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FOREWORD


MARINA WARNER


Creative writing has been one of the most significant and unexpected successes in the tumultuous history of universities over the last thirty years. While students have been shying away from traditional literature and history courses, and the study of languages – from French to Portuguese – still sadly dwindles, more and more of them have been demanding to learn how to write and asking for guidance in shaping what they have already undertaken. At first, such courses were often offered as optional classes, supplementary to mainstream studies at MA level; but interest proved so vigorous – in times of government discouragement of the Humanities – that these graduate add-ons were soon offered at undergraduate level as well, and this provision quickly segued to fully fledged BAs. At least that has been my experience: we teachers were following strong student desires, not the other way around. Julia Bell, Paul Magrs and their fellow writers were early to respond to this unaccustomed enthusiasm to learn a subject, and since their now classic work, The Creative Writing Coursebook, appeared in 2001, that demand has only grown and grown.


As Julia Bell and Paul Magrs point out in their introduction, when creative writing became a university subject, teachers worried about methods – can writing be taught? The answer is a resounding yes, as this rich compendium shows. The collection is packed with insights and inspiration, offerings of prompts, exercises and methods from writers in many different genres, to spur imagination and develop technical skills. Writing – fiction, poetry, drama, essays – is more like playing an instrument than swimming or running, and even those activities need training. You may have a musical gift – perfect pitch, a natural affinity for the guitar – but you will have to practise before you can play Bach. Creative writing also exacts creative reading – and in the digital age, when attention slips all too easily down the slick screens of our devices, creative writing makes readers pay attention to every word, and not only to each one of them but to the structure of the sentences which hold them in place, the pattern they make across the whole work, as well as the gaps between them, to the silences, pauses, the intake of breath in a passage. As the poet and translator Michael Hoffman commented on Kafka, ‘it sometimes seems not to matter what the words are, so much as the way they move, to and fro, from side to side, back and forth.’*


Learning to write requires sensitivity in listening, and it also asks that students engage closely with literature, history and foreign languages – at least in the form of translated works. You can’t discover how to write a political fable without grappling with Kafka.


Anxiety also hangs around the question of a career – for what does creative writing prepare you? Can you have a society made up of so many hundreds of writers? Most authors scrape a living; only a few books earn over a lifetime what a dentist or solicitor, say, makes in a year. The answers to this problem are many and various: but above all I would argue that literature is one of the principal record-keepers of love and suffering, the whole human tragedy and the whole human comedy, and most of us want to enter the territory to hear what others know, to contribute what we have thought about or lived through, and, often, to imagine how things might be. Of course, many dream of prizes that will lift them from obscurity, and the prize mill itself increasingly turns to locate outliers and experimentalists – Eimear McBride with A Girl is a Half-formed Thing, Anna Burns with Milkman and Robin Robertson with The Long Take. These recent examples give hope, and they spur on editors to take risks and writers to do more writing.


If you were feeling cynical, you could say creative writing has been an oddly fruitful effect of customer preferences in the newly marketized educational system. But this would sound far too negative; it wrongfully disparages a discipline with historical roots in the most dedicated classical liberal arts education. As Julia Bell and Paul Magrs remind us in their introduction, rhetoric, alongside dialectic and grammar, was one the three pillars of the syllabus that Shakespeare and Ben Jonson studied. In Stratford-upon-Avon, you can still see the half-timbered schoolhouse where Shakespeare was a pupil, where he, like all fortunate Elizabethan boys, was taught how to express his thoughts in various forms of speech and writing: to acquire the skills to write a ditty, a plea, a blazon, an elegy, or a diatribe. You can sometimes see, even in a writer as brilliantly versatile and skilful as Shakespeare, how the building blocks laid down by this apprenticeship are being assembled (here Viola emblazons Olivia, there Portia pleads for Bassanio’s life). This humanist tradition was followed in the United States, where liberal arts colleges (rightly named) and universities have long offered courses that involve making – making music, making art, making literature – and where poets and painters could become professors a long time before any of us were accepted in that role in Britain. The most celebrated creative writing school that emerged is Iowa Writers’ Workshop (founded l936), where, in the seventies, the dark, experimental fabulist Robert Coover invited Angela Carter to come and teach, providing her with a means of support for her own exuberant, dissident imagination.


