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Introduction: how to use this book


‘Writing a poem is discovering.’

Robert Frost




‘Writing is an exploration. You start from nothing and learn as you go.’

E.L. Doctorow




‘There are three rules for writing a novel. Unfortunately, no one knows what they are.’

Somerset Maugham



Fiction seeks to involve you in a story world of characters and events. The simple aim of any non-fiction book is to give you information, to tell you facts or present arguments. But this non-fiction book seeks to involve you, too. It is not going to be just a matter of reading. You are here to do as well as to read. You will be encouraged to think things out for yourself, to analyse and record your thoughts and ideas, as well as to produce creative writing. This book will be for you whether you:

• are starting out wanting to write or just thinking about it

• want to explore your creativity in a variety of ways

• are writing already

• want to learn about different genres

• have settled on a particular field of writing.

It aims to:

• be enjoyable, give you some fun and stimulate you

• give you ideas and tools

• unlock and develop your creativity

• instil a sense of confidence

• give you experience of different genres.
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Writers are agreed: the only way to write is to write:

‘The way to get started is to quit talking and begin doing.’ Walt Disney

‘If you want to be a good writer, write.’ Epictetus

‘You only learn to be a better writer by actually writing.’ Doris Lessing



Using this coursebook together with a notebook will encourage you to take part, think for yourself and be an active learner. We will talk more about notebooks in Chapter 1. Your notebook will be your writing book; a place to complete the exercises in this book, to record your thoughts and observations, and to play around with ideas. For now, get yourself something to write on and something to write with. If you have got a notebook, use that. If you have not got a notebook, use anything for now, but promise yourself you will buy one.


Towards a definition
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Write down what you understand by the term ‘creative writing’.

When you have done that, write down six things that you think are important to creative writing. Write them down before you consider the answers given below. Do it now. Write.



If you consult a dictionary, creative writing is considered to be any writing, fiction or non-fiction that is not journalistic, academic or some other technical form of writing. It includes most novels and epics, as well as short stories and poems. But if you ask creative writing students this question, the answers you get are sometimes quite different. They believe creative writing is:

• ‘The creation of characters, plots and styles of writing inspired from life and imagination …’

• ‘Writing that is intended to be imaginative and personal rather than merely informational: stories, plays, poems and so on …’

• ‘Writing about things, stories, plays, poetry, in a way that reflects the way an individual experiences and explains life in order to communicate …’

• ‘Fiction following fanciful and less fanciful themes – exploring life, situations and emotions through characters and plot …’

• ‘Self-expression using words as the medium …’

• ‘Moving beyond the intellect to a place that connects to emotions, heart and soul, in an attempt to gain a deeper understanding of ourselves and the world around us …’

• ‘Many things – free flow of the unconscious – or ability to delve into the mind – a structured way of expressing to others …’

• ‘Writing fiction. It could be short stories novels or poems …’

• ‘Using your imagination to create a work of fiction …’

• ‘A fictional expression of ideas or stories through written language …’

• ‘Writing. Any form of writing is a creation – from proposals and reports through to poetry …’

• ‘Putting your thoughts, feelings and emotions into a pattern of words that convey them in an accurate, readable and interesting format.’

You can see that there is a range and diversity of views and expectations among people taking writing courses. But there are common themes in these suggestions. Creating a work of fiction comes up quite often, whether it is in the form of a story, a novel, a poem or a script. There are references to the imagination, to self-expression, to thoughts, feelings and emotions, to the free flow of the unconscious. For those students, creative writing is writing that moves beyond the intellect; writing that is personal and emotional and imaginative and that reflects life as the individual experiences it.

You will have your own view but it will probably coincide in some ways with the definitions given here. Another lesson we can learn from these definitions is that there is difficulty in taking a tight, all-encompassing view of this subject. Creative writing can mean many different things to different people and whatever it means to you, your view is as valid as anybody else’s. You can take from the subject what you wish.
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Has considering the other definitions of creative writing helped you revise your own? If so, write down your revised views. Do that now. Write.






Can creative writing really be learned or taught?

Despite the growing history of teaching creative writing in this country, this issue is still often raised, implying doubt that creative writing can be taught or learned at all. The argument is often put forward that creative writing is not a subject like art, history or physics, and that great writers from the past did not attend writing classes; they taught themselves, or they were born with the gift and they just wrote. But why should we think that only people with the ‘gift’ can write and that creative writing cannot be taught? You, presumably, must think you can learn something about it, else you would not be reading this book. Publishers must presumably think some things about writing can be taught, else why publish this book at all?

It is the case that there can be a tendency in teaching creative writing to dwell on the technical aspects. This is because it is, in some ways, easier to teach these. You can say what a sonnet should be because there are rules to the form (or there used to be); you can lay down clear guidelines as to what a screenplay should look like because there are industry standard practices. That sort of thing is easy to get wrong and easy to correct and to teach. It is not so easy to teach whatever it is that makes one screenplay lift off the page where so many others sink beneath the surface. It is easy to teach the idea of writing good dialogue and some of the techniques involved, but not easy to teach someone to write the crackling dialogue of a great theatre piece or a terrific screenplay. This is the challenge and the issue at the heart of teaching creative writing.

As teachers, we know we can teach many of the craft elements, the technical aspects of writing, like layout and viewpoint and sonnet form. We can help people take short cuts to discover techniques and approaches they would have taken years to discover, through trial and error, on their own. We cannot teach the magical, inspirational element that separates a great piece of writing from the merely accomplished. Who would pretend otherwise? Most scientists were taught; many scientists learn how to test ideas; not all scientists are geniuses. And, as in any subject, good teachers can teach good students and inspiring teachers can inspire. Creative writing is no different from any subject in that regard. In fact, it is not unlike a great many other disciplines in which people excel. Sport, for instance.
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‘The greatest of players can improve by means of concentration and practice, but the natural athlete must start with a great advantage.’



Creative writing is not easy; it would be doing a great disservice to claim that it was and some people, as with sport, will have the advantage of greater natural talent than others. That does not mean that all people can’t learn something and improve.



[image: Images] Thomas Mann

‘A writer is someone for whom writing is more difficult than it is for other people.’
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Writing is not easy. It can be hard and it can be painful, but if you persevere it can also be personally very rewarding. If there is one secret to writing it is to enjoy it! So please enjoy your course – even the agony.






Why have you chosen to do this course?
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Believing that you can learn about creative writing must connect with your reasons for doing the course. What are your reasons? Think about your reasons and write them down.



It would be good if your reasons are clear to you at this point. But if they are not, then perhaps reasons other people have given for starting out on a creative writing course might help you clarify your thoughts. The reasons people have given are quite varied.

