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Get Started in Writing a Novel


Nigel Watts and Stephen May


with additional material by Jodie Daber




Introduction


There are only three rules to writing a successful novel. Unfortunately, nobody knows what the three rules are.


Perhaps only another novelist would see the joke, but it’s worth telling, because, as with most jokes, there is wisdom tucked inside it. If you strip away the details of a successful novel, you are left with something very simple, and it is easy to believe there is a three-step plan to reproducing a successful novel for yourself. Take character ‘X’, put him in situation ‘Y’, and make event ‘Z’ happen to him – lo and behold, instant success, fame, money. If it was that easy, of course, we would all be millionaires. But it isn’t that easy – in fact, the closer you look, the less easy it appears. Why? Just because something is simple, it doesn’t mean it’s not mysterious. A novel is simple, just as a flower is simple, but try making one for yourself. We can’t – all we can do is to help one grow. We can plant a seed of thought, water it with attention and then we just have to wait. The word ‘author’ is from the Latin auctor, which literally means ‘one who makes to grow’. Though we can try to build novels in the way a child builds a sandcastle, at the heart of a successful novel is a mysterious and indefinable ‘author-ing’, an organic growing of a story. The reason nobody knows the three rules to writing a successful novel is that if there are three rules, they are unknowable.


The apprenticeship of writing


Whoever said that writing can’t be taught, only learned, was on to something. What does the expression mean? It means that although writing requires an apprenticeship, it is an apprenticeship whose duration is internal rather than simply a matter of turning up to class. Nobody can teach another person something as complex as writing a novel. The most a teacher can do is to point out the way, make suggestions, indicate the pitfalls and hold a mirror up to the students so they can learn for themselves. And although success is attainable from the very beginning, there is no end to the apprenticeship. A good writer will always be a student of writing.


Rabindranath Tagore, the great Indian poet, was visited on his deathbed by an eminent critic and friend. ‘You have much of which to be proud,’ the friend said. ‘Six thousand poems you have written, each one a masterpiece. You can die content in the knowledge that you have been a flower which has fully opened.’


Rabindranath began to weep, much to the astonishment of the critic. ‘Why are you weeping, my friend? Does death frighten you so?’


‘I am not afraid of death. I am weeping because I have only just become a poet. Up to now my buds have only been half open. More and more poems are coming to me, each one better than the last. I am weeping at the injustice of being so quickly pruned by God.’


There is no end to the journey towards the perfect poem or the perfect novel. Why? Because no such thing exists. If you find yourself writing and rewriting a sentence, groping towards a perfect expression of what you want to say, do yourself a favour – stop it. Not only can there never be a perfect novel, there cannot even be a perfect sentence. Words are symbols: the best they can do is approximate what we want to say. And just as what we want to say is, hopefully, ever expanding, so too is our ability to use words which fit.


You can learn the craft of writing, but the teacher is yourself. A book such as this one can be invaluable – use it, take heed by all means; however, the lessons will be learned when you are holding a pen in your hand, and you can become your own instructor.


Art and craft


Another way of expressing this idea is: You can teach craft, but art can only be learned. A novel, as any piece of creative writing, comprises two aspects: the craft, that is, the mechanics of its construction, and the art, namely the quality of its construction. The mechanics of writing can easily be learned: a page of diagrams can be memorized, a list digested – and you will find both in this book. Quality, however, is more difficult to learn, for it can’t be reduced to a formula. Quality is the indefinable mystery of writing, the relationship between words, which is as much the product of the space between words as the words themselves. A mechanical approach to writing a novel will always fall short of what is possible for the form – we can use computer programs to help us with plot ideas and to check our grammar, but no computer can write a good novel, because no computer can understand this mystery.


A good writer isn’t just a wordsmith. A good writer is someone who can see quality in the world and can somehow translate that on to the page. Tricky to achieve, but essential if we are to write a novel which touches people.