The thriving example of the US creative writing scene spurred on the establishment of university courses here: Malcolm Bradbury, who as a scholar specialized in American fiction and was of course a famous comic novelist himself, took the US practice as the model for the celebrated Creative Writing course at UEA, where Julia Bell and Paul Magrs were teaching when they began writing and editing this volume (Bradbury contributes a chapter here on Character and Characterization). It’s important to remember, however, that in post-war Britain, Ted Hughes and his close friend, the children’s writer Michael Morpurgo, started several initiatives to foster writing by the young – and by the old and older; Hughes gave tremendous support to the Arvon Foundation (founded in 1968), and its residential courses have now spread to several different venues, from the original Hughes home in Hebden Bridge to Totleigh Barton in Devon and elsewhere. The demand for classes in creative writing is now so strong that newspapers, art galleries, and private enterprise of various sorts are now all vying to attract participants. It’s a paradox that most publishers, policed by accountants, are looking for safe bets – standard genres, established names – but writers mostly want to break free and do something unique. In the long run, innovation pays off more strongly than conformity (it’s Kafka who matters, not whoever it was who was selling well in the 1910s).


This coursebook is a generous and invaluable treasury of ideas. Some wonderful writers have made free their talents for the benefits of others: they act like magicians who, instead of concealing the secrets of their legerdemain, show and tell. Julia Bell and Paul Magrs have edited the varied and singular array from a thoroughly contemporary perspective and this work greatly enriches the resources for teaching people what writing involves and how it can be done. It’s a recipe book for writers, a guide, a map, a citizens’ rule book, a user’s manual, but one that doesn’t demand obedient compliance. It asks readers, students and participants to think up new ingredients and modes for themselves, to improvise and play.


I’m always surprised and happy when a hush of intense concentration descends on a creative writing class, but I’m still taken aback by the speed and readiness with which students will bend their heads to their notebooks or pieces of paper and begin thinking, imagining, writing after a discussion of – let’s say, overhearing a conversation in a cafe, or evoking a favourite object, a personal talisman (see the chapter ‘Articles of Faith: Using Objects in Poetry’). The search for personal expression within a group seems to be a sure-fire cure for writer’s block: on a good day, each member of the class spurs on the others. Writing in a creative writing workshop becomes a murmuration between voices from the past – listening in to all those exemplars – and responding with voices in the present, including the one you are trying out for yourself, as you set down the words that are forming in your mind’s ear and eye.


Marina Warner


Birkbeck College, University of London, 2019




INTRODUCTION


JULIA BELL AND PAUL MAGRS


The Creative Writing Coursebook was something we started putting together almost twenty years ago. Both of us were writers and teachers of writing. We were up to our necks in daily practice and workshopping, and we were surrounded by students and other writers at the University of East Anglia. When we taught and when we talked about writing we used materials from all kinds of sources and we realized that what we could really do with was a bespoke book we could use on our courses. One that was compendious and generous and friendly. Not a stuffy, textbookish, prescriptive kind of book. Instead, one that was encouraging, challenging, entertaining and inspiring. We realized that it was a book we would have to create for ourselves: a book of many voices that would hopefully have a usefulness beyond courses and universities. It was the kind of thing that anyone who ever wanted to write would like to have.


We wanted to take the best elements of the kinds of university courses we had taught – both under- and postgraduate writing courses – and pour them into a single volume. It was important to us to counteract the myth that creative writing couldn’t be taught. We were steeped in the idea of craft and practice, and knew that writing is just the same as painting or piano-playing. To learn, you need guidance, exercises, time, space, energy and encouragement. We both had a lot to say about the business of creative writing and so did lots of our friends and fellow writers and teachers, and so the two of us found ourselves dreaming up a voluminous book that would somehow contain all these varying viewpoints.


It wasn’t to be a book that would tell you to follow the right way to do things. There never was any single correct way to do things in writing – no matter what anyone tells you. It wasn’t a case of instructing anyone on how they could become materially successful. It was all about providing the reader with the tools that we thought they might need in order to create a piece of imaginative writing they could be proud of, in whichever form or genre they chose.


We started collecting exercises and essays that would make the reader and potential writer think about gathering together the elements of a piece of new writing; how best to shape it into the form they wanted; how to experiment and play, and then offered suggestions about where to take it next. A lot of the lessons that writers must learn are hard won and a long time coming, and our idea was to pool the experience of a whole host of writers we loved and respected and maybe to offer a few hints and shortcuts to those setting off on their own journey.


Not everyone would turn out to be a literary star. No book and no course would ever promise that. But it’s not only the success stories that validate our belief that creative writing can be taught. Crafting and creating a piece of written work that is uniquely yours and the product of your own sensibility and personality is immensely rewarding. Through the development of such work you can add so much to your repertoire of life skills. Writing is something that will always bring pleasure to you, throughout your life, once you feel confident on the page and at ease with expressing yourself. You will always feel at home in your own thoughts and the quiet of your own endless struggle with style. Being able to say exactly what you mean without fear, self-censorship, woolly thinking or jargon seemed extremely important when we first curated this book, and it seems even more important now.


