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Introduction


The fact you are reading this book suggests that you are serious about your writing. The fact that you are taking the time to read a guide to writing rather than just leaping in to begin your novel or short-story collection suggests that you are not a brash type, overburdened with self-belief and confidence. The opposite is probably true. You already doubt yourself, wondering whether you really have anything original to say or any way properly to express it. This self-doubt is one major reason you have put off doing anything with your writing until now. I know this; I’ve felt this too. We would-be writers all have.


This feeling that you might not have any actual talent is one you share with nearly every writer, however successful they are. It’s one of the things that mark you out as a writer: writers are quite horribly insecure, always unwilling to believe that they have written something worthwhile and at the same time touchy about criticism. Writing is a kind of emotional bungee jumping: it’s terrifying and exhilarating all at the same time.


But you have already taken an important step on the road to becoming the very best writer you can be. You have decided to enlist some help.


Some of your friends have probably tried to put you off reading a book like this (assuming that any of your friends know that you want to write – so many new writers keep it a secret, not wanting to be thought weird or that they are somehow ‘getting above themselves’). ‘You can’t teach writing,’ they say. ‘Writers are born, not made.’ There is some truth in that. The urge to write, and the determination to keep at it in spite of all the distractions that life puts in the way, has to be dredged from somewhere within you and no one can teach that – though it gets easier with practice. The desire to improve is probably innate, too. And you have already proved you have got that desire because you have bought or borrowed this book.


Get Started in Creative Writing is intended to give you a chance to attempt all the major forms of prose writing, and to provide you with the information you need to do this in an enjoyable way. Whether you decide that you are a short-story writer, a novelist, a children’s writer, a playwright, a screenwriter, a journalist, a blogger or any combination of these, then I hope this book will provide a useful and enjoyable companion. Whether you see writing as a hobby, as a way of passing on your memories or as a way of earning a living in the future, Get Started in Creative Writing should give you the building blocks you need. And I am always interested in hearing from new writers, so feel free to get in touch via my website www.sdmay.com with your feedback or your own stories of your writing life.


An earlier Teach Yourself book on creative writing was written over ten years ago by the novelist and poet Dianne Doubtfire, and I am indebted to her for her groundwork, just as I am indebted to her former student Ian Burton, who picked up the baton for its subsequent editions. Some of their exercises remain. And of course I’d like to thank all the writers and students who helped provide material. Some did this directly, in the form of exercises, and others helped through informal conversations about writing, which were then transmuted into the substance of this book.


How to use this book


This book is designed to save you time. It’s a guide to the short cuts that you might miss if you were travelling what can be a lonely road entirely on your own.


Get Started in Creative Writing is not a literary sat nav. It can’t guide you to publication, fame and fortune in easy, mechanically voiced steps. There’s nothing in this book that you couldn’t find out for yourself, but it might take you years of painful trial and error with many discouraging knock-backs along the way. You’ll get some of those anyway – discouraging setbacks are part of the process of becoming a fully realized human being, never mind becoming a writer – but this book will, I hope, mean that you skirt around the more obvious pitfalls, while honing a style that is uniquely yours.


What I have tried to do in Get Started in Creative Writing is distil some of the best advice from writers who have between them spent many, many thousands of hours thinking about, talking about, and teaching writing. I have drawn on the practical guidance of hundreds of writers – some of the best in the contemporary writing world – in all genres and at all stages in their writing career. Some of them have offered exercises that can be used to develop your skills and confidence; others have given me practical ways to generate ideas and professional tips.


I have also, of course, drawn on my own background and practice as a struggling writer as well as my time as a teacher. The book includes many exercises of my own which have sprung from my thinking about what might help a new writer who is unsure of the direction in which their writing may take them. And you can be sure that everything I have written is from the heart and tested by experience.


Icons


Here’s your key to the different types of exercise and features in the book:
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Write – exercises where you’ll be asked to create your own piece of writing
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Snapshot – shorter exercises or some questions to help you consider a particular aspect of creative writing
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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.


It is not necessary to do every exercise in order to benefit from this book. Nor is it necessary to do them in sequence. Equally, you might want to do those exercises you personally find particularly useful several times. Some might become part of your daily practice. I hope so. In fact, although I use the word ‘exercise’ throughout, you might prefer to think of them as ‘games’ or ways into writing.