They range from specific ones …

• ‘to develop my skills in writing short stories’

• ‘to improve my writing and maybe move on to write a novel’

… to less specifically technical reasons such as:

• ‘to improve my writing skills and to enjoy writing for pleasure [as it is part of my job]. I write for my job but I feel constricted by formula writing and fearful of truly expressing myself in a free way’

• ‘to give myself permission to write. To take the first tiny step! Curiosity; I have been writing creatively for decades but have yet to attend a course’

• ‘to have some discipline to my writing and to write without feeling overwhelmed’

• ‘to overcome writer’s block’

• ‘because I enjoy writing but I’ve done little in the way of creative writing’

• ‘to be more creative.’

There are as many reasons for doing a creative writing course as there are definitions of the subject. Does your reason for doing this course sit alongside any of the reasons just given? If so, that can be a help. You can see that you are not alone and that other people share some of the feelings you experience. Curiosity, fear, needing to give yourself permission to write; writing as part of the job, yet feeling trapped by that and needing to find self-expression, imagination, freedom. These reasons are felt by many people and are behind a lot of the motivation for writing and wanting to write.

We want to express ourselves, yet we are afraid to and need to give ourselves permission to be creative. These are very strong feelings, reinforced in a society which does not, on the whole, encourage creativity. You may feel this yourself. These feelings are not to be underestimated. But what goals do people have? Where do they want to end up? People’s goals vary and can range from the quite specific to the quite general. Short-term goals stated by creative writing students can include wanting to:

• ‘understand the structure of a short story, use of language, use of metaphor’

• ‘write a short story, to understand more about writing characters’

• ‘learn more about how creative writing helps people understand themselves and the world’

• ‘start writing regularly, to enjoy writing, to gain some confidence’

• ‘impose self-discipline, to write on a weekly basis, to finish the course, to enjoy the course’

• ‘loosen up writing, to develop a new format of expression, to link thoughts and ideas’

• ‘have confidence, to learn skills and techniques, to allow a free flow of thought onto paper’

• ‘improve writing skills, to write short stories, to write a script’

• ‘become less critical, to find it easier to write, to finish the work I start’

• ‘have more confidence in my writing skills, to get enjoyment from expressing myself creatively’

• ‘get back into writing, to begin to structure my book, to learn to write and put together a book’

• ‘finish the first draft of my recent piece of writing, to improve my use of dialogue, to think about new ideas of writing.’

Note that these examples have yet to mention publication even though in their hearts a lot of people would seek publication. At the same time, people do realize that publication is not the main or only reason for wanting to write. Self-expression, curiosity, wanting to overcome fear, wanting to explore imagination, wanting to be more creative; these are the reasons why many people take a creative writing course. But many people, too, do want to be published. Understanding this should make you feel less alone and more confident as you undertake your course of study.

Students’ long-term goals can be as varied:

• ‘to finish my book, to continue to enjoy writing’

• ‘to improve my writing skills, to create a collection of work, to help me to observe life slightly differently, to become a great observer’

• ‘to get a short story published, to write some poetry, to plan a novel or novella’

• ‘to write a novel, to publish my work’

• ‘to delve deeper into my writing, to consolidate techniques and skills, to venture into further courses and write a novel or short story and get published’

• ‘to feel as free in writing as I do in speaking’

• ‘to open up the possibility of writing short stories’

• ‘to write a children’s book’

• ‘to write a novella, book or short stories, to have the book published, to repeat the process repeatedly’

• ‘to write a longer piece than I have written to date’

• ‘to build a credible character’

• ‘to write to the best of my ability and to gain enjoyment from doing so’

• ‘to write stories that could be publishable, to write a novel is something longer to better understand myself and other people.’
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Now consider these two questions:

1   What do you want to get from this book? Give three immediate, short-term goals and three long-term goals.

2   How do you think this course will help you achieve these goals?

Take these thoughts, especially your goals, and write them down as a mission statement. Head it ‘My mission statement’. Do it now. Write.



Has having done this helped you clarify your thoughts about the subject and what you hope to get out of your course? Keep this mission statement by you: it will help you stay on track with your work as you progress through the course.




The creative writing workshop

Where creative writing is different from some other subjects is that it has a high degree of participatory activity. The students in creative writing classes are asked to do things; they are asked to use their imaginations, their writing skills and their critical faculties. They are asked to write things down either on their own or in groups and to discuss their work in what are called Workshop settings. This can be a very challenging environment. The courage needed to present a poem wrenched awkwardly from somewhere deep within and written with a rudimentary grasp of form to a group of comparative strangers is not to be underestimated. The amount of courage needed to take criticism and comment on something created by one’s own hand is very great.

A writer’s workshop can take many forms, from a subject being introduced by a tutor and then discussed, from students simply being asked and answering questions, to writing, editing and revising new or existing pieces of work. They can be group led or facilitated by a chairperson or a tutor, usually a more experienced writer. But the key point is that students in creative writing classes are not passive receivers sitting listening to information as they are in some other subjects. They are active learners, wrestling physically with writing techniques and putting themselves on the literary line each time they submit work. This is probably one of the major reasons for the growth in creative writing as a subject over the recent decades: the learners are active and not passive and they are encouraged to draw on their own experiences and express what matters to them. In some institutions the study of English Literature has declined, even as the number of students taking creative writing has risen. Undoubtedly, the lure of fame and money, the idea of getting published plays a part, but the experience of speaking for oneself, or marshalling experience and ideas, of the excitement and pain of creating something from nothing, of using the imagination and of being fully active in the learning situation, rather than passively reading the works of others, also plays a huge part. In fairness, obviously reading is not a passive activity but there is a distinction between creating and reading one’s work and reading and analysing the work of others.

Conversely, it must be admitted that in the teaching of creative writing there can be too much emphasis on getting students to write at the expense of looking at what other writers have done, at the expense of studying and learning from good models. One of the tenets of this complete creative writing book is that you cannot be a good writer without being a good reader. We will spend time looking at examples and models.
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This is a complete course in creative writing in which you will be expected to be actively engaged. You will be asked to read material and to do things; to try out ideas, to think, to write, to criticize, to understand as well as to create.



The book is designed to be as close to being in a classroom, in a workshop situation with a tutor as you can get. It is a complete course in creative writing and intends to tell you, show you and involve you in creative writing. Involvement will be high. You will spend a great deal of time doing and thinking about what you are doing. Thus, the ‘lessons’ are interactive and the materials are designed to give you things to

• read

• think about

• do

• reflect on.

This coursebook contains:

• advice on writing

• examples

• extracts from published work

• criticism, general points and discussion.

It will also have:
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Each chapter will end with a brief summary of what you have achieved and what the next steps are so that the chapters build on one another.