In the years since the first publication of The Creative Writing Coursebook, much has changed in the world of publishing, most obviously the rapid expansion of the digital. When we first put the book together back in the early 2000s, we were sending emails, able to work with our editor who was on secondment in New York, but digital books and the explosion of social media was still to come. There was no Facebook or Instagram, no Twitter nor even the behemoth of Google that we know now. This sudden and consuming interconnectivity has of course changed the landscape for writers, creating new opportunities while challenging some of the more traditional methods of publishing your work.


What this book celebrates – now updated to include some essays on these changes and offering even more advice and exercises – is the fact that while some of publishing may have shrunk in the face of the digital, the world of text has expanded exponentially. We are actually writing and reading more than we ever were, communicating through the written (or typed) word – texts, blog posts and tweets. Most people are now writing down their thoughts and sending them to others in a way that was never possible before. We are very much still writing, even if the medium has changed beyond recognition.


But the means of learning about writing have remained pretty much the same – to be good at expression a writer needs to learn the arts of what might be called rhetoric. How to use language accurately, skilfully, persuasively. How to use words to create convincing characters, develop an exciting plot or to work out a rhythm for a poem. It also demands stepping back and editing and reading yourself with some honesty. Writing, like any craft, requires application and practice. Talent might be useful, but the main prerequisite is the hours – the time that you spend in your imagination allowing yourself space to write.


Time, and our relationship to it, is the other aspect of life which the digital has radically altered. In our always-on culture it’s easy to disappear into a rabbit hole of web searches and social media and realize you’ve lost hours of precious writing time. #amwriting is a poor excuse for actually getting on with it. This book, then, is also a way of making more time to write. It’s analogue, and it invites the reader to try out exercises either in a programmatic way – by following the structure of a course – or by dipping in and out, by choosing a few exercises to follow to help energize or inspire new work. It’s an invitation to step away from the digital for a moment. To look around you without the distractions of the internet. A pen and paper is really all you need, and some uninterrupted time, only an hour or two – you never know what you might be capable of.


This is how the book is organized. It’s split into three sections: Gathering, Shaping and Finishing. There are exercises and activities to try throughout, and to help you navigate the book you will see that they are marked with a symbol in the margins. In Gathering we start off with encouragement and simple exercises to get you started; the essays move through issues of detail and abstraction to the uses of autobiography. Following that, Shaping is the section where plotting and narrative construction are explained, and the uses and effects of point of view. We go into the nature of characterization, and the employment of landscape in writing. Finishing, the final section, offers pragmatic advice on how to edit and refine your work. It contains essays by editors and publishers on how to prepare manuscripts for submission, how to publish your own work and how to find editorial guidance. Here you’ll find a new section, created for this brand-new edition of the Coursebook, entitled New Forms, where we explore some of the genres and platforms that have flourished in the years since our book first appeared.


This book can’t give you the raw material or the talent or the ideas, but it has, over the years, taught many people how to write better. The essays here are a gift, written by some writers at the beginning of their journeys, by others who are no longer with us, and by some who have had brilliant subsequent careers. They are all passing on advice and exercises that have worked for them. The Coursebook has become a kind of standard on university courses, partly because of the breadth of knowledge it contains, but also because it was amongst the first of its kind. When we put it together we did it because there were no other works which offered the structure of a university course in a book. Now there are many, but this was the first, and, we believe – with the new material – the most comprehensive across all forms of prose and poetry writing. This book is a place to begin, but where it may take you, on the adventure of creation, is entirely up to you.


Power to your pen. Rock on.


Julia Bell and Paul Magrs, December 2018
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1 GETTING STARTED


Introduction


Julia Bell


Clearing Your Throat


Good writing depends on practice, like sports; the more limbered up you are, the better you perform. But how do you pass through that first, often terrifying, encounter with the blank page and find a voice that will carry your thoughts and feelings with eloquence and flair? You have lots of ideas, but little confidence in your ability to express them. What if it comes out wrong? What if it makes you look childish or naive? What if you can’t do it? The blank page seems to taunt you with your own underconfidence; it points to all the great works that have gone before and says, You can’t do that, or, What’s the point? It’s all been said already. The reams of sentences, the characters, the ideas that drove you to the page in the first place wither into nothing. Suddenly the whole project becomes impossible and your desire to write remains just that.


The only way to overcome this problem is to write. Get some material down on paper, however rough and ready. Start off with notes, fragments, half sentences, until the stuttering stops and you find yourself writing whole sentences, paragraphs, pages. Often the first hurdle is the writer’s own self-consciousness about the act of writing itself. And that hurdle might well take a few pages to clear, like an old car with a dirty petrol tank; the first few miles will be a juddering, stop-start journey. Be prepared for this. You are engaging with something unfamiliar to you, don’t expect to produce a masterpiece in your first attempt. Start off with what you had for tea, the last phone call you made, the colour of your lover’s eyes, your favourite song. Give yourself a subject and write about it, without stopping or correcting yourself, for five minutes. Just generate some pages, a body of work.


