teachers are also useful at a certain stage in a writer’s development. A fledgling writer can look at an established writer and think: ‘Do I really want to spend my life worrying over sentences? Do I want to be like this person? Do I want to be an observer, on the margin of life, or do I want to be a doer?’ A teacher will show you an example of a person who is serious about writing. That vision may inspire you – or it may put you off. Both services are valuable.


The final resource is the practice of writing itself. This trumps all the others. After a lot of practice, you get an ear for what works on the page and what doesn’t. You develop a sense of rhythm (Virginia Woolf said that literary style is all about rhythm). You discover your personality in words. That is what I meant when I said that the answer to the question ‘Can writing be taught?’ is a qualified no. The first three techniques are insufficient on their own. Writing, in the end, cannot be taught – unless you teach yourself.






















PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS
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6.


MAKE TIME AND SPACE FOR WRITING





Writing a novel, in almost all cases, is about the slow accumulation of words over a long period of time. There are exceptions to this: Samuel Johnson wrote Rasselas in two weeks. But for most of us, a novel is a slog.


Added to this, you will almost always wish to re-write what you have written. You will probably have to write your book all the way through more than once. Barbara Kingsolver (author of The Poisonwood Bible) says that she usually finds herself writing a novel-sized introduction to her novel before she begins writing her novel.


Your novel may take many months or years, conceivably decades, to finish. And it will have to be done bit by bit. You will need to work at it regularly, solidly, determinedly, day after day after day, like a prisoner tunnelling through the wall with a bar of soap.


With this in mind you need to give yourself some room. Firstly, identify the time that you can devote to writing. Most British adults watch three hours of television a day. Try cutting that out. Do you have a long commute? Think about what you could do with that, and a notebook. How about weekends? Is there any free space there? Write a timetable in which you identify a block of time every day – or if not every day, then as many days in the week as you can. You can vary the times of day that you write, though personally I think it is best to keep to a single time.


Similarly with space. Find a place in the house which is as far as possible from distractions. Don’t try and work in the living room with the television on. Work in the children’s bedrooms if necessary, while they are watching TV downstairs. Install a writer’s shed like the one Roald Dahl worked in.


In Louise Doughty’s excellent book A Novel in a Year she recommends an exercise called ‘Allies and Enemies’. This consists in identifying the things that help you write and those that hinder you. Typical Allies might include quiet, a good word processor, the encouragement of friends and family, and Lemsip (if you are Andrew Motion). Typical Enemies might include the TV, radio, phone, cooking, email, the internet, and the need to earn money.


Writing is hard because you will never be paid by the hour. All your time and effort may be completely wasted. You’ve got to do it because it is part of you and because you feel excited by it.



















7.


WRITE IN THE MORNINGS?





It seems that the majority of professional writers write in the mornings.




I always write in the morning. In the morning one’s head is particularly fresh. (Leo Tolstoy)




 





First coffee. Then a bowel movement. Then the muse joins me. (Gore Vidal)




 





I prefer to get up very early in the morning and work. I don’t want to speak to anybody or see anybody. Perfect silence. I work until the vein is out. (Katherine Anne Porter)




 





I generally go to work right after breakfast. I sit right down to the machine. If I find I’m not able to write, I quit. (Ernest Hemingway)




 





I work mornings only. I go out to lunch. Afternoons I play with the baby, walk with my husband, or shovel mail. (Annie Dillard)





The reason, I would guess, is psychological: writing requires courage and application, and there is no guarantee of any reward at the end of it. Most writers want to get it over with. They know they’ve got to do it (otherwise they wouldn’t be writers), and they know that once they’ve done it they are going to feel pretty fantastic, but actually getting down to it is difficult, and the longer they put it off the more nervous, irritable, depressed and frankly despairing they will be. They know that whatever they accomplish that morning will be just one crampon driven into the novel-mountain – but they know that novel-mountains are only climbed one crampon at a time. So they do this difficult, possibly dangerous and futile thing as early as possible, before their nerve fails them. Only afterwards can they relax and become human beings. Try interrupting a novelist around 10am and you’ll see what I mean.


However, non-professional writers, and those who are not unemployed or retired, will probably find it hard to work in the mornings à la Tolstoy. Why? Because they will need to earn money to feed themselves.


95% of novelists – and here I’m speaking about those who actually publish novels – have other jobs. Being a novelist, except in that rare 5% of cases, does not pay enough to support the average person, let alone the average family.


So work in the mornings if you can. But if, like most people, you need to earn a living, you may find it necessary to make different arrangements.



















8.


DECIDE ON A WORD-COUNT





If you can’t write in the mornings and your time is fractured during the week, another solution might be to decide on a daily or weekly word-count.


In this way you work not so much with blocks of time but with blocks of words. You work an hour here, a half-hour there – whenever you can find the time – until you have the requisite number. If you reach the weekend and you still haven’t managed to achieve your weekly word-count, you know it will be a busy literary weekend. If you’ve accumulated enough words in the week, you know you can get on with something less important, such as repairing the hole in the roof.


In reality, most writers will employ some combination of the two methods. They will sit down at a particular time of the day and stay there until the word-count has clocked up. On some days this will take forever, and on other days it will all be done in one ecstatic deluge.


What is a good figure for a day or week? There’s no correct answer. It will depend on what you can realistically expect, given the other conditions of your life. Some write just 500 words per day. Others write thousands. Some, like Oscar Wilde, write a single perfect word in the morning and cross it out in the evening.


A good figure for a full working day, with no other distractions, might be something like a thousand words. At this rate, working seven days a week, you could complete a novel of 90,000 words in three months. However, such a rapid pace would take no account of revision. You might delete most or all of those thousand words the next day, taking you only a little further forward in word-count terms (though you might make a lot of progress in knowing exactly where it is you don’t want to go with your novel). And so it would proceed, in a series of jumps forward and back. Writing the novel in this way might therefore take six months rather than three. Of course, this would represent only the creation of the first 90,000-word draft. Now the final revision would begin (see section 91 onwards), which might take another six months – or longer.


All writers are different. You need to experiment to find something that suits your own personal rhythm, and then stick to it.
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