THE WORKSHOP


This edition of Get Started in Creative Writing includes a brand-new exercise – the workshop. Creative writing workshops provide writers of all abilities and 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. Some of them even have biscuits.


As a substitute for chatting to others in a real workshop about the writing you produce, this book includes a workshop exercise in each chapter. In these workshops you’ll get the chance to review a piece of writing you created in an earlier exercise. There’ll be a series of questions which should help you see your piece through new eyes, to identify what’s successful and what isn’t, and guide you towards ways to strengthen and hone your writing.


Writing is hard work, but it shouldn’t feel like a slog. You should feel joy and pride, too. The exercises here are workouts that will help you put on writing muscle, but they are also fun. Many of them are suitable for more than one genre: for example, an exercise that works especially well for blossoming screenwriters may also work for playwrights and novelists. Be creative and feel free to plot your own path through this book.


Good luck!


Stephen May
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Why write?
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Forget what they say. Writing is easy. It is.


More or less every adult in this country can write. Most of us can fashion a sentence, however clumsily, and many people can use words very well. Think of all the people you know who are natural storytellers – people who can hold a group enthralled with a vivid account of something that happened to them, or who can get a room to explode in laughter with a quick one-liner. These people are known for their skill with words – their emails and texts are a joy to read because of the special colour they bring to their use of language, even with something quite dull – and yet none of them would consider themselves to be a writer.


Creative writing is also cheap, sociable and good for you. You don’t need any special equipment but you do need to make time for your writing.





Creative writing is for everyone


Maybe you are one of those people who enjoys telling stories, or who gets a buzz from putting words in the right order; someone who delights in entertaining, informing and surprising friends, family and colleagues with words. Perhaps you enjoy writing even the dullest work communication: the famous Czech writer Franz Kafka had a day job as an insurance clerk but, by all accounts, his reports and minutes were always eagerly awaited by his colleagues because of their dry humour and elegant phrasing.


Unlike learning to play a musical instrument, writing does not demand hours and hours of repetitive practice every day. Neither does it demand expensive equipment. And unlike learning a foreign language, you don’t need to go abroad or find someone else to practise with.


All you need to write is a pen, some paper and a place to go. And it doesn’t need to be a particularly quiet or private place. You can write on the Tube, on the bus, in a café, during breaks at work, in bed. You can write during stolen moments at work, or after the kids have gone to bed. Writing in a car is perhaps not to be recommended, but even while driving there are ways of going about it. You can record your thoughts into a voice recorder or hands-free phone.


Creative writing is easy, natural, healthy, sociable, cheap and accessible. You don’t need to be in perfect health or even physically fit. You don’t have to have a degree or even a GCSE. You don’t have to be young. You don’t have to be good-looking. You don’t have to be a certain age or a certain social class. Writing is completely democratic.


You just need to have something to say.
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Why you want to write








Write down in one sentence of no more than 30 words why you want to write.
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Tennessee Williams








‘Why did I write? Because I found life unsatisfactory.’
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Creative writing is natural


The philosopher Socrates said: ‘The unexamined life is not worth living’ and his words, as transcribed by Plato, have survived for several thousand years, so he knew what he was talking about. We live busy lives at a frantic pace. There often doesn’t seem time just to ‘stand and stare’, as the poet W. H. Davies put it.


We spend so much of our time firefighting – reacting to events – that we leave ourselves little time to investigate the causes of all the small blazes in our lives. Why do we do the things we do? Why do we often feel hurt, neglected or sad? How can we be better parents, children, companions or lovers? How can we make sense of a world that contains 7 billion people? What is the point of it all?


Surely, at least, part of the point of life is to decide who we are and then to try to become that person? And how can we do that if we don’t try to express our own unique way of seeing the world?


For some people their natural mode of self-expression will be one of the other arts. They will form a band or join a choir. They might take photographs or paint. Others will want to act or make films or create conceptual art. Still others will find that the extraordinary advances in digital technology will lead them down pathways to self-expression that didn’t even exist ten years ago. But more and more of us, even in a digital world, want to use one of the oldest and simplest forms of self-expression. We want to tell stories. We want to tell our own stories or make up new ones. We want to transform our own existence into words that will delight, entertain, amuse or even horrify others.


The great English poet Ted Hughes believed that all these words had value. He believed that they all added to the ‘sacred book of the tribe’. Our individual attempts to make sense of our lives contribute to the way humanity itself discovers its nature and purpose. In this sense, at least, everyone’s story has equal value.