Then read it back to yourself.


This will be hard: a first-time encounter with your own work is not dissimilar to watching yourself on-screen or hearing your recorded voice for the first time – Do I really sound like that? Oh no, I never knew I looked like that. You might well be embarrassed or disappointed. Don’t stop. This is a rite of passage. Good radio presenters listen to their own voices over and over so they can control and improve their pitch and delivery. In the same way, good writers will read through their own writing, looking for sentences that can be improved, pushed further, expanded, cut. It is only when you have developed a sense of your own fictional voice that you will really have the confidence to jump in and write a story. However, paradoxically, it is only through writing that you will develop a sense of what your voice really is.


Your fictional voice is not a million miles away from how you speak. A good storytelling voice is a more honed and structured version of speech, and it is as individual to you as your fingerprints. Look at the books you read. What kinds of voices are clamouring for your attention on your bookshelf? You are likely to find lots of disparate voices talking, all with different accents, references, cadences, obsessions.


Voice in fiction or poetry can be interpreted as perspective or personality. It is different from style, which is something that you can develop later to create effects. A poem I wrote when I was thirteen still sounds like me in my thirties. Perhaps it’s a sad reflection on my continuing juvenility or, more seriously, it is the thread of me-ness that runs through my work, the personality that inhabits all the words I write.


[image: ] Try the following exercise either by yourself or in a group.




Write down five sounds that you can hear. Then list the things that you associate with those sounds. A car engine may remind you of being picked up after school, clanking crockery of that summer you worked at Pizza Pie, an aeroplane of your holiday to Ibiza.





This exercise is especially effective in class because in the institutional hush of university buildings there are very few sounds to be heard: air con, buzzing strip lights, heels down the corridor outside, the droning of the lecturer next door. Everyone in the group hears the same or similar things, but they all use different words to express what they have heard, and the sounds have very different associations for them. These associations are unique, born out of individual experience; no one else has these particular stories to tell with these words. These associations and words are, very embryonically, the writer’s voice.


If you have done this exercise on your own, look at the words you have chosen to describe the things you have heard and the associations you have made with those sounds. These are your stories, this is your language, this is the beginning of your fictional voice.


Getting into the Groove




‘I have to start to write to have ideas.’


FRANÇOISE SAGAN





Write every day. Even if it’s only a letter. Now you’ve put pen to paper, you want to try to write something every day. Set yourself some achievable targets. Try to write that story you’ve always meant to write about the mad woman with orange hair who lives down the road or that poem about your cat.


Choose concrete subjects: draw some word sketches of your living room, your backyard, the fish tank. Get into the habit of looking for the telling details, and don’t waste adjectives – when you qualify a noun make it interesting, pertinent, unusual.


You want to have words at your fingertips, so read like mad. Everything and anything: dictionaries, cookery books, novels, poetry, biographies, textbooks, car manuals, football programmes, magazines. Write lists of words and keep them near you; if you get stuck, write five hundred words using a new word in every sentence.


Buy a notebook and a few good-quality pens and take yourself out for the day. Go and sit in a cafe, get an extra-large cup of coffee and write for a few hours. When I lived by the sea I used to sit and write on the beach, right up at the end by the cliffs where no one could disturb me. With my writing class, one of the first exercises I ask them to do is to go and sit in a cafe or a pub and write a few character sketches of the people they see around them.


Good writing practice is about discipline. You want to be limbered up, supple, articulate, but this will only happen when you are locked into a groove. If you find it hard to pick up the beat day after day, trick yourself. I find it helpful when I stop for the day to leave the last sentence unfinished or the last paragraph only lightly sketched out, so that when I start again I can pick up where I left off the day before.


Writing creatively takes a peculiar kind of concentration. A concentration that develops its own little habits and tripwires to help set it off. We always want to know how authors write, as if their behavioural patterns might be an indicator of how to do it ourselves. But these habits are as idiosyncratic as the writer: Keats could only write if he put on a clean shirt, Virginia Woolf only in the mornings, Douglas Coupland likes to write in bed, longhand, between the hours of midnight and 2 a.m., and if he’s mulling over a problem, he’ll go out for a long drive and play the car stereo really loud.


Don’t expect to write a whole story in one breath. If you get stuck halfway through a piece, be prepared to go back and start again. Make notes on your story, your character, your setting. Though it may feel like treading water, like the notes aren’t ‘proper’ writing, they are essential to the process of developing a sense of what you want to say and of finding the added layers of character and setting that will make the narrative convincing.