We cannot promise to make you a great writer, we do not intend to bring you fame and money; but we do promise you fun and enjoyment in an active, structured learning situation in which you will meet interesting concepts and ideas that will help you develop as a writer in a variety of forms and genres. Above all, you will be creative: being creative is at the heart of what we will do here. You will be challenged and introduced to new ideas that will help your creativity as well as teach you some of the fundamental tools and ideas of writing.

In such a short space, we cannot cover all areas in depth, but we will introduce you to key concepts in the areas of prose writing and scriptwriting and in submitting your work for publication or production. The course will also inform you as a reader of writing and a viewer of films. It will, as far as it can, mimic the experience of going to a creative writing Workshop. You will be set tasks; there will be discussion and reflection on your writing and the writing process.




The writing exercises

There will be a great number of writing, reading and comprehension exercises in the course. They will range from the small ‘Snapshot’ type exercises to the writing of large, more involved pieces. At the beginning of the course and in the first few chapters particularly, the exercises will start short and small. As we build on this beginning, they will get larger and more involved, achieving more and getting more in, as the course progresses.

You will be guided through the writing exercises and the writing process in general and in particular. As well as being given tips that could help transform your work, the exercises will seek to take you from the level of a beginner up to and beyond the intermediate stage so that you feel confident in editing and redrafting a manuscript to ready it for submission. The book will finish by focusing on publishing options and further steps you may take.

It is important that you do all the exercises as you will get the best out of your course this way. As well as being asked to write things, you will also be asked questions about the exercises, about a piece of writing or a quotation. One of the teaching techniques used will be to ask you to cover up the text immediately following the example so that you do not just read the answer suggested in the book but come up with your own. To that end provide yourself with a piece of card, A5 size or simply a bookmark, to cover up the text. Once you have written your response to the question, or said it verbally to yourself, have a look at the suggestion given for you in the coursebook. Try to do it in that order because it is intended as an aid to learning and a way of getting you started at thinking about these matters for yourself.

While we are not giving specific timings for all the individual exercises, except to say that some will be short and others longer, we suggest you take as long as you need with them. Probably you will spend

• one-third of your time reading the coursebook

• two-thirds working through the exercises.
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You will be expected to complete the exercises, respond to any questions and then to reflect on what you have come up with and the process you have gone through. This constant move between creativity and reflection is at the core of the creative process. Being creative is constantly a mix of doing and reflecting, and reflecting then doing.
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To get the most benefit from this course …

•   Do it at your own pace

•   Do not plough through the whole thing without stopping

•   Take regular breaks.






What are the three most important things to do as a writer?
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In your notebook, write down what you think are the three most important things you must do as a writer. Cover up the rest of this page with your bookmark or card and do not look at it until you have written down your thoughts. Do it now. Write



Now you have done that, you can look at what some students wrote when asked this question. One student wrote: ‘Write, write, write.’ Others said:

‘Write every day, listen to what your readers say, enjoy your writing, communicate your ideas, engage your reader, develop your own style.’

‘Use your imagination to the full, don’t over criticize your work, write every day.’

‘Keep writing every day, observe people, animals.’

‘Learn skills and techniques, keep writing however difficult it feels.’

‘Let go and trust the process.’

‘Write every day, be a keen observer.’

‘Believe in your ability to write, write down phrases and thoughts however random to encourage regular writing.’

‘Think and express yourself freely without constraint.’

‘Observe the world around you, practise writing, keep an open mind, observe, listen, create.’

‘Believe in your ability, be confident, be disciplined, listen to criticism, use others as a sounding board.’

These are all great suggestions with a lot of truth in them.

But writing is not only about writing. Writing is necessary but not, as some people think, sufficient. We just wanted to make the point here that reading is equally paramount. How can you expect to write if you don’t read? Surprisingly enough, there are people who believe they can, but in order to write you must read and read a lot.

H.E. Bates always said that he learned much of his craft through reading. In his book On Writing Stephen King stresses the importance of reading, too: ‘If you want to be a writer, you just do two things above all others: read a lot and write a lot. There’s no short cut’ (p. 164).
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‘Reading is the best source of inspiration, the best means to educate yourself and to witness the skills of others – and to witness their disasters. It is through reading that you learn to structure a tale, describe character, delineate action, judge what works and what, for you, does not.’
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There is much that is vital and essential to the whole engagement with writing but the three most important things you must do if you want to be a writer are:

1   read

2   read

3   read!



In some part of our minds, we would understand that we have to read in order to write but it is essential to flag it up in big letters at this point to make sure the balance of the creative process is understood. In a way, as one student once put it, reading is a given.

We can take it, then, that reading is important. But what sorts of things should you read? Books, obviously, but also newspapers, magazines, brochures, old copies of magazines at the doctor or dentist. Read the TV guide, car manuals, cereal packets, menus, signs, CD covers. Get into the habit of reading; read anything and everything. If you want to write scripts for radio, television or theatre then you should listen to radio, watch television or go to the theatre as much as you can. If your desire is to write screenplays, then go to films and read screenplays. In fact, whatever you want to write, you should do all of the above.
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Reading is important – why?

Think about this question and in your notebook, write down three reasons why you think reading is important for writers. Write.

When you have done that see how your reasons compare with the answers below.



First of all, we read for pleasure: to enjoy the activity. But we also read to widen our vocabularies. As a writer you read to meet and familiarize yourself with different writing styles. To learn how other writers have done it and learn from them what ‘works’ – good writing, images, phrases, stories. Raymond Chandler rewrote stories from the Black Mask magazine in order to work out how other writers had told the sort of tales he wanted to tell. We read to learn what doesn’t ‘work’ – what is confusing, boring, and dull; as well as to get information on place, setting and procedures. If you are writing something set in a hospital, a police force, a court of law then there will be procedures to be followed and researched. If you do not get them right you will lose your readers. We read to get ideas for story, plot development, character creation, dialogue. We read to get anything and everything. You never know when an idea is going to strike you. The more you read the more you will absorb and the better and more complex your work will become.
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If you don’t read voraciously, you run the risk, among other things, of

•   writing poorly

•   writing things others have already written

•   creating dull, uninteresting characters, situations or stories.
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‘[Reading] offers you a constantly growing knowledge of what has been and what hasn’t, what is trite and what is fresh, what works and what just lies there dying (or dead) on the page. The more you read, the less apt you are to make a fool of yourself with your pen or word processor.’