The beauty of the written word, as opposed to the spoken word in film and television, is that it invites you to linger. Film and television writing moves on at a faster pace, as the techniques and technology of editing develop. But a novel or short story allows the reader to choose the pace at which a story unfolds. We can immediately revisit passages that we especially like, take our time to unravel anything that we find obscure or difficult. But plays, films and television have their place in making sense of the world and we’ll cover those art forms, too, later in this book.
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Writing is good for you








Writing is a good way to reduce stress and relieve depression. Simply writing our troubles down can make them seem more manageable. Reliving past traumas on the page can reduce their power to haunt. Writing is way of taking control of your life. Therapy might not be your primary motivation for becoming a writer, but writing is certainly an effective way of keeping anxiety at bay and making you feel happier. If you write regularly, you will look and feel better without ever needing to get up from your chair! It is that powerful a magic.
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Creative writing is sociable


This might seem an odd thing to say: the usual image of a writer is of someone solitary, a hermit. And it is true that in order to write successfully you need to have the ability and the discipline to shut yourself off in a room on your own. But writers also form a community and the more seriously we take our work the more important that community will be to us.


Of course, a lot of writers work with others anyway. Film and television writers are working with a whole army of collaborators, from the director to the stylist, from the producer to the gaffer’s grip-boy (whatever that is!). Playwrights work even more closely with the directors and actors. But even for poets and novelists, the need for peer support can be incredibly important.


As you become more confident with your writing, you will probably want to join a local group of fellow writers. You will want to find supportive but candid friends who can act as first readers and trusted guides. You will also find personal benefits in providing this service for other people. You might want to attend intensive residential courses like those run by the Arvon Foundation or decide to undertake an MA in Creative Writing. But whatever paths writing leads you down, you are bound to meet like-minded people who are stimulating – sometimes infuriating – to be around. You will find more about the writing community in Chapter 16, ‘Moving on’.
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Finding a writing group








Using the library, the Internet or the local press, find out whether there are any writing groups nearby. Get their contact numbers and call them to see how they work and whether they would be suitable for you to join.
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Creative writing is a family affair


Writing creatively is a good way to get and stay close to your family. Older family members may well have interesting stories and family secrets that can act as springboards for your own work. Your children and other younger relatives may want to know about the stories that you can tell. Very young children, of course, love stories – whether real or imaginary – and they are a very good and truthful audience.


If you are open about your writing, you might quickly find that it grows into a family project with people regularly asking you for bulletins on how the work is progressing. This can be good motivation for carrying on with it.
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Listen to family stories








Ask someone in your extended family for a story that they haven’t told you before. They don’t have to be convinced that it is entirely true; it could be some kind of family legend from the distant past. Take notes and put them in a drawer to be worked on later.
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Creative writing is cheap and accessible


In most fields of endeavour, it is unlikely that you would be able to get one-to-one tuition from the people at the top. If you wanted to be a top tennis pro, for example, even if you could afford it, how would you persuade someone like Andy Murray to give you a series of private lessons? He’s a busy man! The same is also true of many areas of the arts. But in the field of creative writing your perfect mentors are always available. If you use your public library, your favourite authors are there, they are free, and they are present for as long as you need them. There is absolutely nothing to stop you spending weeks locked up alone with Tolstoy, or with Philip Roth, Sharon Olds, Sylvia Plath, Jackie Collins or Woody Allen.
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Find inspiration in the work of others








Whoever your inspiration is, they are waiting for you. Dead or alive, mad or bad, the greatest writers are available as your guides. You don’t have to rely on YouTube or on grainy footage of long-lost champions in order to study technique; you can bring their work home with you and focus on it in microscopic detail and in your own time. How-to books like this one are useful but by no means essential.
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Read other writers








Make a short list of all the writers whose works you have found most inspiring. Now make sure that you fit in a trip to the public library when you next go shopping and take out some of their work. Reacquaint yourself with your heroes.