Notebooks


Paul Magrs


I write in the same kind of exercise books that I used as a child. At any given moment I have a book on the go. I always carry one with me and each of them soon gets filled up with what I’m thinking about or descriptions of scenes I’ve witnessed or made up: irresistible snatches of dialogue from bus stops and shops. Little drawings, too. The books are my place to file things away.


The earliest notebooks I remember having and using in this way were from when I was about four. I remember an old-fashioned stationer’s in South Shields, which smelled of crayons and had scratched glass counters. I would insist on being taken there and I would spend all my pocket money on drawing books.


I think you can still get those Silvine books. I always had to have books with blank pages. I still don’t like writing on lines. That’s like ploughing, not writing. And where do you draw when you’ve got all those lines? Maybe I was fussy like that even at four, and I can see my dad hot and exasperated in the shop as I checked out their stock.


Their very biggest books had covers the colour of mushed-up bananas. Huge creamy pages, and only a few of them, so that after a few large drawings and a bit of writing the whole thing was used up. This was part of the excitement; using books up and getting to the last page. Considering the book as an aesthetic whole. (At four? But I do remember looking through and being pleased.) And having all the finished books in a pile, going through them now and then to remind myself where I’d been and who I’d been looking at and earwigging on.


The smaller books were the size of ordinary school exercise books and these were pillar-box red. I had even more of these.


I’d been set off on this whole writing and drawing business by my infants school teacher, Mrs Payne. She was large and hearty with a shock of silver hair and thick black eyebrows. She made me think she was a more famous version of my own Big Nanna. (Do all little kids think of their teachers as being famous? Whenever I saw a teacher of mine in the town precinct I felt horrible and thrilled; I thought them famous and no one else apparently did.)


Mrs Payne instigated this rule in her infants class that if we were good and industrious enough we would be allowed to have a Busy Book. She gave out new, fresh books and she explained what she meant. She ripped reams of brown paper off the parcels of books and slapped them down, one by one, on our desks. They were blue-covered Silvine books, the intermediate size. She told us that these books were for any spare time we might find. We had complete carte blanche and we need never show anyone what we did on these pages if we didn’t want to. The pages were wide, half lined, half blank. Perfect. What we weren’t to do, she told us, was to waste time. Fill up any spare time with Busy Books.


After that I made sure I learned everything fast: numbers, spellings, the names of trees. Just to get a chance to get back to the Busy Book. Everything went into those books; I built up quite a stack. After that, I had to have them at home as well.


The book you could put anything into, the book you never had to show anyone.


Mrs Payne had a burglar once and my dad was the copper sent round to take her statement. When he came home, he said he’d been surprised that her place wasn’t that posh. They had Venetian blinds up in the living-room window, and he didn’t think that was very nice. I was busy writing all this down in my book and, when I’d finished it, I realized for the first time that I’d written something Mrs Payne wouldn’t be pleased to read. She wouldn’t want to know what my dad had said about her shabby Venetian blinds.


The most important time for writing in these books was, of course, the weekend. Especially at the end of the seventies, when Mam and Dad had split up and he went off to live in Durham in the flat that smelled of new carpets. We stayed with him every weekend, and we would go to see matinees of films like Battlestar Galactica and The Wilderness Family. Then, before going up to South Shields to stay with my Little Nanna, we would sit in an ice-cream parlour and have milkshakes. I would start writing immediately, saving the last frothy glugs of strawberry milkshake till afterwards. My brother would have his own book, but he was only three or so, and he’d be filling the pages with vivid, laborious swirls of colour.


I don’t have any of the books I used then. With each successive house move everything went out. The oldest writing of mine I now have is from when I was twenty. Those first two hidden novels. A bunch of stories.


Recently I discovered that a friend of mine has kept Busy Books of her own. I’ve known her novels since I was sixteen; it was her writing that made me think I had every right to write about the people and things I knew about. I was staying with her in London and we talked about having Busy Books, and it turns out she’d kept them consistently since 1959. Little drawings and bits of dialogue, all that stuff.


I thought about how many hundreds of thousands of miles those biro lines would cover and it was exhilarating. That, to me, suddenly represented the real work that a writer does; the white heat of actual composition.


The things a writer publishes are just postcards; extended cards sent back from the distance they’ve reached. With all the lines she’d written in her Busy Books over the years, my friend had travelled immense distances, even though she’s lived mostly in South London.


What I also liked about what she was saying was that she used her notebooks and journals as a kind of anchor. She knew they were always there. When she looked back through different volumes – at 1987, 1976, 1962, whenever – she found that she could put herself back into that moment and into the person she was just then. She could familiarize herself with events and details that she, as a person, had forgotten, but that would always be there in her notebooks.