In Chapter 2 of The Writer’s Notebook, James Friel has an exercise not unlike the following:


Workshop

What books and films can you remember reading or seeing in your life? Sit somewhere quietly with a paper and pen and let them come into your mind. Jot down why you think they have stayed with you and at least one thing that you remember about each one. Maybe you recollect some detail about a character or a particularly arresting image or memorable scene. Maybe it is the way the book or film opened or the way it ended. It might help to think of the books you read as a child; books, plays or poems you had to study at school; texts you studied at college or university, if you attended one. Is there a difference between the things you had to study and things you read or viewed for pleasure? Think about things you read or saw at significant times in your life. Perhaps these times are what make the piece of writing significant to you. Any songs that have stayed with you? Once you’ve made notes about one thing, another will probably suggest itself to you and another after that. Make notes about anything that comes into your mind; whether it is a television show, a song or a comic followed by War and Peace. Don’t censor or edit something because you think it is too trivial to be included. Include it all and keep going until you have exhausted your search.

Do this exercise for at least 30 minutes, though it will probably take longer. This is not for anyone else to read. It is for you to understand, so just write brief notes. Write 750 words.

Now look over your list and see what sense you can make of it.

•   Is there any pattern?

•   Are there any common themes?

•   Does it reveal any particular interests or obsessions?

Now, adopt the same procedure and make a second list (say, in 200 words) of the sorts of things you

•   have written

•   want to write

•   or are writing.

Is there any correspondence between the two lists? Does anything surprise you? Is it as you expected or are there any glaring omissions? For instance:

•   If you are trying to write a crime novel, have you read a lot of crime books? If not, you might want to remedy that.

•   Do you want to write plays? If so, have you few or no memories of ever seeing anything in the theatre? Again, put that right.

Is your reading not very adventurous? Then branch out. Try to read something you have never read before. If you have never read a Mills & Boon romance, start with one. See what you can learn from it. What else do the two lists reveal about you and your reading and writing habits? Compare them and don’t hurry over it; give it some thought. This will be useful information for you as a writer. Write down any observations you have.

A few years ago, the UK bookseller Waterstones did a promotion in which Sebastian Faulks listed 40 books that had inspired him to literary success. It was called the ‘Writer’s Table’ and he listed the books that had shaped his career. Faulks wrote brief notes for each book on the list, explaining in 20 words or so why the books were important and why they mattered to him. They included classic novels like David Copperfield by Charles Dickens and The Rainbow by D.H. Lawrence, as well as poetry in the form of T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land and Philip Larkin’s ‘The Whitsun Weddings’. Faulks also had room for Ian Fleming’s James Bond novel Moonraker as well as more contemporary novels. Look over the list of reading matter you have compiled and list six of them that have already inspired you or that you think could in some way inspire you with your writing. Write brief notes on why you think each piece of writing could inspire you. Write 200 words.

Finally – how do you read? This may seem an obvious question. We all know how to read, but how do you read as a writer? Write down five things you think it is important to look for when you are reading as a writer.

You will have your own answers, but one of the first things you can ask is do you like it? Whether you like the story or not; whether it grabs you is important. But even if you don’t like it you can still learn from it. Sometimes you can learn even more from the stories that don’t work for you. But the key thing is to try to find out why they don’t. If you read a story that leaves you cold, ask why that is. Ask:

•   What is missing?

•   What could be left out?

•   Is it the plot?

•   Is it the characters?

•   Is there a point to the story?

•   Is it plausible?

•   Is the language at fault? Too poor or too fancy? Does it show off too much?

•   And if you read a story you love ask what is it about it that you like? Is it the plot, the characters, the setting, the atmosphere?




Summary

In this chapter you have learned about this course, considered what creative writing is, thought about the importance of reading, considered how you read, formulated your own personal goals and written your own mission statement.

From now on when you read, read with a purpose. Read to see if you can work out what a particular writer is doing with her or her writing. Ask yourself, are they stronger on plot than characters or vice versa? Do they evoke place well? If so, how? Read book reviews in the papers to see what other people are writing and what might be worth you reading. Make reading an important part of your life as a writer.






Next step

In the next chapter you will begin to think about the words that writers use and attune yourself to the tool of our trade – language. You will start to keep a notebook and a commonplace book (more on this later) and begin to look at things and think in different ways about what you see and therefore what you write.







1

Organizing yourself as a writer

In this chapter you will learn some of the tools of a writer’s trade. You will start to keep a notebook as well as a commonplace book; establish a writing routine, and consider other books and tools you will need.




Keeping a notebook

Starting out you will obviously need something to write with and something to write on. This might be paper, pens, pencil or a computer. One essential, as we have already said, is a notebook, your notebook, your ‘writer’s notebook’.
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Many writers use notebooks; whether electronic or paper. Get yourself one.



There are some famous written notebooks that writers have kept which are well worth both aspiring and experienced writers looking at. Virginia Woolf and Katherine Mansfield kept diaries and journals that have been published and can therefore be studied by aspiring writers anxious to learn what the daily life of a writer is like. Samuel Butler’s notebooks can be studied as can the notebooks of novelist Somerset Maugham. He kept a notebook all his working life and published excerpts from 1892 to 1949 in A Writer’s Notebook.



[image: Images] W. Somerset Maugham

‘I never made a note of anything that I did not think would be useful to me at one time or another in my work.’

Maugham goes on to refer to the notebooks as a ‘storehouse of materials for future use’. This idea of a storehouse is a key concept for creative writing. The idea of harvesting and storing material to get you over lean months fits well the needs of the writer when the creative seasons are not always abundant.




BUILDING A STOREHOUSE

A storehouse is something to build up over time, to keep and to use to feed off through the lean months. And there are plenty of lean months in writing; plenty of times when you need to go to something for nourishment, sustenance and energy. Note also that Maugham does not say everything was used and was useful: only that he thought it might be useful. This itself is a useful attitude to adopt. To gather potential material you need to buy yourself a notebook.



[image: Images] Jack London, from ‘Getting into Print’

‘Keep a notebook. Travel with it, eat with it, sleep with it. Slap into it every stray thought that flutters up into your brain. Cheap paper is less perishable than gray matter, and lead pencil markings endure longer than memory.’





[image: Images] Snapshot: my notebook

Answer these questions:

•   What sort of notebook should I get?

•   What sort of things should I record in my notebook?

•   How do I use my notebook?

•   What should I write in my notebook?

Take some time to consider these questions and write your responses to each question, before reading on.






WHAT SORT OF NOTEBOOK SHOULD I GET?

Get one you like. Make it nice but not so nice that you are afraid to sully it. Some writers swear by old school type notebooks; others use hard-backed notebooks that are robust enough to withstand lots of opening and closing and thrusting into and out of jacket pockets or bags. These books can be kept and looked back on over the months and years to find phrases, half ideas jotted down, lines for a poem, or half ideas for a character or plot that might be developed now. They are also an interesting record of where you have been. They are places to record ideas that have caught your interest; scraps of dialogue you might overhear; images that come to you; snatches of songs. They are places to put down anything that grabs your interest. You should write without worrying about what anyone else will make of it, because no one else is going to see it. This is your notebook for your ideas and for your eyes only.

