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Since the publication in 1987 of my first book Woman with Horns and Other Stories, I have published over twenty books, including three novels, four short story collections, three books of nonfiction, and other literary works such as children’s books, an experimental dugtungan (connecting) novel, and books which I collected and edited. 

While doing all this work, I was invited by universities to teach writing classes, and so even though my training was that of a writer not an academic, I taught or lectured at UCLA’s Writers Program, UCLA, the University of Southern California, the California State Summer School for the Arts, and other university and literary arts centers. 

When I started teaching, I had to intellectualize what I had been doing instinctively. I had to think about characters, how to create them, how to develop them; I had to consider plot, conflict, dialogue, point of view. Something that seemed simple like voice and style had to be thought through, given words so my students would comprehend the various elements that are involved in writing creatively, whether it be the writing of poetry or memoirs or short stories or novels. 

In this book, Fundamentals of Creative Writing, Revised and Expanded Edition, I am sharing these fundamentals of creative writing which I had broken down in a step-by-step manner to guide my students. I witnessed my students blossom in six or nine weeks. The best students were the ones who admitted they knew very little. They were more receptive than the ones who came in with two novels in their computers and who had the attitude of knowing everything—I often wondered why they would take a beginning writing class if they knew everything. From knowing nothing or very little, my students would learn a concept or two each week and they would try their hand at dialogue or creating a character for instance, and next week they would learn some new concepts. In this way they would build on top of what they had already learned. By the end of the six or nine week quarter, many of them were writing stories or personal essays. 

I know therefore that it can be done. One can improve one’s writing skills. This book will share some fundamentals in creative writing, building blocks if you will, to guide the readers to better writing.

I should add that while one can learn the concepts and improve the surface of their writing, the success of the piece does not rely entirely on clever writing, but on the ability of the writer to delve deep, to be fearless in sharing one’s soul. It is a gift, this ability, and this can no longer be taught; one has it or doesn’t. A teacher can encourage students to create deeper characters, to go deeper into their psyche, but just how deep a writer can go depends on how deep the writer is in the first place. 

In 2009 an earlier version of this book called Fundamentals of Creative Writing was released. It was used for years by teachers, students, and those who wanted to learn creative writing. This version expands and revises that earlier edition and offers more to the reader. 

In Part 1 we look at the basics of setting, scene, character, conflict, dialogue, plot, point of view, voice, style, theme, and tone. I also share some rules and advice. Each section starts with a writing concept, followed by related exercises, and a story or two to illustrate the creative writing component just discussed. 

Part 2, “One Writer’s Journey, Cecilia Manguerra Brainard” is based on an interview conducted by Dr. Hope Sabanpan Yu of me for a documentary video entitled, The Cebuana in the World: Cecilia Manguerra Brainard Writing Out of Cebu (produced by the Cebuano Studies Center and the National Commission for Culture and the Arts).

Responding to Dr. Sabanpan Yu’s questions allowed me to verbalize the influences on my writings and the origins of some of my stories and characters. Her interview allowed me to express my thoughts about the creative process and my overall journey as a writer. 

Part 2 gives readers the opportunity to see my background and development as a writer. Being a writer is sometimes a lonely and frightening task, and it can be comforting to realize that one is not alone in this effort. I should point out that a writer develops in his or her own way. There is no formula on how to succeed. What works for me, may not work for you. But readers can realize that my stories did not just fall out of the sky, but that they demanded from me hard work, courage, and humility, among other qualities. 

I hope that readers will find information, guidance, inspiration, and courage in Fundamentals of Creative Writing, Revised and Expanded Edition. 

Many years ago, in my very first published book, I included in my Acknowledgement these words: “To the Supreme Creator, thanks for blessing me with these tales.”

I continue to be grateful to the Creator for my stories, writings, books, and other creative work.

~ Cecilia Manguerra Brainard
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INTRODUCTION


CREATIVE WRITING:

FINDING VOICE, FINDING FREEDOM
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I taught high school and middle school English in the Philippines and the United States. I am now a teacher educator in the United States and I teach classes on language learning, cultural diversity, and literacy. My approach to teaching literacy focused more on developing whole language rather than on structure. I acknowledged the need to study language structure (grammar or spelling) but studying language structure was a means to an end. The reward in learning language was the application in writing and reading fiction and non-fiction.

