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To all my students
with heartfelt thanks for teaching me
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I
DARE
YOU



I’ve been teaching creative writing – classes, workshops, mentoring – for more than 20 years. I love teaching and believe that in order to be a good teacher I must be a good student. I constantly learn from my students, and I delight in responding to the challenges they give me.


Over the decades, I’ve noticed several recurring issues: pesky problems, classic hopes, common fears and dreams. I’ve also noticed how those of us who stick at the practice of creative writing find new kinds of happiness in our lives. Sometimes it’s the euphoria of an inspirational moment, the gratification of being published or winning praise. But it’s the lasting kind of happiness that most interests me. It is slow to build. Uneven, but certain. It happens piece by tiny piece, like a mosaic. It emerges from ways of seeing, and ways of doing. With time, creative writing can enhance wellbeing, which can enhance creative writing, which can enhance wellbeing...


Such teaching-learning prompted me to write the first pages of this book more than 15 years ago, and I have been adding to it slowly ever since.


Reflecting an archetypal story structure, The Happy Writing Book is divided into three parts: beginnings, middles and ends. This structure is not about levels or stages. Creativity does not move in straight lines or regular steps. You can dip in at random, or read from start to finish.


Happy Beginnings – incitement, excitement – are about overcoming obstacles, being prepared, nurturing ideas, breaking blocks and letting go. Whether you’re a seasoned writer or a newcomer, you’ll find chapters here to open your mind and open your heart.


Happy Middles – complication, concentration – are about being under way, paying attention, fuelling up, developing the craft. Dive in here for plenty of how-to tips, some literal and some lateral.


Happy Ends – resolution, resilience – are about goals, persevering, finishing and some of the life-enhancing outcomes that spring from creative writing practice. In this part of the book you’ll find suggestions of how-to, and why-to.


Some chapters are packed with spurs to action; others are more about thinking in fresh ways. Some tasks will take you ten minutes, job done. Some exercises are designed for ritual repetition, little and often. Others are reliable writing techniques that you can return to whenever you need them. (As I do.) There are ideas you’ll enjoy pondering, letting them settle, taking your time; you might find yourself thinking them through for a week, and playing with them months later. You’ll be offered suggestions, and contradictory suggestions. You can pick and mix. For every person who flourishes with a deadline, there’s someone else who wilts at the prospect. But sometimes habits and aversions are worth confronting – how else to expand your repertoire?


Insights from other disciplines have percolated into my teaching and writing practice, so they make an appearance here. I’ve learned from doing tai chi, film-making, communications consultancy, art and design. I’ve studied languages and philosophy. Psychology, music and neuroscience inspire me too.


You’ll see that I refer to all forms of creative writing, although my guidance leans a little towards prose, and towards English language and literature. I look to the wisdom of famous and unfamous people, some of whom died centuries ago. I quote student-writers, friends and peers. I draw on personal material too, sharing insight from my own experiences as teacher, student and practitioner.


Forget the plodding instruction manual – think 100 parcels of inspiration 
and provocation.


This book is for you if you wrote funny poems when you were nine years old, or you kept a stormy journal in your teen years, or the last truly creative work you produced was at school, and you remember how much fun it was but you haven’t done it since. Perhaps you’ve been persuaded that you’re ‘not creative’ and you simply want to realize your expressive potential through writing. Perhaps you wax a bit lyrical when you email your bank about a glitch in their service, or you loiter with intent around the blogosphere. Perhaps you want to tackle a significant project – say, your memoir or family history – and you want to write it well.


Equally, this book is for you if you wield words for a living. You may have work that’s published or produced, and you want to explore new directions or improve your creative stroke. Writers of all kinds can get stuck. You may be writing like a wild thing, just for the love of it, but you’re not sure how to make progress. You may be involved in a different creative practice – visual art, film-making, marketing, fashion, design, dance – and you’re keen to extend your storytelling powers. Whatever your art, The Happy Writing Book is for you too.


This is a practical writing guide, but it’s brimming with ideas to enhance wellbeing, not just creative output. The angle might be something as small and rich as noticing. Or tackling an unhelpful habit. It might be about embracing skills, conquering fears or building confidence. What about cultivating curiosity? Creating for pleasure? You can use specific writing tasks to spark positive change in yourself or in the wider world. Throughout, I encourage you to think well, nurture your imagination and make the most of your inner resources.


Some of the strategies offered here involve action and discipline. Some of the concepts are simply affirmative; you can read them and do no homework at all. If you take the suggested techniques and insights to heart, you will be a more confident, more creative, more effective writer – and this can have positive impacts on your life.


Whatever you do, I dare you to relish reading, writing and living.


Here and there in Old English poetry, you’ll chance upon a beautiful phrase for storytelling. The warrior Beowulf unlocked his word-hoard. The poet Widsith unlocked his word-hoard. Wisdom herself unlocked 
her word-hoard. It’s a concept loaded with treasure and generosity. 
I encourage you to unlock your word-hoard.