You might also want to try some kind of recording device to get down your immediate thoughts. The drawback of using, say, a digital voice recorder as a notebook is that you will then have to transcribe what you have recorded into a readable form, which could take endless hours of listening and typing, although these days you can get digital recorders which, with the aid of the right software, will do the transcribing for you. Recorders, digital or otherwise, do have their uses and you should make use of them, but choose what you want to use them for. They are no substitute for a good notebook and a favourite pen.

You could use an iPad; laptops and palmtops can also be a notebook. If you are skilled and proficient in using a laptop or some other portable computer device, then use it. Take your notes, record your visuals or your aural snippets. For ease here, we shall assume notebook means an old-fashioned written notebook. But please translate this into an electronic form if that suits you better.




WHAT SORT OF THINGS SHOULD I RECORD?

That is up to you. It would be easy to say record anything unusual that you see, read or hear, but each of us sees, reads and hears differently. The best advice is to gather what you think you may be able to use in your writing: what strikes you, what intrigues, what amuses you, what captures your interest. It might be something you overhear, or something you see someone doing or something you imagine. It could be something someone is wearing; a description of a room or building; a recording of the weather. It could be a strange sight. It could literally be anything; anything that somehow pricks your interest and which might generate work or that you might use in a piece of writing later. You don’t always know how you are going to use it, that might only become clear days, months, years later, but that is not the issue here. Put it down because, then, you have it or at least you have a key to the memory of it.

It is amazing, too, how often we find what we are interested in. For instance, if you are working on a particular project or piece of writing about, for example, elephants, the mind and eye will quite likely pick out all sorts of sayings, images and references to elephants from the mass of confusing details and references that fill the world.

 When taking notes, among the sorts of things you might note are:

• People: the way people look, act, dress and talk. People from real life will find their way into your writing, this is natural. Practise looking at people and listening to them as a writer would. Note details about them, colouring of skin and hair, colour of eyes, mannerisms they have, the way they dress and move.
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People-watching is an essential habit to develop for a writer.



• Dialogue: Listen to the way people speak, what they say and how they say it. People interrupt themselves and each other; they trip over words, use the wrong words, repeat themselves, pronounce or mispronounce certain words interestingly. You should be listening wherever you are. If you hear something interesting, write it down. If you are not near your book, then remember it for a few moments, if you have to, but otherwise write it down, or you will lose that particular, individual flavour that attracted you in the first place. Sometimes the very phrase or word order is key and a paraphrase of it will not do.

• Lists: Making lists can be a way of trawling both experience and memory and the things that interest you. Writers often make lists of favourite books, favourite authors, favourite places, favourite foods, favourite films, and favourite music. Keep a section in your notebook for favourite words for favourite images.

• Memories: These are a great storehouse for writers. Memories are written indelibly in us. We draw on them when searching for situations, characters, emotions and they can often give us the basic idea of a character or a situation or a story. Often without realizing it we dig down deep into this storehouse and pull out experiences that provide the energy, the living sap for our writing. It can be productive to write down some of your memories; some of the earliest memories are rich with the power that we need in our writing. Learn to tap into this energy. Writing down, or writing out your memories in a creative way, putting them into a fictional form, can also be a way of healing yourself of traumas. This is often not just a side effect but a motivating factor for a lot of writers in their work.

• Other writing: When you come across a piece of writing that you like, make a note of it, write it down. Look at it, see why you like it, try to understand it. See what the writer has done; ask yourself what you can learn from it. Try to emulate it. It is a quite legitimate and age-old tradition to imitate. It has been one of the basic learning methods of artists in all forms and fields, to learn from a master; first to write in their style, to copy; and then to develop into finding your own voice and style.
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Decide who your masters are, who you love to read who inspires you and read their work again, not just for the pleasure, or for the story or the characters, but to see how they do it; to learn from them.



Before we go further with the topic of the notebook, it should be said that, as with everything, there is, of course, another school of thought on this. Some people think that if an idea is a good idea you do not need to write it down; if it is that good you will not forget it. Therefore you do not need a notebook. There is some sense to it but you must ask, is it a way of testing your memory or a way of testing an idea? You might think of something brilliant one day and if the idea is still with you next day then it might be a good idea, or it might contain the kernel of something useful. There again, it might not. There is no guarantee in either method that the idea you have is of any worth.

So, perhaps the best thing is to practise a combination of the two approaches. It is good to get into the habit of writing things down, but maybe you should not write down absolutely everything. As you progress, learn to discriminate between what has ‘legs’ and what doesn’t. In the end, the best advice is to do what is right for you.
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Put this book down and go out and buy a notebook. It doesn’t matter what type, but one you like and want to write in.






HOW DO I USE MY NOTEBOOK?

• Keep your notebook with you at all times.

• Be ready to jot down any good ideas. No – to jot down any ideas: you might only find out later whether an idea is useful or not.

• Get into the habit of carrying your notebook (or your digital recorder, iPad, camera or whatever) in your bag or pocket. Don’t feel embarrassed. Don’t wait until you are alone. If something strikes you and you are in a public place, get out your book and write things down.

• Be bold.

• It might be best if you use a pencil for writing in it and doing your exercises; then you can rub things out but otherwise do not be afraid to use your notebook freely.
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Your notebook is a place to try out ideas, to have fun with language, to enjoy language for its own sake. It is a safe place to play, to make mistakes, make discoveries and to explore. No one will see it but you.






WHAT SHOULD I WRITE IN MY NOTEBOOK?

Should your notes be full and detailed or short and cryptic? Should you write proper sentences or quick shorthand? Well, as with so many things, we are all different and we will take notes in ways that suit our differing abilities and temperaments. If you can write proper shorthand, then do that. If not, take notes in whatever style or quickness of hand suits you. These notes are not for anybody else to read, they are for you. They are not great literature, either; or not meant to be. They are working notes, sketches such as an artist might make while they are exploring a subject; while they are seeing what particular qualities it has and getting to know it. These notes are a way of you recording what you see, hear and react to and a way of building up a storehouse of material that you will be able to work from later.

Here’s an example of a way of taking notes. This is a quick observation of a cup on a desk:


Shiny surface, covered in bouncing spots, spots like bouncing balls or floating balloons, red and blue and beige on its white surface. A spillage down the side like a pink smear or tear; blackcurrant. Handle like an ear. A circle at the top wider than the one beneath. The desk shines in its surface.