Many of my students found grammar and spelling exercises to be quite tedious. However, my students lit up when they were asked to write a story, a poem, or even a non-fictional journal entry. For many of them, creating stories was a way to share their realities in a way that was colorful and exciting. Creative writing allowed students to express their thoughts, hopes, and fears in a safe venue. Some writing was shared while other pieces were kept private. Teenagers have complicated lives and creative writing proved to be a way for them to clarify their thoughts as they tried to work out a problem in their minds. Creative writing also allowed others to see the aspirations of my students. They wrote about characters they wanted to be when they grew up and described scenarios of the kind of a world they would like to live in when they have completed school. While some students did struggle to express themselves on paper, they eventually picked up the tools to be a creative writer and with enough practice, they learned to develop their own voice. Creating writing was a liberating experience for them. In finding their voice, they found freedom.

Creative writing builds community in classroom. While not everyone can excel in Science or Math, everyone can write a story. Some stories were complex while others were quite simple. But, nonetheless, when it came time to complete the class book (a compilation of stories written by students in my class), everyone had a contribution. While my students had varying degrees of giftedness when it came to creative writing, they all recognized that they had a gift to share. 

Reading and writing clearly go hand in hand. In my classes, we learned how to write by reading the stories of excellent authors who provided wonderful examples of settings that provoked images of places that we could probably never experience in real life. Many authors introduced us to characters that became our best friends and helped us understand solutions to conflicts in our lives. 

Cecilia Manguerra Brainard has written a wonderful resource for students of creative writing. This book, Fundamentals of Creative Writing, Revised and Expanded Edition, provides students with practical steps that truly work. The strategies presented in this book are a product of the author’s many years of teaching creative writing. She is also a prolific writer who has written numerous short stories, novels, and non-fiction books. 

In Part 1 of this book, Cecilia Manguerra Brainard takes students on a guided journey on topics such as setting, character, plot, conflict, and voice. Cecilia Manguerra Brainard does not tell the readers how to write, she shows them how to write. Each chapter has stories that illustrate the creative writing component that was just discussed. She also describes the theoretical rationale behind her strategies for creative writing, and she gives sound advice to beginning writers.

Part 2 of this book provides readers a candid look into Cecilia Manguerra Brainard’s personal journey as a writer. She discusses the inspiration of some of her writings, the struggles she faced in ushering the work from idea to completion.

This book is an excellent resource for students of creative writing. The beginner will be able to develop skills that will serve as a foundation for future writing activities. The more advanced writer can use the strategies described in the book to refine writing skills that have proved to be effective.

The renowned educator, Paolo Freire, often described literacy skills as a tool for liberation. Freire spent a big portion of his life teaching the poorest people in Brazil how to read and write. Freire felt that reading and writing allowed his people to become more conscious of their day to day realities. Some of the events in the lives of his people were clearly unjust and had to be changed. Literacy made people aware of these unjust situations. And once they were aware of the unjust situation, or they had knowledge, it was very difficult to ignore these unjust situations. Creative writing, and other forms of literacy, is a wonderful way for students to develop an awareness of their lives. In so doing, they are more apt to create change. Creative writing allows students to express their voice and find freedom in the world. Education should be liberating. This book by Cecilia Manguerra Brainard will surely help teachers and students attain this goal.

Edmundo Edward F. Litton, Ed.D.

Distinguished Professor of Education

Loyola Marymount University

January 2024
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SETTING AND SCENE


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Setting is the time and place where your story takes place. For instance, a story may be set in contemporary Manila in the summertime.

Scene is a specific place where action happens. Your character will move and act in specific places, and each place is a scene. There could be a scene, for instance, where your character is walking down the street to the market; this could be followed by a scene in the market itself; and so on. 

It is said that the basic unit of story-telling is the scene. You the writer will have to imagine this specific place within which your character moves, and you will have to use words to describe it. Some writers use a lot of words in describing their scenes; others are very spare. It is a matter of style. 