The myth of the ‘writer’


If you are the sort of person to be intimidated by the weight of books that have already been written, or are unsure of your talent or your vocation, take heart. There is no such personage as a ‘writer’. If you worry that you don’t possess that special ingredient other writers have, particularly the writers you admire – don’t. There is only one qualification to be a writer: human beingness.
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Juan Carlos Onetti










‘I am not a writer except when I write.’
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It took me years before I could call myself a writer, years more before I realized the term means nothing. A writer is a person who writes. A novelist is a person who writes novels. And a good novelist? We’re back to the mystery – there is no absolute checklist against which we can measure our writing. Anyone who has received enough feedback – whether from friends or from professional reviewers – knows that everyone has a different idea about what makes a good book, a good writer. If you want a lesson in the futility of measuring up to the notion ‘good writer’, just try to write something which pleases everybody. It is important to listen to people’s opinions, particularly those who have trodden that path before; however, just as the essence of the perfect sentence is ineffable, so too is that quality marked ‘excellence’. Why else do some novelists write again and again and again? Not for the money, nor the limelight, nor even because they have a story burning a hole in their mind, but because they are reaching for a distant star, just as Tagore was.


Do I have what it takes?


Leaving aside notions of good and bad, what sort of person writes, in particular a novel? If you wonder whether you have the stamina to complete a novel or the talent to write a good one, there is only one way to find out – write one and see. If you wonder whether the journey is worth the effort, whether you stand any chance of reaching the end, there are some questions you could ask yourself before you start. Do I enjoy reading? Have I turned to pen and paper in times of turmoil? Am I interested in people, and what makes them tick? Do I have a story to tell, or a message I want people to hear? Have I ever been complimented on my writing?


Although there is no such person as a writer, and although people who write are as various as the books that have been written, I imagine most people who have written successful novels would answer ‘yes’ to most of the above questions.


The importance of being a reader


If you were an avid reader as a child, all well and good (though don’t rule yourself out if this is not the case – some of us come to books only later in life). Nevertheless, it is important that you read a certain amount now. This is for two reasons: first, whether you are avant-garde or a genre writer, self-consciously literary or don’t know how to define yourself as a writer, you must realize that your work, if read, will be gauged by people who are expert story consumers. Even if your readers haven’t read widely, it is likely they have read a bit. And what about the plays or films your readers have seen? We are the most story-literate society ever – stories are everywhere, and not just in obvious forms. Stories are disguised as news reports and adverts; jokes are nothing but funny stories, gossip nothing but domestic stories. We are experts on our own culture – and although we may not be able to tell a good story, we know one when we hear one. So, if you want to please such discriminating consumers, you need to realize you are part of a cultural tradition. That doesn’t mean you have to read all the classics; it does mean you can’t be completely uninformed. It is no good thinking you are being startlingly original if everyone else thinks it’s old hat. It’s no good unwittingly conforming to genre and then unwittingly switching in mid-story – readers will accuse you of cheating, just as if you had picked up the ball in a game of soccer.


The second reason you should be a reader is to learn from others. Apprentices work under craftspeople so they can study their technique, and novel writing requires an apprenticeship just as much as furniture making. At first you may find yourself copying other writers, certainly, this was so in my case: my first novel began as a pastiche of many different styles – from Jane Austen to D. H. Lawrence to Kurt Vonnegut. Thankfully, I managed to break free of their influence, but at first it may not have been a bad thing: there is much to learn in terms of syntax and rhythm and authority from all three writers. In the end, however, it is vital that you find your own voice. If not, the story will just be a thinly veiled copy of a better original, whether that be Tom Clancy or Tom Stoppard. Learn from other writers, and by all means (the laws of copyright withstanding) borrow from them, but make your words your own.
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T. S. Eliot










‘A poor poet imitates, a good poet steals.’
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Three qualities needed for success


There are three qualities I think an aspiring writer needs in order to have success: luck, talent and hard work. There may not be much you can do about luck (although what some people call good luck in others is often the legitimate fruit of their labours). Talent – the ability to mould quality – you can do more about, although you can only develop something that is already there. It is hard work which is most fully available to us. Writing well is not a doddle. Yes, sometimes the muse descends on us, and all we have to do is hold the pen. Most of the time, however, it involves struggle and discomfort. If novelists wrote only when they were inspired, the shelves of our libraries would be mostly empty.