It is not arty and it is not that good. ‘Handle like an ear’ sounds OK except it is a bit obvious and been done before. ‘Bouncing spots’ is more unusual and therefore more interesting. But it shows you that you have nothing to fear. You are going to write notes – not great art. It is all about looking; it is about observing and then putting things down on paper. That is all it is about.
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Take an object that interests you. Sit down in front of it or set it down in front of you. Study it. Look at it for a while; note the following features:

•   size

•   shape

•   contour

•   colouring

•   the way light strikes it

•   whether it is shiny or matt

•   anything else about it.

When you are ready, write down your observations in about 200 words. Try to be precise and write what you see. Sometimes it is helpful to try to keep your eyes on the object as you write and not on your paper (if you can read your own writing afterwards). If you can’t do that, don’t worry. It is just that sometimes this act connects you with the object better.
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Now, read your notes over. Is there anything you want to:

•   change

•   improve

•   make more accurate

•   cut

•   add or amplify?



If so, make some small changes but don’t worry about rewriting and do not judge it. You’ve recorded your observations, now move on.
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Take several objects, either objects that are already together or that you put together like a painter in a composed still life: maybe the clutter on your desk or the contents of the dining table. Repeat the same procedure: look first and when you are ready, start writing. 200 words.



Here is an example of notes taken in just this way:


Blue, black and brown piled on a chair; a shiny, waterproof coat and a cashmere scarf. A black hand of the Invisible Man; teeth a folded zip snaking beneath an empty headed hat. The clothes will stand up soon and walk away back into the cold.
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These are again just notes, though this time there is slightly more than observation in them. What more is there? Think about why this description is different from the previous one. Write down your thoughts before you look at the commentary below.

This description is different because a little more of the writer has crept in with things like the ‘black hand of the Invisible Man’ for the empty glove, and ‘the clothes will stand up soon and walk away back into the cold’. If these have moved on from being just descriptions, what are they instead? What do you think?

The writer has introduced what are called images. These images are less factual, perhaps even poetic. We will study images later, but look at the notes you made. Are they factual or is there the hint of a potential image anywhere? Look carefully and see. If there is, note or underline it, you may use it later.




Workshop: writing outside

You will need to go outside for this workshop. You might be in a rural or urban environment; you might be surrounded by trees and fields, or streets and cars. Whatever the environment you are in, take this book and your notebook, go outside and start looking at the landscape around you, whether it is of fields or of buildings, with a view to recording some of it.

Place yourself somewhere comfortable; if you need to sit, find a park bench, or you might like to do it looking out of a café window.

But first, a word about writing in public. Some people have to overcome the difficulty of writing in front of others. It is true that writing is something that we generally do in secret, locked away, in small rooms. Partly that is in order to allow us to concentrate without distraction and without noise. But going out in public with a notebook and pen is as bad as going out with an easel and a paintbrush. If you have ever stood or seen someone stand in a field or street with an easel and a paintbrush or a drawing board you will have found that in very little time a crowd has gathered around to see what it is going on. And probably to pass judgement. In many ways writing is a less visible activity than painting to do outdoors but you may feel a wish to be invisible. Nevertheless this is something to be overcome. You will learn by doing it when you gain the confidence to write anywhere, anytime.

For this exercise, you can easily sit on the bench under a tree and make notes without catching the eye of anybody.

Observe, try to take in every detail from earth to sky and back again and when you are ready, write down every detail:

•   the size and shape of any windows

•   the brickwork

•   the angles of buildings

•   the colours of roofs, woodwork and drainpipes

•   the colour of the sky. (Note – ‘blue’ will not do and it is not usually just one colour anyway.)

•   Is there any grass? Describe it. (And grass is not just ‘green’.)

•   Are there any trees? Are they in leaf or not? Describe them.

Put in everything you see.

(200 words)

When you have done this, ask yourself if you have accurately put down what you saw. Can you add or change any detail to make it sharper or otherwise improve it? If so, edit your notes now.

While you are still outside, try the following shorter exercise as well. It will help you to hone in on what is really characteristic about something that captures your interest.

Find a bird or an animal that you can observe. Station yourself somewhere so that you don’t frighten it away and simply look at it. When you are ready, start making notes about what you can observe. Include:

•   physical size

•   shape

•   colour.

Also try to get down a sense of how it moves: are the movements smooth or jerky?

Next take notes about what you can infer. Is the bird or animal

•   alert and lively

•   anxious or sleepy?

(200 words)

Have you captured what is characteristic about this creature? If not, what would capture it? Write it down.

Now look over all your notes and review what you have done. Write down what you have discovered by doing these exercises.

(200 words)
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If you find you are weaker at one thing than another, practise the thing you are weaker at, not the thing you are good at.








Keeping a commonplace book

Having taken that these initial notes, the next thing we would do is take the process on a stage, take the raw notes and see if we can turn them into something else – this is what writers do. But before we do that there is something else most important that we must discuss – keeping a commonplace book. First of all we are going to understand what this is.
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What do you understand by the term commonplace book? Why is it

different from a notebook? Think about this and then answer these questions below:

•   What is a commonplace book?

•   What should my commonplace book contain?

•   How do I organize my commonplace book?

Take your notebook, think about these questions and write down your answers to them before you look at the answers given below.




WHAT IS A COMMONPLACE BOOK?

A dictionary definition of a commonplace book is the ‘collecting of material along a common theme by an individual’. Wikipedia, the free online encyclopaedia, says that:


commonplace books (or commonplaces) emerged in the fifteenth century with the availability of cheap paper for writing, mainly in England. They were a way to compile knowledge, usually by writing information into books. They were essentially scrapbooks filled with items of every kind: medical recipes, quotes, letters, poems, tables of weights and measures, proverbs, prayers, legal formulas. Commonplaces were used by readers, writers, students, and humanists as an aid for remembering useful concepts or facts they had learned. Each commonplace book was unique to its creator’s particular interests.



They were once very popular books and are still popular under a new name. The popular name today for what is essentially a commonplace book is a blog. And what is a blog? We have all heard the name but maybe we do not understand what it means. A blog is a website. The word blog comes from the contraction of Web and log. It is keeping a log on the web, hence blog. Whereas logs were once kept by captains of ships they are now kept on the web by individuals who regularly put up commentary and descriptions of events for others to read. Blogs can also include material such as graphics or video. These commentaries on a particular subject of news are like personal online diaries. Blogs started as online diaries and they have grown in size and nature to combine text, image and links to other blogs and webpages. An important difference between a blog and a commonplace book is that blogs have an interactive capacity. Someone can leave comments on another person’s blog. It is not common for other people to add to another person’s commonplace book. You would not expect to have people adding things to your commonplace book. This will be something for you to keep but in many other ways it is similar to the more contemporary named blog.