Some of those moments had made it into her published fiction. They had escaped and been distilled; the notebooks were never a very tight corral. There were fascinating overlaps between life and work if she wanted to find them. But to her the work in her own private books seemed more stabilizing and permanent than the writing that she had actually published.


Think of your notebooks as a way of capturing the things that go through your head. Think of them as yourself, your memory and everything you witness; all of it distilled. In notebooks and journals we see writers in mid-flight.


In my friend’s sunny kitchen, she explained to me that she needed the books to remind her of the smallest, most telling details; the things that she saw that rang true to her. These details were small nudges, she said, and you need them to make you feel confident and brave in your writing. You have to be ready to see them; you have to be watching and listening all the time.


‘I feel like I’m a pond creature,’ she said, ‘worrying at plants and busying about, seeing what’s going on underwater. And sometimes it’s hard. But it’s interesting. Very, very interesting. I need to live somewhere that’s raw and in the thick of things, but where I can pretend that it’s village life, too. And I like to go out in the morning and see wild animals. All of that is important to me.’


I thought: You have to stay open to everything. You have to take notice of everything. The purple in the cornflowers we bought at the tube station; the tea bags curiously left behind on the pub table being scooped into the ashtray and brushed away with the butts. You have to be alert to the twists and tangents of the myriad stories around you, even when they don’t seem directly pertinent to the main thrust of the plot you are living inside.


My friend was right. Immersing yourself in the tangents and detail really is like being underwater, and it is hard work. You have to make notes while you are in there. But if you skim over the surface, and if you don’t leave yourself prey to distractions and random preoccupations and observations, then what you write will be too composed and artificial. You have to stay open to the surprise of everything.


I end up meeting so many people who want to get their work ‘out there’. By which I suppose they mean into the public domain, into publication. And, of course, they want that special reader to get the point of what they’re saying. They want to make that connection with strangers. They want to leave a record of their own private view. Many of the writers I meet these days want to make that connection with millions of strangers. They want to be Stars.


To do that, I imagine, they would have to lose some of the privacy of writing. They’d need a microphone rather than a notebook. A writer who becomes a Star, I think, loses a little or a lot of their equilibrium and the stability their notebooks once gave them. They’re too concerned with divining what their massive public desires of them. They become genies in lamps. They aren’t writing for themselves any more. How can they love what they do? Everything becomes a deadline and it has to be what people expect. Everyone’s lamp-rubbing. They have to write books to fit a contract and a jacket that has been designed before they have even written a first line. No more Busy Books; there isn’t any time.


But that’s what some people want. It’s tempting to tell them, So why write? Go and be a Star. Go and be Shirley Bassey. How much time does Shirley Bassey get to experiment and produce the work she really wants to do? Where does a Star keep her private, sketchy work?


When I was staying in London, my friend gave me directions to an old-fashioned stationer’s on the King’s Road, opposite a cinema. I bought a new book there and walked into town, looking for a cafe, maybe in Soho, to sit in.


On Keeping a Diary


Nicole Ward Jouve


I have been keeping a diary since I was ten. I am now sixty. Half a century of diary-keeping, fifty-odd notebooks, are now lined up on a bookshelf, close to my bed. There have been years in which I wrote almost nothing. Others that filled up several notebooks. Roughly one per year.


What can I draw from that experience that could be of help to others – at least to some of the readers of this book? Everyone is different: keeping a diary does not suit everybody. Some very good writers have kept them; others, also very good, wouldn’t have dreamt of it. The thing is to find out what’s right for oneself. What is offered below, however enthusiastic and admonishing, is written in that spirit.


So, what diaries have been for me:




	A source of tactile and visual pleasure. I like the activity of writing, somewhat under threat in the computer age. I enjoy writing as an act, a craft. Something material, in which the whole body can be involved. I have used notebooks large and tiny, rough and handsome, whatever was at hand when the need to write was upon me. But now I think about it, the sensuousness of paper and cover seems important. I love strong bindings – I feel protected; I’m in business inside strong bindings. I love paper which my travelling, spiralling hand can glide over, can stroke, but also the rough grain of some copybooks. I want rules wide enough for me not to have to squeeze myself to fit in between. And if the cover is silky, shiny, beautifully patterned – well! It follows I’ll have to try for something of beauty, won’t I?


	A trusted friend. Especially at adolescence: I could pour it all out, rave and swear at the adults around me, satirize them in poems or devise tragic tales of romantic passion, safe from prying and judgemental eyes. I could be anybody, hold any opinion. There was a space where I was totally wanted. Unconditionally loved. A diary was a kind of permanent transitional object: when one was finished there was a brand-new one between the safe covers of which I could reinvent the wheel. I had a future.