THE IMPORTANCE OF STAMINA


Writing a novel, more so than writing a short story or a poem, requires stamina. When I began my first novel, I leaped into it as though I was running a 100-yard dash. A few days passed, a few weeks, and I found myself pausing to catch my breath, looking ahead to see where the finishing line lay. It was nowhere in sight – I had barely finished the first chapter. A novel, I realized, is not a dash, but a marathon. A few weeks passed, a few months, and I realized my metaphor was wrong – a marathon, even at walking pace, can be completed in a day. Perhaps the writing of a novel was closer to an extended pregnancy. A few months passed, turning into a few years, and I realized that, again, I had got the wrong image. Bar any mishaps, there is something inevitable about pregnancy. If you allow nature to take its course, there is no turning back: a baby will be born. There is no such certainty for a novel. You could work on a novel for ever without coming to its end – there is nothing inevitable about completing it.


COURAGE AND ENCOURAGEMENT


As well as stamina, you also need something which may not be immediately apparent, particularly at the start – courage. Why does writing take courage? Nobody is going to write your novel for you, and it won’t write itself. The only way a novel will be written is by you picking up the pen and writing every word – a writer, remember, is someone who writes, not someone who thinks about writing. When the going gets tough, and your story is in a tight corner, or your characters have turned to cardboard, and your enthusiasm to sawdust, there is only one person who can pull you though – yourself. Disciplining yourself to work when you don’t want to, climbing back into the saddle when your story throws you, believing in yourself when nobody else does – these things take courage. It is far easier not to write a novel than it is to write one. Writers need every little bit of encouragement they can get. So, before you start your project, or if you’re in the middle of it, pause for a moment, reach over your shoulder and pat yourself on the back. Even if you’re only contemplating writing a novel, congratulate yourself. There are far more people who would like to have written a novel than who want to write, far more people who want to write than actually do so. Encourage yourself regularly in the writing – or better still, find someone who can offer encouragement to you, and you will find that you are a writer.


CLIMBING THE LITERARY MOUNTAIN


Of the three qualities of luck, talent and hard work, it is the last with which you should make friends. The successful novelist (that is, one who has finished a project which is recognizably a novel) is a stubborn, brave and single-minded individual. Antisocial, perhaps; misunderstood, almost certainly; confused and afraid at times, unsure of their talent, regretful of their mistakes, envious of their peers – a successful novelist may be all of these. But he or she is also a brave pioneer.


It will help make the journey less onerous if you remind yourself occasionally why you want to write. The two essential qualities every novelist needs – motivation and inspiration – are contrary creatures which rebel against coercion. You must coax them, encouraging them, promising them that the journey is worth the effort. Convince yourself that for the person who reaches the top of his or her literary Everest and plants the flag, there is immense satisfaction. If you have yet to make such a journey, just know that the view from the top of a completed novel is, in my experience, worth the struggle.


NO RULES


If you learn nothing else from the book, I would like you to learn this: THERE ARE NO RULES. A novel is not a wind-up machine which either works or it doesn’t – it is a social convention which is constantly changing. Admittedly, some conventions are so embedded in our culture that we would be unwise to ignore them, just as we would be unwise to drive on the wrong side of the road. But fiction is not real life, and the cost of breaking with convention is often no more than failure to be published. This is part of the pleasure of writing fiction – the freedom from constraint.


If you do want to be published, following the advice in this book will probably help, because the majority of the points I make are a matter of consensus. However, slavishly following a convention is not only misguided, it can be unhelpful: a good novel is a strange thing – you can break every ‘rule’ in the book and still write a wonderful bestseller. In fact, the best novels are often those which take the biggest chances. It is worth realizing, however, that people who do this successfully are usually experts in the conventions they are breaking. Be well informed, and then fly in the face of tradition. Pablo Picasso only became a successful Cubist when he had already mastered classical drawing.


Some of my advice in the following pages is more idiosyncratic, in which case it is even further away from being a rule. But I cannot teach you the craft of writing, because no such craft exists: all I can do is try to teach you my craft of writing.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


I have structured this book to reflect my own process of writing a novel. Although fiction writing is far too messy to submit to such analysis, my journey goes something like this: I begin with the idea, develop the plot, find out who my characters are, then decide viewpoint, setting and theme. Editing comes way down the line, and the last thing I think about is selling the novel.