HAPPY
BEGINNINGS



Think incitement, excitement. Happy Beginnings are all about overcoming obstacles, dismantling doubt, sparking inspiration, letting yourself go… Whether you’re a seasoned writer or a newcomer, you’ll find chapters here to open your mind and open your heart.
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WHY WRITE?


My mother taught me to write when I was about three years old. I was so excited that I went off and wrote all over the wallpaper. I had no intention of being destructive or seeking attention. I was just thrilled at this new grown-up power and wanted to exercise it. Thinking about it now, I realize there was a sense of magic in the very act of writing: getting something invisible out of my whirligig head, into my hand, translating it through an implement, onto a surface, making visible marks that others could read and understand.


That was writing.


Then there was creative writing: the enchantment of words, shaping poems, inventing voices and scenes, crafting stories. Someone made the magic that emanated from books. Writers. Many of those writers were also illustrators. Much of my childhood was spent reading, writing, drawing and painting. I have been torn between the lures of visual and verbal magic ever since, but it looks like writing has won.


Creative writing is a kind of happy addiction. You might start out feeling that you can just experiment. Or it’s peer group pressure (other people are writing and you don’t want to be left out). You think you can resist or succumb whenever you feel like it. There’s a hint of dangerous glamour about it – you’ve seen those damaged-looking individuals who win big prizes and record-breaking advances.


Whether you’re feeling vulnerable, or strong as a cockroach, don’t fool yourself: it is an addiction. Writing is stronger than you are. It starts out being fun and interesting, but soon it becomes a gnawing need, an insatiable craving – and you will do almost anything to satisfy it.


You have been warned.


So why write? Apart from trying to earn a living, George Orwell identifies four great urges for writing prose. He doesn’t call it addiction. He implies that writers have the free will to choose, because he calls these four great urges motives.


Can you admit to ‘sheer egoism’? Do you feel ‘aesthetic enthusiasm’? Are you susceptible to ‘historical impulse’ or ‘political purpose – using the word “political” in the widest possible sense’? To some degree, Orwell argues, all writers are motivated by a desire for attention, the pleasure to be gained from different kinds of beauty (even from the arrangement of words), the value of sharing experiences, the search for truth, and aspirations to change the world by influencing people to think or feel in 
a certain way.


If you share Orwell’s declared motives, you have the makings of a writer, if you’re not one already. If you can be as honest as Orwell, as committed as he was to sincerity and truth, then you’re off to a flying start.


Why write? Enjoy taking time to ponder your own answer 
to this question.
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IT HASN’T ALL BEEN DONE BEFORE


At Tate Modern, you’ll find an elegantly engraved faux-marble ruin entitled THE WORLD HAS BEEN EMPTY SINCE THE ROMANS. It’s as if the fragments of an antique frieze, the heavy freight of the past, have been pieced together to hang above our heads. It says it all. Everything has been said and done. But that did not deter Ian Hamilton Finlay, the artist who created this compelling contemporary artwork, from saying and doing a new thing.


Students of creative writing ask if this or that story hasn’t all been done before.


‘Of course it has,’ I say. ‘How many star-cross’d lovers stories are there?’


But that didn’t put Shakespeare off. In fact he was inspired by it. He based his plot on an English narrative poem that was inspired by an earlier Italian story, itself inspired by tragic love stories from antiquity. This weighty recycled heritage didn’t deter the creators of West Side Story. Nor did it get in the way of countless Romeo-and-Juliet-inspired operas, ballets and songs. Film-makers return to the romance again and again, making it new each time – happily, Franco Zeffirelli and Baz Luhrmann didn’t hold back.


If Shakespeare is the greatest writer in English, surely after Shakespeare there’s no point?


What if Mark Twain had said that, or Jane Austen? Imagine if Virginia Woolf and Toni Morrison had opted for silence, if Michael Ondaatje had kept himself to himself, if T.S. Eliot and Samuel Beckett hadn’t bothered. None of these writers threw their pens away because life was too dark in the shadow of the greats who preceded them. What kind of ego does it take to compare yourself with historical greatness anyway?


A happier ego is one that says: I will write. I have my reasons. What I write may shine; it may not. But the experience is worth it. And the end-product is worth it, even if I am the only reader. I will not compare myself to Rupi Kaur or Margaret Atwood – this is not a competition. I will find my own writing voice. I will write because I want to. Because it opens my soul, wakes up my brain, makes my heart sing, connects me more powerfully to the world.


It hasn’t all been done before. There’s more to do. Write your creative contribution to the world. It will be uniquely yours, something only you can make, because there’s only one of you.
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NEVER MIND UBIQUITY


We are pelted with words. They fall out of newspapers, run along the uprisers of subway steps, flash from electrified screens. They burn and sting and distract and dazzle. They stick to the soft matter of our brains. Why on earth should we add more? Surely we should exercise a little self-restraint and allow the world’s population of words to settle at this already overcrowded level?