	The beginning of a voice of my own. When I eventually made it to the world of learning, of academia, where everybody seemed to know better than me and I seemed not to be entitled to my own opinion, it was because I had behind me a long practice of diary-writing that I could hang on to a sense of self. Something whispered that whatever was valuable about me was who I was. I did not need to dance to the world’s tune.


	A writerly gymnastics. It’s like being a dancer or a musician. Unless you practise, you don’t develop the muscles, or the suppleness, or the nimbleness of fingers. There are of course geniuses who don’t need the practice, some who – like Stendhal, ‘raturant le vif’, correct the script of life, not the textual script. Yet when I think about it, even Stendhal wrote a great many books (on painting, music, politics and love) before the mere six weeks it took him to pen The Charterhouse of Parma. Baudelaire wrote Latin verse at school, and Rimbaud, the lightning genius, began with pastiches of Victor Hugo. Some friends of mine, who were not writers, who wrote clumsily or naively in a magazine we edit together, started the practice of writing for twenty minutes every morning on waking. Anything that came into their heads, any which way, without any care for style, etc. I was doubtful: but I have found that their magazine writing has improved out of all recognition. It is not naive or clumsy any more. It has a flow, a sharpness, an inventiveness that was not there before. The diary-keeping has triggered their creativity.


	The key to freedom, but also to a sense of the infinite richness of life. If one writes about the day – what’s been going on, inside and outside – it soon becomes clear that the choices are endless, and that through the choices one makes one is structuring one’s world, inventing oneself. Do I write about what happened in this conversation with a friend, the way the first crescent of moon rose above me in the startlingly black night when I walked out of the doctor’s surgery this winter evening, being told on the telephone how my nephew miraculously escaped being injured in a terrible car crash, the memory I had of reading Anna Karenina when I was sixteen, the sweet smell of Guinness in the pub yard as I walk past and the memories that summons, or the grief I’ve been trying to repress? It soon becomes clear that it would take many days to write down what’s been happening during the day – during one hour. It might take the whole of life. That is what books like Ulysses or Mrs Dalloway or Remembrance of Things Past are about. Writing and time. Writing and life. In the choices one makes to write this or that in one’s diary, year after year, out of the flow, the shape of who one is appears.


	The means of transformation, of managing emotions. A friend told me that when an emotional crisis was upon her, especially at nights, she would go into her kitchen, take a large sheet of paper and some paints, and let rip. Paint with her fingers, her hands, her face, anything that she felt like. When she was done, she would find peace. It made me reflect that at times this is how I have used notebooks. When an unbearable climax was upon me, I would write – let rip – dare anything. Or I would vent my rage onto a tape. A grown-up version of the adolescent ‘pouring it out’. Then the fit of passion loses its grip. It becomes bearable. One can sleep. When one comes across these outpourings, years later, they can make you wince, they are so raw. But some will have the making of something. There is a shape to be carved out of them, a distinctive voice to be released. Rough drafts, after all, of something that was struggling to be born. Throes of a long-drawn-out, yet distant parturition.


	A tool for inner growth. If one is interested in that sort of thing, of course. Not all diarists are, at least not consciously. But I am, and have been writing down my dreams whenever they seemed important for a great many years. For a long time I could see little meaning in them, or only bits of meaning, or only the bleakest, scariest meaning. If one is a fiction writer these recorded dreams can be an enormous asset, helping one find the inner logic or evolution of a character. But with time, and work, and practice, and the help of people who are gifted in the elucidation of dreams, not only do dreams evolve, new patterns of dreaming appear, but dreams – some of them at least – begin to make more and more sense. A friend of a friend in France wrote a book about her dreams over a long period of time and called it Letters from the Night. That they are messages our unconscious sends us, ever elusive, ever shifting, and yet at times extraordinarily helpful, I do not doubt. One has to keep up the practice of diary-writing over a long period even to begin to decipher some of these messages, but what a treasure trove. It is well worth it.





I could go on for a long time. But seven is a good number. And here I’ll stop.


Clearing Some Space


Paul Magrs


I’m always interested to know when people first started writing. Lots of the students I interview to come on the Creative Writing course at UEA tell me that they have ‘always written’. They can’t exactly remember the moment that they first wrote for themselves. This strikes a chord with me because I’m the same and, like them, it always seemed natural to keep notebooks, journals, to invent stories and poems and make sense of the world, alone, with a pen and a book.


The students do remember a certain time, though, when they took seriously to writing. Often it was the first time that they decided to make something public. They typed up a story, or copied it out neatly, lifted it from the private notebook and attempted to turn it into a shape that someone else could appreciate. Maybe they gave it to a relative or a friend and maybe the reaction was pleasure, surprise, encouragement. From then on a new urgency came into the young writer. They had become aware of an audience out there, that would perhaps consist of just one person, but was there nevertheless. There could be a recipient of the writing that had previously been private and produced naturally as simply an offshoot of their personality. Now they would have to learn to craft their work.