Obviously, some writers might perform this process in reverse, so there are two ways to use this book. First, by starting at page one and working your way through it; or second, by using it as a workshop manual, dipping in as you progress with your own novel. The Contents at the front (and the Index at the back, if you’re reading the paperback version of this book) will help you find what you’re looking for.


ABOUT THE EXERCISES


Throughout most of the chapters there are suggested exercises. If you choose to do them, a note of caution – don’t turn them into a chore. If this happens, stop – it may become counter-productive. But distinguish between a deep-seated distaste for what you’re doing and a temporary reluctance based on laziness or fear. If you meet a barrier, and want to stop, try pushing past it. Often, on the other side is what you’ve been looking for.


Here’s your key to the different types of exercise and feature:
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Write – These are longer exercises, where you’ll be asked to create your own piece of writing.
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Snapshot – A shorter exercise, or a series of questions to help you consider a particular aspect of the writing process.
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Workshop – A series of guided questions that will help you reflect on a piece of writing – see below for a more detailed explanation.
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Edit – A chance to rework and strengthen a piece you’ve already created.
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Key quote – Words of wisdom from those who know.
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Key idea – An important concept to grasp.
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Focus point – Advice to take forward.


Next step – Where we’re going next.


THE WORKSHOP


This edition of includes a brand-new exercise – the Workshop. Creative writing workshops provide writers of all abilities and from all backgrounds with a space in which to share their work and get constructive feedback. They are also great places to meet like-minded people and share the agonies and ecstasies of becoming a writer. There’s probably one happening near you. Ask at your local library or adult education centre for details.


In the Workshop exercises, you’ll get the chance to review your novel-in-progress. There’ll be a series of questions which will hopefully help you to see the piece through new eyes, to identify what’s successful and what isn’t, and guide you towards ways to strengthen and hone your writing, just like attending a workshop in real life.




1
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Beginnings
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You want to write a novel, so where do you start? Let’s first of all dismiss the topic of technology. A computer is helpful: it makes editing easy, likewise printing out copies. Some people find that having, in effect, a neat top copy always in front of their eyes helps them keep their thoughts ordered. A spell checker and word counter are also helpful features.


On a humbler level, paper and pen or pencil have been used, and are still used. Their advantages? They are portable (try using a computer in the bath), cheap, and have sensory appeal to some writers (yellow legal pads and 2B pencils are a particular favourite). Roald Dahl worked with pencil and paper in his garden shed, a plank of wood for a desk. A novelist friend of mine writes in longhand in bed between midnight and 3 a.m. I am typing this straight on to a computer, using notes from my trusty red exercise books.


The hardware of writing is largely irrelevant: it is the software (or what in modern computer jargon is being called ‘wetware’ – the human brain) that counts. An expensive desk and computer won’t help you write (as the best-selling author Sue Townsend discovered when she still found herself drawn back to the kitchen table). Don’t be misled by technology – a writer is someone who writes. Experiment by all means, find a medium that suits you, and then get on with the task of writing your novel.












	

[image: image]





	

Key idea










Whether you prefer to write by hand or on a computer, the most important thing to do is just sit down and write.
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A writer in search of an idea


So, you have cleared a space on the table, bought your paper or polished the screen of your computer. Now what? There are two ways of looking at this. If you want to be a writer, but have nothing to write about, you’ll be like a knight in armour searching for a damsel in distress to rescue. Good luck – there is no guarantee you’ll find one. There was a six-month gap between finishing my second novel and starting my third novel during which time I had no ideas at all. In desperation, I scraped around in the department of my brain marked ‘good ideas’, and eventually came up with a scenario anyone who has read Crime and Punishment will recognize. And so I filled a notebook with storylines, flogging this dead horse with diminishing enthusiasm, until one day I forgot to pick up the notebook. About time, too.


It’s a frustrating fact of the creative life that motivation alone isn’t enough to produce a work of art. We need a spark, a germ, a seed. A novel is not a machine – you can’t build one. A novel is more like a bonfire: you can lay as much firewood as you please, but without a spark you’ll get no heat. Henry James called this spark a donnée, a gift, something that you receive.