Most blogs are word based but they also have photographs and images, some have music and videos, some have an audio element. These can form podcasts. This though, however interesting and up to date, is beyond the scope of our concerns. Although in passing it should be said there is quite a lot of scope for writing these days in these web-based forms. Some published writing has even started out in blog form.

You are recommended to keep a commonplace book; whether paper-based, digital or electronic, as in the form of a blog, it does not matter. The advantage of the old-fashioned paper-based commonplace book is that it leads you to develop a collection of material that you can handle physically and which can feed into your writing. The advantage of a blog is that other people can contribute and you might get published.

To maintain the physical form of commonplace book you will not require a website; you will require scissors and possibly glue and something to keep the collected material in. In practical terms this could be a book or folder or box file or desk drawer where you keep any visual or written material that you think will be useful to you in your writing. These could be

• cuttings from newspapers and magazines

• book reviews

• photographs

• tickets and programmes for events

• anything likely to be useable.

How do you organize your commonplace book? This will be up to you. It will be driven by your interests, what it is that catches your eye that you feel you would like to keep; a series of articles about a particular place or happening, current events. Whatever the supplementary material you need to help you create characters and places and stories in your writing you will need to find in other sources. You will need to be looking over time. As you read, a phrase might strike you and you might want to cut it out with the scissors and put it in your commonplace book. You might do the same with a photograph, an image, anything that relates to the work you are thinking about, planning or doing. The material itself will perhaps dictate the way you organize it but you might like to have general sections for:

• travel items

• interviews

• characters

• places

• newsworthy events

• crime or other stories

• poems you like

• book reviews

• photographs.

Your commonplace book might also resemble a scrapbook as you go on. It will be formed of a mixture of images, photographs and commentary. Once again there is a long history of keeping scrapbooks. This looking, this gathering of scraps from here and there and everywhere is an important element of writing.

The important thing is to get your mind used to it and to start collecting. Collecting is important also because it is a way of thinking about writing. You are gathering material for potential use in your writing and therefore developing ideas for characters, situations and plots. Thinking about writing is also a form of writing.

Writers at all times need to be on the lookout for things that are likely to be useful to them. They might be found in books, papers, or anywhere out in the world. Writers observe events and especially other people and store details about appearance, manners and description to be used later. Writers gather, collect and use the jewels and detritus of the world in their writing.




WHAT SHOULD MY COMMONPLACE BOOK CONTAIN?

The answer is whatever is pertinent to your writing:

• cuttings from newspapers and magazines

• book reviews

• photographs

• tickets and programmes for events

• maps and guidebooks

• anything likely to be useable.




HOW DO I ORGANIZE MY COMMONPLACE BOOK?

This will be up to you. Your material will dictate the way you organize it, but you might like to have general sections for:

• travel items

• interviews and photographs

• characters

• places

• newsworthy events

• crime, sports, royal or political stories.

It is important, too, that you gather material in your commonplace book regularly, as well as writing in your notebook. You must collect something every day and you must write something every day.
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Writing is not just about writing.








Do I need a routine to write?

The short answer is yes.
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Not only do you need to learn to write as a writer writes but to think as a writer thinks.





[image: Images] How do I establish a writing routine?

Think about this question and then answer these further questions below:

•   Where do I write?

•   When do I write?

•   For how long should I write at any one time?

•   How do I write? What is the process?

•   What other items will I need to be able to write?

Write down your answers to these questions before you go on with this coursebook. Only when you have done that look it the suggestions given here.




WHERE DO I WRITE?

Anywhere; wherever you can.
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‘The space can be humble, probably should be… and it really needs only one thing: a door which you are willing to shut.’



The use of the word ‘willing’ in this quote from Stephen King alludes to an important consideration for writers. How much of your time and yourself are you willing to give to the craft? How much of your time and yourself can you give given your personal circumstances? Are you prepared to shut out family, friends or paid work?

But where you actually write depends on the sort of space available to you. There are at least two crucial issues with finding a place to write: an issue of noise and an issue of privacy. Jane Austen used noise in a helpful way. According to legend she liked to write in a room where the door had a squeaky hinge. She would not let this be oiled because it gave her a warning of people approaching, allowing her time to hide her work away. Some writers listen to music when they are writing; obviously for them music is a stimulus where it would be a distracting noise to others. As for privacy and noise, Anthony Trollope wrote a great deal of his great work while travelling on a train between Dublin and Belfast. Other authors have written in many places as varied as hotel rooms, cafés and restaurants. Others have needed a cave-like space into which they have withdrawn, rather like the early cavemen who did their cave drawings back in the deepest recesses of their caves, as if that was the place where art came from and where it ultimately belonged. This may be what lies behind the sheds at the bottom of the garden that Virginia Woolf, George Bernard Shaw and Roald Dahl all worked in. Shaw had his desk on castors so that he could move it to follow the sun throughout the day and get the best light. There is something important about the creative process in that idea of art coming from the deep and into the light of day.

At the same time, though we may not need to write in literal caves, to create we need to focus the mind and energies on the work we are trying to conjure up. Magic cannot easily take place out in the glare of the public eye, with all the noise of the daily world going on around us. And yet, that said, magic does take place in public places. Actors can create magic before us in a packed theatre. David Mamet wrote a collection of essays called Writing in Restaurants. Novelist J.K. Rowling and poet Elizabeth Jennings both did a lot of their writing in cafés. Writing also takes place under the most enormous difficulties. Great works of literature have been written under conditions of great deprivation and duress. Solzhenitsyn wrote in the gulags. One thinks of other works written in prison or in concentration camps and smuggled out but the ideal must be somewhere comfortable that is conducive to being creative; somewhere quiet and private. No one is suggesting that you must pursue the rather romantic idea of the penniless author in the garret. The best thing would be for a separate room, though a quiet corner anywhere can work. A separate table in the corner of a room will do, but you might want it to be quiet and peaceful and away from the television. In summary, you may not be able to have your own shed or writer’s room, but do what you can and find what works best for you.




WHEN DO I WRITE?

You should put aside some definite time, ideally at the same time each day or week. Take whatever time you can get; an hour a day ideally to start with, and then gradually build the time available to you for writing during the day and during the week.
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Once you have chosen the time and set it aside, then keep the appointment; turn up and WRITE.



Do you write at dawn, at midday or at midnight? This depends on you and your personal circumstances. The best thing is to write when you are at your best and your circumstances allow; that might be in the morning, afternoon or late at night. Try to get the optimum conditions when you are liable to do your best work. Therefore you must try to organize your routine so that you can write at the same time of day, ideally at the best time of day for you and when you are at your most alert. It may not be possible for you to do it when you are at your best, but try to get the best out of what you can do. Try setting aside the same time and same amount of time each day. The rhythm gets into your bones. But if you can’t manage that, then write when you can.
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‘Only a mediocre writer is always at his best.’