Next, try asking around among your friends, family and work colleagues for examples of writing that they have found particularly impressive. When you return your heroes to the library, make sure you replace them with some writing that has been recommended to you. Reading, more than anything else, is what will help you improve as a writer. Reading good work carefully is the fastest way to see visible developments in your own writing life. And it helps to have an open mind and a willingness to experiment in your reading tastes, too. Try not to be too dismissive of work you see being championed in the press or on television. On the other hand, reading something and then thinking, ‘I could do better than that,’ is a perfectly legitimate response. It can be inspiring to find a writer who has legions of admirers but who in your opinion is not actually such hot stuff. That’s fine. I’d keep it to yourself for a little while, however!
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Finding time to write


Everyone has time to write. It might be that something else will have to go (a favourite television show, staying late at the office, looking for eBay bargains, reading the paper – writers make sacrifices, there’s no getting around this), but you’ll find the time to write if you want to badly enough.


Suzanne Berne, the Orange prize-winning author of A Crime in the Neighbourhood, wrote her first book having been determined to set aside at least five minutes a day in which to write. If she achieved at least her daily five minutes, then she gave herself a little tick on the calendar. ‘After a little while,’ she says, ‘I became obsessed with giving myself a tick every day. And if you can somehow manage a page a day, that’s a novel in a year.’
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Focus point







If you write 1,000 words a day, that works out at a novel twice the length of Great Expectations every single year.


The double Carnegie-Medal-winning children’s author Berlie Doherty would put a log on the fire after her children went to bed and write until the log burned out. Serious writers, those who make a success of it, will make time.
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THE BEST TIME TO WRITE


Try writing at different times of day and in different locations to see what suits you. Do you work best in the evening, curled up on the sofa, or in the morning at the kitchen table? Perhaps you prefer to write in your lunch break in the local café? Some of us are night owls and some of us are morning people. Experiment until you find the time when your creative juices are at peak flow.


However much or little you write, regularity is the most important thing. Suzanne Berne’s five minutes a day will achieve better results than a four-hour stretch every now and again. If you are really struggling to find time, try managing on seven hours’ sleep instead of eight. If this doesn’t work, then you have no choice: you have to get rid of the television. Nothing steals so much time in so insidious a manner as the television. You’ll also save the cost of the licence fee in the UK and any digital or cable subscriptions, too. This means that writing will already be paying off for you.


THE SECOND-BEST TIME


There’s a saying: ‘The best time to plant a tree is 20 years ago. The second-best time is now.’ Of course, you should really have got round to writing before this. But you can’t do anything about that. There is no point in worrying about all the time that has past – it’s what you write now and in the future that counts. Don’t fret. Let it go.


Writing is one of those things that you can begin at any age. It doesn’t require physical fitness, youth or even good health. Don’t worry that some publishers seem to be like pop impresarios these days, always looking for a moody-looking teenager with a wild haircut and astonishing cheekbones; that some of them seem to regard their job as a branch of showbiz. We know otherwise and so do readers.


You have got to have lived a bit, and looked and listened a lot, before you have enough to say. Everything that has happened to you up to now is your material. The older you are, the more material you have to draw on. You are in a better position than someone just out of college. Wordsworth described writing as the setting down of ‘emotion recollected in tranquillity’ and said, ‘Fill your paper with the breathings of your heart.’ The more experience you have of life, the better you will be able to do this. You just need to make sure that you can find those moments of tranquillity!


A word about technology


You don’t need a laptop to be a writer. And having one doesn’t make you a writer either.


A light, simple-to-use laptop might be very useful, but it is by no means essential. The great Californian crime writer Peter Plate once found himself facing students upset that a temporary power failure meant that the computers weren’t working in the building where he was conducting a writing class. His calm response made a powerful impression. He said, ‘Don’t confuse convenience with utility.’ And with that he sent everyone off to write with a pencil.


Fewer people were interested in writing years ago and at least part of the reason was because it took a lot more physical effort to write using longhand or a typewriter. Writing was physical labour; words were almost literally wrenched from the writer. At any rate, writers were very much connected to their words in a physical way.


I am not suggesting that new writers should get rid of their PCs – for one thing the Internet can be an important market for a writer as well as a valuable research tool – but we should all be aware that just because our work looks professionally solid in its beautiful font, it doesn’t mean that the writing itself is any good. The comfort that modern technology brings means that we have to be strict with ourselves.
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Focus point







Work on a PC looks deceptively finished even at an early stage. Cut-and-paste facilities can trick you into believing that you are carrying out a serious edit when in fact you are merely moving inadequate material from one place to another.
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Experiment with your kit







If you usually use a laptop, try writing by hand and vice versa. If you have a voice recorder on your phone, have a go at dictating to yourself. You may find that writing by hand slows you down and forces you to choose your words more carefully. On the other hand, writing on a computer can allow you to get your ideas down quickly and edit them with relative ease. Some people find that different methods suit different stages in the writing process, with note-making and plotting suiting paper and pen but the laptop coming into its own when it’s time for a first draft. It’s entirely up to you. Play around; experiment; find out what suits you.