On the other hand, if you are a person who has an urge to bring into existence an idea which has been bothering you, somebody who has a particular story to tell, thank your lucky stars – you have received your donnée, your subject has chosen you.
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Focus point










Keep writing something while you’re looking for your idea – your diary, personal letters, character studies, plot outlines – nothing is ever wasted, and you never know, the idea might emerge from one of them.
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TAKE WHAT YOU GET


Don’t resist being chosen. I see it a lot with my students: an idea tugs at their sleeve, but they ignore it because they want to write something more noble, or exciting or intellectual. And generally the results are what you would expect: strained and artificial. But when students recognize the wealth of material they already possess, they can access their greatest asset as writers: their uniqueness. Nobody has lived your story, nobody has had your combination of experiences. Use your life experiences. If you’re lucky, you may find you don’t have any choice – hopefully your story is demanding to be written.
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Bruce Duffy










‘You know, you don’t always have a choice what you’re going to write. You’re not like a cow that can give cream with one udder and milk with another.’
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HOPING, WAITING AND LOOKING


What can be done if you have an urge to write, but have yet to be chosen by your subject? You can hope, and you can wait, and you can look. There is no shortage of material out there, it’s just a matter of adjusting your story antennae to ‘ultrasensitive’. We are inundated with story stimulus, perhaps the richest source being life itself: real things happening to real people. Form the habit of watching events through a novelist’s eye, listening to dialogue through a novelist’s ear.


Trawl through your past for story fodder. Particularly if you are writing for children, think back to the events which were important for you at that time of life. The chances are, if they were important for you, they would be relevant to a young reader.


Newspapers and magazines are often a rich source of material. Rather than storing this material away in your memory, or building a stack of newspapers, or files of unsifted clippings, try keeping a scrapbook. Cut out interesting items from newspapers, or photographs of people and scenery that catch your eye. Much of it may never be used, but what you do use can be invaluable.


When I was writing my first novel I looked out for faces in magazines which fitted my protagonists. The pictures I settled on – the actors Trevor Howard and Meryl Streep – not only helped me in my characterization, but also provided me with the harmless fantasy of casting these actors in the film version of the book!
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Snapshot










If you are looking for an idea, trawl though newspapers. Although the news they usually report is grim, there is little doubt that the stories often have dramatic potential. See what you can make of one of the following, all of which are real examples:


  •    A six-year-old girl threw herself in front of a train and killed herself because she wanted to become an angel and look after her sick mother.


  •    A man kidnapped the son of a millionaire friend because he was missing his own children.


  •    A man and a woman who met as strangers discussed their separate domestic problems and decided to kill themselves.
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A less unwieldy tool in the writer’s kit is the notebook – no need for scissors and paste here, just a pen and paper. Jot down snatches of dialogue – both heard and imagined. Write down story ideas and fresh twists in the plot. Sketch maps of the imagined landscape, draw pictures of the house your hero lives in. Some novelists always have a notebook handy, just in case an idea comes when they’re away from their desk (which, even for the most assiduous writer, is most of the time). Although non-notebook novelists (such as myself) may admire their more efficient brethren, as long as the ideas are written somewhere (and yes, we do use the backs of envelopes), they are safe from the vagaries of the writer’s mind: a poor memory.









	

[image: image]





	

Key idea










Never go anywhere without a pen and paper. It is at the planning stage that ideas can strike without warning, particularly when you are in the bath, or half asleep, or just about to jump on a bus.
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Don’t rely on your memory: you may think you can remember it all, but this is the world of dreams we are talking about, and dreams are notoriously difficult to recall. And dreams are useful. If you are a vivid dreamer, get in the habit of keeping a dream diary. I often have story dreams in which I am reading children’s books. Although most of the ideas don’t survive the transition of daylight mentality (being just too way out), those that do have a quirky appeal which is difficult to capture in daylight hours.


I’ve heard of one writer who uses verbal slips and misreadings to generate ideas. The other day I misheard a passing remark which struck me as having story potential: ‘Keep the good worm up,’ one man said to another. The mind boggles.