Once you know how to write a scene, you can write an entire book, because, as the saying goes, “the basic unit of story-telling is the scene.” You have to think visually; try to “see” the scenes in your imagination, and use words to let your readers know what is going on in those scenes. As if by magic, your readers will be able to “see” these scenes too. 

Here are additional points to consider about “scene”: 

1. Each scene should move your story forward in terms of both plot and character. A scene should be motivated by a previous scene and it should motivate the next scene. There is a cause-and-effect relationship. 

2. Scenes should direct us to the high point of the story. Ask: What is the payoff in this scene? Why do I need this scene? What is my purpose for this scene? At the end of this scene, does the audience want to know what happens next? 

3. Scenes should be as visual as possible. 

4. Do not rely on your characters talking about the story; let them act—Show, don’t tell. 

5. Every scene has a beginning, middle, and end. Scenes should culminate in something dramatic, a decision made perhaps, or some kind of revelation. Maintain suspense. 

6. Strive to create smooth transitions between scenes. Transitions are words, phrases, sentences, paragraphs that ease the reader from one scene to the next, to avoid confusion. It can be as short as, “Later that day ...” or “The next place he visited was ...” 

7. Each scene should have an emotion or mood. Focus on that emotion. Ask: what is my character’s intention or goal in this scene? What is my character’s feeling? What is my character’s attitude? 

8. Focus your scene on well-motivated conflict. Conflict is important in story-telling. 

––––––––
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[image: image]ACTIVITIES

1. Write a scene from your own life when you felt a strong emotion such as anger or joy.

2. Write one perfect scene.

3. Identify some scenes, with beginning, middle, and end, in the stories that follow.
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THE DIRTY KITCHEN
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My favorite room was the outdoor kitchen, which we called the “dirty-kitchen.” It was a separate structure in the back of the house, a place with a huge cooking hearth, a place where the servants sat around, talked, and ate.

The main house was huge, Spanish-style, with marble floors, crystal chandeliers, very formal. My mother ruled the main house, and she shouted a lot. The dirty-kitchen felt like another world. The floor was simple cement; the roofing was made of corrugated sheets that threatened to blow off during the typhoon season. It always smelled of fried garlic.

I enjoyed my visits there. Sometimes the driver would play the guitar, sad songs full of longing for home or a loved-one. The servants liked to discuss the “Big Dance,” an outdoor affair open to the public, which was held across the river. Friday nights I’d hear the loud music coming from the “Big Dance.” They also talked about the Amateur Hour, a talent show open to the public, which was held at the Fuente Osmeña. 

Every night, they switched on the transistor radio to listen to the evening soap operas. Sitting on the wooden bench, legs swinging, I got lost in the dramatic stories that involved infidelity, out-of-wedlock children, lost loves, every twist and turn in the human drama that one could imagine.

I listened until it was time to return to the main house for supper. Before opening the door to the main house, I often took a deep breath to brace myself.
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BUTTERSCOTCH MARBLE ICE CREAM
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Friday night Mark wanted to go to Swensen’s. “I need butterscotch marble ice cream,” he announced.

I was eight months pregnant and wanted to stay home. The night before I hardly slept. I was so big that finding a comfortable position in bed was impossible. Changing position was a major production; getting out of bed was a task. It was depressing; everything was depressing, like the old woman hanging clothes from a line that stretched from one end of the building to the other.  

I had seen her earlier that day after I finished scrubbing the thrift-store-bought bassinet with Clorox. The apartment reeked, so I opened the living room window. I spotted her then. She must have been sixty with chin-length white hair whipping around her head. She was leaning out a window—her kitchen window I guessed—and she had some clothespins dangling from her mouth. The way she stooped—or maybe it was her scraggly hair—gave her a defeated look. She hung her laundry then pulled the line towards her, hung some more, and pulled. The entire line rotated slowly and the clothes swayed back and forth rhythmically. Underwear, nightgowns, pants, shirts, sheets, and towels wavered in the air; and for some reason they all looked gray. The whole scene looked bleak. As I watched her I had the feeling that years from now I would be doing exactly the same thing, hanging laundry from my fifth-floor apartment in the Mission District of San Francisco.