[image: image]


Writing is easy because most people are educated enough to be able to put their thoughts down on paper. It is natural because to want to make sense of our loves and times is what makes us human. It is good for you because to seek to understand the world around us is to begin to change it. People who write live longer, more fulfilled lives that those who don’t. This is because we are already turning our dreams into realities. Writing is sociable because writers gather in groups and classes in addition to working alone. We also collect stories from family members, workmates, passers-by and people in pubs, cafés and churches. We can’t help getting involved in the lives of others, even if we work on the material we gather on our own.


The only reason not to write is if you simply want to get rich. You shouldn’t write for the money because, generally speaking, there isn’t any. Yes, we all know that J.K. Rowling, John Grisham, Dan Brown and a hundred others have got rich through writing, but that isn’t why they do it. The money is a bonus. They’d do it anyway. They write because they have something to say. In fact, more than this, they write because they have a compulsion – an itch they have to scratch. You should write because, if you’re a writer, you’ll always be vaguely miserable (and a pain to be with) if you don’t.


If that describes you, then you might as well just get on with it. But think hard about what it is you are trying to say. There are countless books, plays and scripts out there already. Why should anyone read yours? What have you got to say that adds to the huge canon of work already created?


Sometimes it will feel as if there are too many writers in the world and far too few readers. You can feel like a beggar endlessly sleeve-tugging at uninterested passers-by. You must somehow be able to entice readers to pick up your work and spend time with it alone, despite all the many competing pressures that might come from family, work, computer games or TV.


That can be hard. But if you work at your craft, and always remember that your stories have the same validity as anyone else’s, you will be noticed. And, although a writer needs readers and these can be hard to find, you don’t need very many. A few people genuinely looking forward to your next piece is all you need. Writers are unique among artists because of their symbiotic relationship with individual readers.


Of course, if you can’t take criticism or rejection then writing isn’t for you. All writers must face rejection; it’s part of the job. It is much easier for editors and agents to say no than to say yes and take a huge risk on something that may not work. After all, another writer will be along in less than a minute. So don’t be offended by people saying no to you. In fact, being ignored – being rejected – is good for your writing because it means you will learn to write smarter, to grab the attention and not let it go. You will develop guile and flair and stamina and, as the lightweights drop out, you will stand more chance of getting the audience you deserve.


Finally, find a voice that is uniquely yours. Stick to it. Grow with it. Tell the stories only you can tell and eventually doors will open.





	

Workshop





	

Go to the list of literary heroes you wrote in the ‘Snapshot’ exercise earlier on and choose one of their books. Open it at random and copy out a paragraph. That’s it. Repeat this process two or three times with different books. It will give you a physical sense of how that writing was built up. While you’re doing this, try to pinpoint what it is that appeals to you about that particular piece of writing.




	

   •   Is it lavishly descriptive or snappy and
concise?


   •   Is it humorous, sad or frightening?


   •   Is there a lot of dialogue?


   •   Is it in the first person, the third person or even the second person?


Now, in fewer than 50 words, try to sum up how this piece of writing makes you feel.


The writing we enjoy most can be a clue to the kind of writing we should create ourselves.


Teachers of other art forms, such as music or painting, are very keen on getting practitioners to copy others’ work before they move on to original modes of expression. For obvious reasons, writers should not intentionally copy (plagiarize) other people’s work and pass it off as their own, but writing out a piece of a favourite writer’s work can help to bring you close to the rhythm and pulse of their writing. It’s a way of giving you a physical sense of how they went about building effective passages of writing.







 


 	

Where to next?






We’ve discussed the many reasons why you should write and the many benefits it can bring to your life. The next chapter explores how to find ideas and inspiration that will unlock your authentic voice and so begin to create the writing that is distinctively yours.
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Ideas and inspiration
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In this chapter you will learn how to generate and capture ideas, and how to develop them and understand their potential. Many different kinds of creative writing are useful ways of stimulating ideas and inspiration, including free writing, journal or diary writing and ‘creative journaling’.