A recent discovery of mine is the spell checker on my computer, which, when it fails to recognize words, will supply substitutes. In this way, my wife’s name – Sahera Chohan – was transformed to ‘Sacra Choral’, which gave me a delightful name for a character I have used in a children’s novel.
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Focus point










If you have the storyteller spirit, ideas will come along. They may not be quick, and they may not come as expected, but in my experience, they do come. Don’t lose hope.
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GENERATING IDEAS


A more active way of listening out for stories is by doing timed writing exercises. Ideas for stories can be generated by the act of writing itself. One thought can follow another, and before you know it, you have your donnée. It is worth realizing that this sort of exercise works best if it isn’t goal-oriented. If you’re consciously looking for an idea, it may elude you.
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Write










This is a very simple and effective technique. Set yourself a time to write – anything from ten minutes to a couple of hours – then, come what may, write about anything that comes to mind. Write about last night’s dream. Write about a recent important event. Write about the room you’re in. If you’re resistant and blocked, write about that.


This exercise is not an end in itself, so write quickly and unselfconsciously. It doesn’t matter about the quality of what you produce – nobody will see it. Ask your internal critic to step back so you can exercise that most important of writer’s muscles – the brain.
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You may be out of condition and find you get quickly exhausted. If this is the case, set yourself an achievable target, and then expand the amount of time you spend writing, perhaps by five or ten minutes every day.


It is also useful to vary the times you write. Set yourself the task of writing for ten minutes first thing in the morning, or last thing at night. Write on the bus on the way to work. Write when you’re drunk or sleepy or in a bad mood. If you only write in ideal conditions and when you feel like it, you will be like a painter with a restricted palette. You might paint good stories, but they will always lack something.


Two things to remember:


1    Write for the length of time you said you would – certainly no less. This is a timed exercise.


2    Don’t read what you’ve just written. Put it away for a week or two before you read it over. If you don’t do this, the exercise may become goal-oriented, and you may fence in your imagination.



	

Workshop




	

How will you know if your story idea is any good? There is no way of telling, short of writing it, but try asking yourself these questions:


•  How excited am I by it? If it is an idea-led story, do I care enough about the issues it deals with to stay with it for six months, a year, two years?


•  If it is a character-led story: do I have at least one vivid, compelling character?


Motivation is the key to seeing through the long process of writing a novel. Often we keep our desires as writers secret – even from ourselves. If your desire is buried, so too will be your motivation. Write a letter to yourself, imagining that an understanding and supportive other part of you will read it. Outline the reasons you want to write, being as honest and as ambitious as you want. Keep the letter in a safe place and read it whenever your motivation flags.


List the reasons why you want to tell this story in particular.


What about subject matter? Some subjects sell well, some are old hat, but an idea alone won’t disqualify – or assure success for – a novel. There are no ‘off’ subjects, no matter how taboo, or how many times they have been written about. Look at the variety of successful novels: though there are trends, they are very general indeed. Originality counts for something, but that doesn’t mean the rewriting of an existing story counts for nothing. Don’t think of the market at this stage. At the beginning, the person you should be thinking of is yourself. Does the story appeal to you? It is you, after all, who will have to write it. And if a story doesn’t excite you, do you really think it will excite someone else?
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Snapshot










Choose a favourite novel, and read it again – either in whole, or in part. Why is it your favourite novel? Be as specific as you can. What can you learn from it in terms of the novelist’s craft?


[image: image]
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Patricia Highsmith










‘The first person you should think of pleasing, in writing a book, is yourself.’
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Research


When you have your spark, then what? The chances are that a certain amount of research will be needed. ‘Write about what you know’ is an oft-quoted maxim, but what does it mean? Not that you should restrict yourself to autobiography, never straying outside the bounds of your personal experience. If this were so, we would have no Shakespeare, probably no thrillers, and certainly no science fiction. ‘Write about what you know’ means do your research. Some subjects will need less research than others, and for a beginner this may be a significant advantage, but there are no out-of-bound subjects as long as you know what you’re talking about. Don’t hurry over this stage in your rush to get ahead – the informed reader may find mistakes, and even the casual reader may find the story lacks credibility and depth.


There are two sorts of research needed: external and internal. External research means collating facts about the fictional world you are about to conjure up. If your setting is unfamiliar to you, you need to know about the landscape and weather and culture of the place. If your story features somebody whose background is not your own, you will need to do some homework so that they are convincing. If you know little about the issues covered by your book, do your reading, and speak to people who do know.