Our apartment was very small: a bathroom, a walk-in closet, a kitchen, a bedroom, and a living room. Accordion doors separated the living room and bedroom. The bathtub was the free-standing kind with claws from legs; and the kitchen had an unused icebox. Mark jokingly called them antiques, but that Friday they appeared simply old to me. Our dream was to buy a Volkswagen bug before the baby was born; Mark had already sold his Kawasaki motorcycle for seed money.

My mother’s warning went through my head like a tape recording. “Hija, it’s easier to marry a Filipino,” she had said. “We have our own ways. Why marry someone different? And to live in another country—why leave home? In America they don’t even take care of their old people; they put them in homes. What future will you have there?”

For the first time I felt the gravity of my marrying an American and giving up my life in the Philippines.

That Friday, Mark had no idea of the doubts floating through my head. He was happy.

“Aren’t you tired?” I asked. He was a senior law student at Hastings. Four nights a week he sorted mail at the post office.

“I feel great!” he said.

“We can’t afford it.”

“C’mon, don’t be a stick-in-the-mud.” He put on his coat, grabbed mine, and stood by the door.

“We don’t have the money. I wanted to go to Sears to buy T-shirts for the baby, but I only had seven dollars and fifty-five cents.”

“I’ve got a few bucks. Let’s go, let’s go, they’re going to close,” he said.

Reluctantly I got up and walked to him. “I wanted to tie-dye the baby’s shirts. Elizabeth taught me how. You use rubber bands. That’s how you get the pretty rings. You can use several colors. But I didn’t have enough money for the shirts and dye.”

“Buy them next week. Tuesday’s payday.”

“I wanted to make them now. I want to get the baby’s things ready.”

“Move it along, move it along.”

“What’s more important anyway, the baby or your ice cream?”

“Right now, my ice cream. Everything will be all right.” He grinned encouragingly.

“All right, all right—how can things be all right? We have cockroaches. Three ran out of the garbage chute. I stepped on one; there was this loud crunch. It was disgusting. Then this afternoon, I heard gunshots and ambulance.”

“Firecrackers and a fire truck, that’s all.”

He always said that even though the next day’s news reported some killing in the Mission District. I wanted to cry. I was so enormous, I waddled. It was cold and my coat wouldn’t go over my stomach. I was still struggling with the first button as we got on the cable car.

“I want to get the baby’s things together, then I’ll cook some food and freeze it for you for when I’m in the hospital.”

“You worry too much,” he said.

That made me even more cross, and I kept quiet. He went right on about his pinochle game with Chun and Ross and how Able didn’t know demur from demure and Dean Prosser said, “Young ladies are demure; in law it’s demur.”

I wanted to tell him to stop. I wanted to tell him how afraid I was. I was feeling very pregnant; I was feeling very alone, very foreign in this country; and I felt very uncertain about my future. Where I came from you knew the cycle of life: babies were born, they grew up, they courted and got married; they had children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and they died. Everyone knew where everyone’s family crypts were in the cemetery. You knew where they’d bury you. 

“I hope we’re not late,” Mark said. “I think they close at ten.”

We hopped off the cable car, hurried to Swensen’s, and saw the closed sign.

“Shoot!” Mark said. “It’s not even ten yet. I really wanted butterscotch marble.” He paused, shoved both hands into his pockets and sighed. “Well, c’mon. Let’s go. It’s foggy and you didn’t really want to go out.”

Some of that energy, that optimism faded from his face and I felt sorry for him. “Isn’t there another Swensen’s in Fisherman’s Wharf?” I offered.

He smiled gratefully. “Want to try it? How do you feel?”

I rested my hands on top of my stomach — the shelf, he called it. “I’m fine.”

Another cable car ride later we were at Fisherman’s Wharf hurrying towards Swensen’s. We could see a man at the cash register.

“They’re still open,” he said hopefully.

“Go on ahead,” I said, as I tried to keep up with his long strides.

“Just c’mon, move it along. Move those stumps along.” I was not very tall, but he was. That night, dressed in my yellow corduroy jumper (one of two clothes that still fit me), my trench coat that wouldn’t close, white knee-high socks and brown loafers, I must have looked like a strange humpty-dumpty.

The man tilted his chin when we entered. “Closed,” he said.

Mark and I exchanged glances and moaned.