No. We’re not about to let ubiquity get in the way.


Every day, every hour, every minute, every moment, the world changes. And as long as the world changes, there is something new to perceive, something new to make sense of, something new to express.


Change keeps writers busy going forward. There’s nothing like a revolution, a scientific breakthrough or a shocking crime to get the ink flowing. But change can work backwards too. Think how much new writing is spawned by an archaeological discovery, the release of top-secret files, the unearthing of a long-lost manuscript, the rewriting of history through new lenses.


And the changes don’t have to be newsworthy. The ‘archaeological discovery’ can be a personal treasure hidden in a cupboard. The ‘top-secret files’ can be the military records of your forebears. The ‘long-lost manuscript’ can be your own childhood diary.


As long as we exist, and perceive, and experience change, there is absolutely no reason not to write. To put it positively, the world now is not what it was a moment ago. Add your words to it. There is always something new to say.
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SHORT IS SWEET


You don’t have to have a big story to tell. It doesn’t have to be the magnum opus, the history of the universe or the family bible. Don’t worry about whether your words are grand enough, or if what you have to say is important enough. The minute you worry about writing big, you’ll be writing badly, putting on a posh voice.


Write as an exercise, just as an athlete does warm-ups and a visual artist does sketches. You’ll develop writing muscles. Then you need to keep them strong and toned, which takes regular practice.


Start small. Think inconsequential.


Find the words to encapsulate one emotion you’ve felt, or one complete thought. The Roman poet Catullus (first century BCE) conveys so much in this timeless poem, a concentrated couplet:


I hate and I love. Why do I do this, you might ask. I don’t know, but I feel it happening and it’s excruciating.


Try your hand at a 16-line rap about something that gets to you, written from the first-person point of view, in the present tense. Or dip your toe into Instapoetry, a few short, direct, shareable lines about something that matters to you. You could write a haiku capturing a moment, using just three lines (five syllables/seven syllables/five syllables).


Here seventeenth-century poet Matsuo Bashō shows us that short is not just sweet, it can be sublime:


Ah, silent stillness
Seeping deep into the rocks
A cicada’s cry.
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DIVINE COINCIDENCE


Certainty is overrated. Being uncertain is fine. Don’t worry if your thoughts feel vague, if you don’t have enough ‘material’. Once you start putting pen to paper, or tapping the keyboard, you’ll see that details come.


At first, like an ant.


Just the one.


Then, another ant.


Two tiny details that bring life to your spacious abstractions.


—Is that a third ant?


Keep writing. Or do something else altogether, but notice that more ants appear, drawn into the void by those first few pioneers. Before you know it, your writing is a busy little world of ant-trails and cargo systems and nest-building and connections.


Such elaboration doesn’t happen unless you’ve got something started. Those first few written thoughts are laden with formic pheromones that attract other thoughts, then more thoughts…


Once your work is under way, your eyes and ears are open to details that will inform and enrich your writing. Your perceptive powers will be tuned to your project’s needs.


Tell people a little (not too much) about your work in progress, and they will spontaneously provide for you – they’ll send you links to articles, interviews, websites, events, sources of inspiration you couldn’t have imagined back in the one-ant moment. All of this is fertile material.


And then there’s luck. If you have a specific writing project on the go, you’ll find that the universe throws you juicy titbits from any direction – relevant facts and welcome insights that seem to be made just for your story, or the right word, overheard, for your poem. Your days are peppered with these happy coincidences. You pounce on them. The world is suddenly connected in marvellous new ways.


Catalyze coincidence and connection. How? By starting.
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YOU HAVE NOTHING TO SAY?


Once upon a time, I signed up for a short course in creative writing. It was a struggle to get there after a long day at work. I was usually late. The teacher set us assignments that I attempted, but not always. At the end of each class, a few of us wandered to the pub nearby. The literary discussion continued late into the night.


When the term ended, we decided to keep on meeting to read out work and offer each other feedback, without a tutor.


At our first tutorless meeting, one person turned up with his half-finished third unpublished novel. Another brought one of her many short stories. Another had a themed collection of short stories under way. And so on.


I had nothing. I needed a tutor to set me writing tasks. I hoped that inspiration might come. It didn’t. I figured that I was still useful to the others because I could offer feedback. But week after week I felt inadequate. I felt like a fraud.


Eventually I confessed.


‘I know I want to write, but I don’t know what.’


The writer who was halfway through his third unpublished novel simply said to me: ‘Remember that homework you did, describing a place, I think it was in Italy? That sounded interesting. Why don’t you do something with that?’


It was all I needed.


A green light.