Sometimes the promise of an idea won’t be apparent until later – much later, perhaps – maybe years after you first fixed it in note form. It may have seemed flimsy at the time and not worth developing but then something happens that makes it significant. This is why it is so important to get ideas down, wherever you find them – you won’t know until later whether they are worthwhile. Your essential tool is a notebook in which to capture your ideas.





Capturing ideas


Your notebook is a weapon for holding your free-range thoughts.


Ideas are tricky little creatures. There are always millions of them around – more than enough for all the writers that have ever been or ever will be. The organic, free-range ideas that run through your head at all sorts of odd times can be speedy, fleeting, even ghostly creatures that are hard to catch. But, if you make sure you have a notebook to hand at all times, you will stand a good chance of corralling them and developing them, so that these stray, wild creatures become fully formed and wholly yours.


Sometimes you will pin these ideas into the pages of your book and, on returning to them, find that they have withered away. Sometimes they were so spindly that they had no chance of growing to a useable size however much you fed or watered them. It’s perhaps best to think of ideas, elusive and slippery things that they are, not as thoughts but as opportunities. All of them may grow into the thing that helps you produce a great piece of work: something that may even make your name and your reputation. If you don’t catch them as they pass, they will disappear. Don’t trust that you will remember them or recapture the essence later; you almost certainly won’t. If you don’t write them down they will vanish, leaving just a sulphuric whiff of frustration and lost opportunity.


Even worse than this, someone else may catch hold of a similar idea (it won’t be exactly the same, it may not even be as good) and you will find yourself confronted with the opportunity that became someone else’s reputation-cementing piece of work.
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Pablo Picasso








‘Inspiration does exist, but it has to find you working.’
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All ideas have potential








The potential of an idea may develop in your subconscious so that, when you go back to your notes looking for likely candidates, you’ll find that what was once a flimsy, weakling of a thought has put on significant muscle while you were away working on something else.
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You may well find that, as your writing life develops, you become something of a stationery addict, haunting suppliers in search of notebooks of the perfect size or a make of pen that won’t let you down. And it’s right that you become obsessive about pens and notebooks; it’s right that you fret and worry about paper thickness and the quality of the spines and binding. These are the weapons of the idea hunter. Just as an angler checks that his rods and his wheels and his lines are up to the task of wrestling his prize to the net, so you should ensure that your tools are the kind that will help you make sure no idea ever escapes you.
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Focus point







Always, always have a notebook to hand.
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Generating your own ideas


Some useful ideas may hurtle out of the sky, or scurry through your mind as if from nowhere. Others you may have to nurture from scratch. Either way, the blank page is always a tyrant to any writer, which is why so many start the day with automatic or free writing – anything to stop the oppression of all that white space.
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Free writing








Try your hand at free writing. Set an alarm clock, cellphone or kitchen timer to go off after five minutes and just keep writing for the whole of that time. Don’t allow your conscious mind to interfere, just keep writing. Keep your pen moving for the whole period. At least one useful nugget will emerge that might be worked on later. More than this, however, the act of writing, under pressure but without an editor or critic in your head, will help loosen you up for the challenges of your current writing project.


[image: image]








	

[image: image]


	

Focus point







Many, many writers are fervent believers in the idea of morning pages: of getting up and writing first thing, before you have had a coffee, showered or washed your face. This, they believe, is when you are most in touch with your subconscious self and able to tap into the rich seams of material that get buried during the working day.


Many writers conscientiously keep dream diaries as repositories of the strange wisdom that comes to us all in the night, and which we can draw on later when creating our polished work.
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Keeping a journal
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Oscar Wilde








‘I never travel without my diary. One should always have something sensational to read in the train.’
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Keeping a regular journal or diary is one of the most common pieces of advice given to aspiring writers. Maintaining a record of the day-to-day events of our lives, the places we’ve been, the people we’ve met, and the interesting, funny or odd things that happen to us as we move through our lives is excellent writing practice and a great source of ideas. It’s also, as we discussed in the previous chapter, a pretty effective antidepressant.


A diary or journal is a private place in which you can write about anything you want. It doesn’t have to be a record of what you’ve done that day. You can write about your memories or ambitions. You can speculate on the love life of the woman over the road. You can make lists of things you love and things you hate. And if you don’t have anything to write about, you can just make something up.