HOW LONG SHOULD I WRITE FOR AT ANY ONE TIME?
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‘Three hours a day will produce as much as a man ought to write.’



Ideally, you should try to write for a couple of hours at a time because that way you will get through the limbering up phase and have the chance to get into some real writing. If you like to work late at night when all is still and quiet, then you might find you can do more – fatigue permitting. Early or late probably means you get the quiet time of the day and can do more, but do it at any time that suits you best.
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Write every day. Writing is like food and exercise: a little and often is better for you than a binge or a big fun run once a year.
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Why do you think it is important to write every day? Consider the question and write your answers in your notebook.



Writing every day is important because you will produce material. Also you will establish the routine of writing. You will be keeping in touch with your writing life – you can’t always manage to get to the piece of work you are working on, so, use your notebook. Jot down a scrap, or work over some lines of description or dialogue in any snatched moment. You can do it in a café or a restaurant or theatre or a cinema before the lights go down. Get into the habit of taking your notebook out when you see something that interests you, or when you have a free ten minutes. Look around, observe, and write things down. The more you do this the more material you will build up. And the more used you will get to doing it and therefore the less embarrassed about doing it. You should do this writing in a spontaneous manner, quickly and without trying to impress. You are trying to capture something vital and sparky that has caught your eye and that may be of importance to you as you develop your work. It is the sort of thing that great journal writers like Dorothy Wordsworth and Gerard Manley Hopkins have done over the centuries. Their journals are full of things which capture the moment and illustrate for us the writer’s mind at work. But we are fortunate to share these journals. They were not written with that purpose in mind.
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As you work through this book progressively you should be doing these things progressively – reading, keeping up your notebook, collecting in your commonplace book anything that attracts you. You must also be writing. Write every day – it doesn’t matter what it is but write something.






HOW DO I WRITE?

Just write.

There is nothing else that is going to get the marks down on the paper or screen than putting the hours in. Writers are peculiar. They can be as superstitious as sports people who will often make sure they wear the same clothes or equipment each time they play; or that they change in the same place in the changing room and dress in the same order. Keats needed to put on a clean shirt in order to write. Virginia Woolf could only write in the mornings. Schiller needed the smell of rotting apples in his desk to enable him to write. Develop the peculiarity in you, don’t be afraid of it. Don’t lock it away as society may well insist; it may well help you write.
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‘I always do the first line well, but have trouble with the others.’



Writing is also hard – anyone who thinks it is easy has never really tried. Making a piece of art work, and writing something is making a piece of art, is hard. Whether it is music, fine art or writing, doing it well is an achievement like no other. It can also become an obsession.
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When you are obsessed, you will know you are in danger of being a real writer.



We are not always at our best, for writing as for anything; that is fine. We are not always at our best in other things we do in life, much as we would like to be. Writing is no different from other activities we undertake and other tasks we set ourselves. But even when we are not at our best we need to get on with it. Only by doing it will we do it.
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Writing needs regularity to it. It is a habit that we need to form.



Though we probably don’t think of it that way, believing it to be an imaginative or cerebral activity, writing is not solely something we do with our minds but is a very physical activity. The physical side is as importance as dance or sport. Dancers and sports people need to practise every day. So do writers. Though you might not believe it from the sorts of images we have of some famous writers or from what you think the activity of writing consists of, you have to be in good physical shape to write. You have to train as regularly as athletes, musicians or other performers. You have to keep in shape. The best way to do this is to do something every day. Like other obviously physical activities you have to loosen up, to limber up and to get the juices going.

The first part of your writing every day should consist of a limbering up. You might do an exercise, or read over what you did the day before in order to get into the right frame of mind. You will find there is a natural process of limbering up as you ease yourself back into the activity that you stopped doing the previous day only because you ran out of time or ground to a halt or were too exhausted to continue. You will also find that once you get through the limbering up phase and get into the actual writing that it starts to come better and faster. You are looser. You are back in the groove. This, if you are lucky, will continue for some hours until you are too exhausted to continue. Often towards the end of a session you can be on something of a roll; the ideas and the words to form them are coming thick and fast but you are fighting a losing battle against oncoming weariness. The brain starts to run down, you feel physically tired. You want to continue and don’t really see why you should not be able to. If you were a sports person or an accountant this would be the time when you started to make mistakes. The only thing for it is to stop, rest and recover; to come back the next day and start the process all over again. Limber up, get yourself back into the place you were, and let the words, ideas and images come.

When you are starting out, you do not realize that they will come again, that you have to put yourself in the right place and in the right frame of mind to act as the conductor through which these ideas, through which the writing, comes. But with practice, patience and perseverance, it does come. When the body is used to putting itself in this place to create, the body goes there naturally. It wants to go there, because it has nowhere else it wants to be. The emotional high from writing is exactly like the high from playing sport at the highest level, or from performing. There is no substitute for it, and once you have had it you want to have it again and again. To do that you have to train and keep in shape. Your mind and body get used to being in that certain place at that same time every day. Your mental, emotional and physical muscles all get used to it and they expect to be there. If you expect to be there and you are there, then the likelihood is that you will regularly produce good work.

What other items will I need to be able to write?

• A good dictionary: if you have one, great. If not, get a good one. The Concise Oxford Dictionary, Merriam-Webster’s or the Chambers 21st-century Dictionary are all fine.

• A thesaurus: This can be useful to help you find alternative words. Roget’s Thesaurus of English Words and Phrases remains good.

• A good guide to usage, punctuation and grammar is essential, whatever standard of written English you have. The Elements of Style, by William Strunk and E.B. White is excellent and concise. Fowler’s Modern English Usage, R.W. Burchfield, is also excellent – and bigger.

• Depending on what you are writing, a good dictionary of slang might be of use.


Summary

In this chapter you have learned some of the tools of a writer’s trade. You have started to keep a notebook, started to keep a commonplace book, thought about establishing a writing routine of when and how you write and considered other books and tools you will need.

As you go through the coursebook, do not let the exercise stand in the way of writing. If writing begins to take over when you are engaged in one of these exercises, then let it: give it its head. It is hard enough to get started and get anything down on paper without worrying whether you are following the rules or not. The ‘rules’ are there to help you unlock not hinder your creativity. Do the exercises, but use them as a springboard for your writing.








Next step

In the next chapter we will look at a key part of the tools of the writer’s trade – words. And to start that we will do a few small ‘snapshot’ exercises that build on the idea of note-taking. Building on the start you have made we will see how you can use anything as a starting point, even yourself, and continue to unlock your creativity. But for now, if you still have not done so already, go out and buy a notebook.
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