Internal research is the sort you do without leaving your writing desk. Unless you fully imagine your characters, and how they would react in certain situations, your story might lack depth. Internal research means thinking up their biographies, the sort of people they are; getting to know them. This is my favourite form of research, because it means daydreaming, letting your imagination go. Steep yourself in the reality of the story, try to see the world through the eyes of your characters. If anyone thinks you’re asleep, shoo them away and tell them you’re working.


How to do external research? The Internet is an obvious place to start, but remember that not all the information on the web is accurate. Spread your net wider, so that you get confirmation of what you’ve found online. Enrol your local librarian into your project, and complete a reading list together. Other novels on the same subject are often a good source of detail, as well as the more obvious reference books. Target people who you think have some of the answers, screw your courage to the sticking point (if you’re as nervous as I am), and interview them. Try to visit the location of your story to get the feel of the place.


Bringing your story into focus


There are five questions you can ask to help bring your story into focus: what, how, when, who, why? Let’s take these in order.


WHAT SORT OF STORY?


Do you decide on the type of book you want to write before you begin: short story, novella, full-length novel, doorstopper? Comedy, romance, tragedy, farce? Every writer will answer differently – for me, I have a picture of the completed book in my mind before I begin. Somehow questions of form have a habit of answering themselves.
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Michael Frayn










‘The form chooses you, not the other way round. An idea comes and is already embodied in a form.’
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HOW DO I START?


I am very visually oriented as a writer, and also a lover of cinema, so I like to imagine the scenes unfolding in front of my eyes. I imagine myself in a comfy chair, in a cinema. The lights go down, the credits roll – what do I see? And then what, and then what? When I reach the end of a scene I ask my cinematic sense to tell me what is required next. I rarely fail to get a picture come to mind.


The problems with this are twofold: first, novel and film are different media with different requirements. Some stories transfer well from one to the other; however, there is no guarantee of this. In fact, the surrealist film director Luis Buñuel used to say that only bad novels could be turned into good movies.


The second problem is in recycling cinematic clichés. Anybody who has taught English to schoolchildren will know that when you set them a story to write, it is not unusual for them to recycle what they saw on television the night before.


So, be aware that it is a novel you are writing, not a screenplay, and that just because a picture comes to mind it doesn’t mean it’s the right one. However, if you are having difficulty moving the action forwards, try closing your eyes and visualizing each scene. At this stage, don’t worry about comprehensibility – you can edit the day’s shoot once you have the rushes in.


WHEN DOES THE STORY BEGIN?


Sometimes there will be no doubt in your mind. Sometimes – particularly when the story spans years – it may not be obvious. Should you start at the beginning of your character’s life, or begin when the main action takes place? There are two main options for handling time:


1    Establish the background (briefly or at length), and then introduce the first important event which precipitates the action, continuing chronologically.


2    Begin at the event and, while progressing chronologically, feed in the ‘backstory’ – the necessary history which places the hero or heroine in context. This is the most striking way to begin a story. Franz Kafka’s ‘Metamorphosis’ begins with a bang: ‘As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams he found himself transformed in his bed into a gigantic insect.’


A third, lesser, option of starting at the end, and then telling the entire story as flashback, is a variation on the two above. Vladimir Nabokov begins Lolita this way; the first, short, chapter ends: ‘You can always count on a murderer for a fancy prose style. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, exhibit number one is what the seraphs, the misinformed, simple, noble-winged seraphs, envied. Look at this tangle of thorns.’


Chapter 2 of the novel then begins: ‘I was born in 1910, in Paris.’


If you decide to fill in some of the background, the question is how much to give? Although there are no rules for this, if the event which begins the story (the ‘trigger’, a term which will be explained in Chapter 3) is not in the first two or three chapters, your readers may become restless. The background of a story is like the backdrop in the opera: interesting perhaps, and able to hold the viewer’s attention for a while, but if the overture is too long people will start shuffling in their seats. Most people read stories for the action, not the scenery.


Disrupting the chronology of the story, for instance by starting at the end, or using flashback or time slips is a technique that many writers have used, for example Joseph Conrad in Nostromo. This is very tricky, however, and should be used only with good reason. Most novels progress chronologically, and most readers are happy with that.
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