I returned to that random creative writing exercise and started to flesh out a character who might live in that place. I began tapping into my Italian roots. The following week I read out a fragment of text that grew into the first chapter of my first novel.


That writer-friend now has several published novels to his name, our writing group continues, and to this day I am grateful to him for giving me that green light.


I tell this story to my creative writing students because in every class there’s at least one person who really wants to write, but they don’t know what. Like me all those years ago.


If you have a wise writer-friend, don’t be shy. Ask for a prompt, a way to start.


Or try your hand at the news.


Choose an article that catches your attention and makes an impression on you. Use it as a springboard for an entirely new story. Don’t feel you have to stick to the journalistic facts. Feel free to extrapolate and explore.


You might dream up what happened before, or after, the reported event. Think consequence.


You might decide to see things from the perspective of one of the characters inside the story, or at the story’s edges. Imagine being the player who scored that goal. Imagine being the mother of that criminal. Imagine being the world’s biggest toad.


We might read the story as an email exchange, a fictive diary or a witness statement. It might unfold as an epic narrative poem. We might ‘hear’ it as spoken words – perhaps as gossip, a prophecy, a confession, a troubadour’s song.


With the reassurance of truth at a story’s centre, your imagination often ranges more freely. The beauty of using a news story is that it already has a beginning, a middle and an end. What you do with the story’s themes, sequence, perspectives or form will be your unique imagination at work.


Tackle this task, and you’ll see that you have something to say.
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THIS PRECIOUS NOW


My friend is late. I don’t mind. I arrive at the café, knowing that I have my notebook in my pocket. I remember a stray thought I had this morning. Something about it tugs at me. It’s worth making a note while I remember it. I’m not sure what it means. But, like things in the attic, you never know when stray thoughts will come in handy.


Then I sit and observe. I write about the sensations that come together to create this present time. The competing smells of bleach and chips and coffee. The clatter of cutlery. The grubby edge on the waitress’s white bra that shows when she lifts her arm to grab the cashier’s attention. Outside, a small brown dog scuds along the pavement like a paper bag.


These things may or may not matter, but what does matter is that I am aware, in the moment. It’s like an active meditation in this scattering, distracting world.


A Japanese friend of mine says: ichi go, ichi e. Literally, it means one time, one meeting. It’s the idea of valuing a person, an experience, as unique. This – this now – is precious and never to be repeated.


Once you let yourself be a writer, you learn to love This Precious Now. You appreciate life’s variety of limbo and purgatory. You relish all those in-between places and times that used to get written off as losses. Traffic jams, waiting rooms, transit… they are opportunities to perceive or write. Even the most familiar and ordinary situations can become intriguing. You discover aesthetic pleasure in small nothings, significance in random banter overheard on a bus, invaluable detail in a stranger’s face.


You are more curious. And more patient. Your perceptions are more intense. And you are never, ever bored.


Attend to it. Open yourself to This Precious Now.
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FOREIGNERS WELCOME


It was only after I had settled in England that I could properly see the cockatoos and spiders of my childhood. But I am twice foreign. I grew up Italian in Australia. I learned ways of thinking and behaving that were sometimes alien to the majority culture. And my head was full of migrant stories, people and places that seemed exotic, yet were utterly familiar – part of me, like my Italian face and surname. Being Italian was not cool. It was just foreign.


The migrant brain is prone to metaphor. Belonging in more than one place, yet not fully belonging anywhere, having distance and perspective, the outsider is perpetually balancing here and there.


This is not just a matter of geography. The ‘places’ can be cultural, emotional, perhaps utterly notional. What tales emerge when we journey from one kind of life to another, one identity to another? What happens when we cross borders? Many writers are displaced persons travelling restlessly between different places in their minds. The past can be a foreign country. Freedom, after confinement, can be a wilderness or a wonderland.


For readers, outsiderness is a gift.


We crave to be transported to places that are less well-travelled. We are humanized when we can perceive others with nuance and understanding beyond stereotypes.


For writers, outsiderness is a gift.


Many situations that in everyday life may be seen as disadvantageous – being different, being alone, being in-between – can be surprisingly advantageous. As a writer, that difference is a source of strength.


Cherish your difference. Embrace the outsider within you.
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INDULGE YOUR PASSIONS


Years ago, I wrote a short story based on a dream I’d scribbled into a notebook. My dream scribble went something like this: Two JFK lookalikes are in a reality TV show. During their final ‘test’, a re-enactment of the Dallas motorcade, one gets shot and one survives. Which one is the winner?


Celebrity and surveillance, it seemed to me, were two sides of the same coin. But I didn’t properly think this yet. I may have felt it. I didn’t know that my disquiet was a preoccupation until I started writing about it. I fed the fascination with intensive research, exploration, imagination. My characters grew and lived lives, and the short story inspired by a dream became chapter one of a novel about celebrity and surveillance.
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