The man continued counting money. “Sorry. Ten o’clock, closing time.” He was very serious.

I located the clock on the wall. “It’s ten,” I declared, defeated.

Maybe it was my tone, but the man looked at me, his eyes resting briefly on my huge stomach. His expression softened. “You need it bad?”

I realized he thought I was the one who wanted the ice cream. I nodded.

“What kind?”

“Butterscotch marble, a pint please,” I said. Mark winked at me.

The man dished out a pint and handed it to me. Mark reached into his pocket for his wallet, but the man shook his head. “It’s free. Good luck.”

I didn’t know what to say. I smiled and committed his face to memory: harried-looking with a dark mustache, pale skin with a bluish tint, the kind that hadn’t been under the sun much; he was around my age, twenty-two. “Thanks,” I finally said, and we left.

Outside, the fog had lifted and the air was no longer damp. As the cable car inched its way up Powell, Mark said, “What do you know, free butterscotch marble ice cream. All because of this.” He stroked my stomach; just then the baby kicked and we both laughed.

Back in the apartment, Mark got two teaspoons and settled in front of the television. “The Hunchback of Notre Dame” was on.

“Wow!” he said, “a classic. Come and watch and have some ice cream.”

I shook my head. “I feel fat and ugly.”

“You’re beautiful,” he said. “Besides free butterscotch marble is always low cal.”

He ate the ice cream alone while I stood by the window, peering through the darkness to where the woman had been hanging her laundry.  

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Thinking.”

“What about?”

My thoughts were still clicking around in my head; they hadn’t settled into words yet. All I knew was that life wasn’t as bad as it had been earlier that day. I said, “I hope she brought her laundry in.”

“Who?”

“Never mind,” I said.

The baby kicked once more and I shifted my weight. Something wonderful happened when I did that—the light fell on the window in such a way that I lost sight of the outside darkness and saw Mark’s reflection instead. He was sitting on the couch, contentedly eating his ice cream, a gentle happy giant of a man.

I saw in that reflection my future.
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CHARACTER
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In his book, Writing in General and the Short Story in Particular, Rust Hills defines story as “something that happens to someone.” 

That “somebody” or character is important in creative writing. Before embarking on a novel or memoir, writers will devote some time “fleshing out” their characters. Fleshing out means making a flesh-and-blood reality of characters. The writer will make characters come to life in his/her imagination; the writer will make characters as “human” as possible, just like you and me. 

If a character feels “real,” we say that character is fleshed out, or complex, or round. If a character doesn’t feel real, we say that character is flat, or shadowy, or stereotypical. Fleshed out characters will think and move on their own. The writer will have to help them by “crawling into their minds.” 

While there are characters in literature that are flat or stereotypical, the writer should strive to create complex characters. A complex character will have many facets to his/her personality: good-bad, sinner-saint, kind-cruel, and so on, just like us, human beings. We generally present our good side to the world, but we know we have our darker unpleasant sides: we can be selfish, or lazy, or petty, and so on. Characters are like that. When you flesh out your characters, try to explore deep into them to find out their hidden facets, their shadow selves. Try to determine what makes them tick, what makes them unique. 

Another thing, characters that are perfectly happy will be boring. Characters that have conflict are the ones that are great to work with. When you flesh-out your characters, explore areas in your characters’ lives where there is conflict or tension. 

Character, I believe, is the most important element of storytelling. I am not sure one can tell a traditional story without involving characters. It is precisely that which happens to the main character that constitutes a story, which gives one’s piece a sense of completion, of satisfaction.

How does one create a fictional character?

Writers have different ways of creating characters, but let me share with you an exercise that I use in my creative writing classes. I call it the “fleshing out” exercise.

I start by showing my students a picture of a person. After giving my students time to scrutinize the image, I post it on the board and together we answer some questions about the person in the picture. Following are the questions, but keep in mind that the more important questions have to do with the “character” of your fictional people. Motivation for instance is very important—what does your character want? Some writers say that in a story a character wants something and in the end either gets it or doesn’t. You will find this is true in many traditional stories: for instance a woman wants revenge, or a man wants to be rich. These characters will move or take the steps to try and get what they want. They either succeed or fail. 
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