CREATIVE JOURNALING


Your journal can be separate from your notebook or you can put everything in one place and make a combination notebook, journal, scrapbook and sketchbook bristling with ideas and observations. It doesn’t have to be a series of linear, old-fashioned essays like the ones you used to have to write on Monday mornings at junior school. It can be a place to experiment, to be creative in other ways. You can make collages, get out the old felt-tipped pens or even rediscover finger-painting. Have fun. Make a mess.


Creative journaling is a fast-growing trend, originating in America but catching on all over the world. The idea is that the pages in your journal become a creative playground, visual explorations of your thoughts, ideas and day-to-day life. You definitely don’t have to be a talented artist – all you need is a blank book, some basic art materials and a dollop of enthusiasm.


GATHER YOUR MATERIALS


Here are some things you might want to use for your experiments in creative journaling:


   •   A notebook or sketchbook


If you’re going to use paints, you might want to choose one with thick pages, but any blank book will do. If you’re feeling especially handy, there are lots of simple tutorials online that will teach you how to make a journal of your own out of materials you probably already have lying around.


   •   Pens


Felt-tips, fineliners, highlighters, gel pens and glitter pens can all be picked up relatively cheaply, anywhere from a specialist art supplies shop to your local supermarket, as can watercolour paints, wax crayons and pastels.


   •   Magazines for collaging


From Vogue to the Sunday supplements, start hoarding as many magazines as you can. Don’t just cut out pretty pictures – save blocks of colour and texture to use as backgrounds.


   •   Vintage paper ephemera


Haunt charity shops, second-hand markets and eBay for old newspapers, magazines, comics and sheet music.


   •   Personal paper ephemera


Ticket stubs, private notes, cards, maps, Polaroid photos and anything else with personal significance are worth saving to display in your journal.


   •   Needle and thread


You can sew your pages to create beautiful embroidered details, if you are that way inclined.


   •   Ink stamps and stickers


These can add interesting details to your pages. Japanese washi tape is a delicate, self-adhesive tape that comes in thousands of different colours and patterns and is great for borders and margins.


   •   Glue


A reliable glue stick is your best friend. You really shouldn’t skimp on your glue stick – there’s nothing more disheartening than your work falling apart before your eyes.


You’ll eventually become something of a magpie, pouncing on shiny paper, whisking the weekend newspapers out of your loved ones’ hands before they’ve even had time to read the comics, and making midnight raids on your kids’ pencil cases. Indulge this habit: the more things you have to play with the better.


When you’ve amassed your stash, get stuck in. Write, illustrate, collage, colour, doodle. Try painting a whole page with watercolours and writing on it before it dries. Use an interesting picture as a prompt for free writing. Copy out a favourite poem or quote and illustrate it with collaged pictures or your own drawings. Do whatever takes your fancy, and if you really make a hash of things, instead of tearing out the page, just paint over it and start again.





	

Workshop exercise





	

Pick one of the following prompts and use it to fill a page in your journal or notebook:




	

   •   What do colours taste like?


   •   What do you want right now?


   •   If I ruled the world …


   •   My life in scents


   •   The inside of my head


If you want some inspiration, try a Google image search for ‘creative journaling’, or search for it on Pinterest.com. You’ll also find thousands more prompts to inspire you.







This might well not be your cup of tea. Most adults haven’t wielded a wax crayon in decades and might feel a little silly doodling and colouring as if they were back in nursery school. You might find the whole idea a bit frivolous, far from the ‘proper’ writing you feel you should be doing. You’ve precious little time for writing as it is, so why should you spend that time messing about with glue sticks and glitter?


The answer, of course, is that you don’t have to do it at all if you don’t want to. First and foremost, creative journaling should be fun. Many, many adults gave up on drawing and painting when we were told that our pictures of horses didn’t look enough like horses to be ‘right’, to be ‘good’, that, if anything, they resembled wonky, attenuated dogs. We started to feel ashamed of our efforts and so we stopped trying altogether. We forgot the pure, meditative bliss of making art, that moment of nirvana when your tongue pokes out of the corner of your mouth and the whole world narrows to the tip of your pen.


If you do decide to have a go, you may well find that, after a while, your journal becomes one of the biggest sources of joy in your life. All forms of creativity are good for us and, if it doesn’t sound too terribly ‘New Age’, experimenting with different methods of creative expression can release an energy in us that can inspire and refresh all aspects of our lives. Creative journaling can be a sneaky back door into the unconscious, unleashing strange and beautiful things we never knew were there. It’s a kind of magic.
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