Writers start writing at different stages in life. For every one who has ‘always written’, and started to learn the techniques of making their work audience-worthy early on, there are others who don’t start until much later in life. Perhaps they had all of their confidence knocked out of them by the educational process or their adult life since. Maybe they haven’t had the time to spend on an activity that is, in the end, a rather selfish one. They could well have decided that they weren’t clever enough or skilled enough when they read the work of other published writers. They might have become convinced that they had nothing to say. All sorts of thoughts put people off from doing the things they really want to do.


When I meet these people, whose confidence has been knocked or who haven’t had the chance to try their hand yet, it’s often apparent that, whatever reasons they give for not having written yet, they still really want to do it. It’s still the thing they would most like to do.


They need to clear some space for themselves. Complicated things like guilt, underconfidence, ambition, pride, and the rest of everyday life – these need to be set aside for a little while. They need to get to know themselves all over again, I think, and get some words down on paper.


Writers at all stages of their career talk about the terror of the white, empty page and that horrid sagging feeling – the hopelessness of ever being able to fill it with anything worthwhile. I think that in order to be able to write well eventually, we have to allow ourselves to write quite badly en route. What tends to hold people up in the first place is their determination that the first line they write down be brilliant. You can wait a long time for that first brilliant line to turn up.


We’re used to reading published fiction and poems and, of course, their first lines often are brilliant. They’re designed to be like that, in order to seduce us and draw us in. But you have to remind yourself – you have to be told – that these first lines were most probably not what the author first wrote. There could have been hundreds of pages of nonsense they wrote beforehand as they worked themselves up into a position where they knew what they wanted to write about.


So don’t aim at brilliance straight away. Nothing is more guaranteed to freeze you up and stop you writing altogether. What a writer publishes is generally only the tip of the iceberg of what they’ve actually worked through. For every one of my published novels and stories there’s another one that I wasn’t happy with or that didn’t quite work out in the end. There are scores of experiments and half-finished things. There is a lot of waste involved in writing. You could see it as a waste if you were only thinking about finished product. In the process, though, there is an awful lot to learn. I like to tell students that there’s often more to be learned from an interesting failed piece of writing than there is to be learned from something that arrives all in a rush, and seems tidy and perfect on first or second draft.


In this coursebook you won’t hear many of these authors talking about muses, flashes of inspiration, or the powerful overflow of emotion. None of us are much given to producing perfect works of art in a blinding crash of lightning. There is a lot of talk about craftsmanship and training yourself, and how that apprenticeship really goes on through the whole of a writer’s life. You never stop learning new things about this whole business. A writer wants to go on and on learning. That is, I think, why they do it. It’s a discipline with no end, no finite goal in sight.


Which is why people starting out – at any age, at any stage in their lives – shouldn’t be scared of not knowing the ropes yet. They shouldn’t be so scared that they prevent themselves from broaching that first white page. You have to remember that no one can write exactly as you do. You are the unique product of a unique life history. Even if you had an identical twin, they could never write precisely the poems, plays, stories that you will. So if you don’t write this text and in your own particular way, then no one else ever will. No one can ever do it for you. (The best illustration of this comes in the form of ghostwritten autobiographies. Usually they are of celebrity footballers, singers, actors. Have you noticed? In hiring someone to write up their lives for them, these reluctant autobiographers wind up with a blandly unexciting text, full of clichés and second-hand experience, something that just anyone could have written. Even the most exciting life story can be killed stone dead like this.)


Tell yourself that you are writing now because no one else can ever do it for you. It’s important for that reason alone. No one has to see the first attempts and experiments you make. Remind yourself that anyone learning a craft has to practise and waste materials as they learn. But our materials are relatively cheap – paper and pens. At least we’re not cutting diamonds or stained glass. One slip of the pen and you haven’t blown a fortune.


Also, remind yourself that writing practice isn’t something only novices do. All writers, at all stages in their careers, have to do it, and you can bet your life that even the most wonderful poets and novelists write wild unpublishable nonsense some of the time, just to get themselves going again.


[image: ] Set yourself the following task:




You are going to write a page about each of the following topics. Don’t let anything intrude on this exercise. No distractions. Don’t even think about it too deeply or try to make much sense.


Write down (in five minutes or so for each topic) what you know about:




	Garden furniture


	Marilyn Monroe


	The Earth’s core


	Eagles


	Fireworks








When you read back what you’ve written on these subjects, you might find that you’ve got a mess. A whole list of associations, maybe descriptions, maybe some clichés and commonplace observations. But in the reading back you will also find something you’ve written that will surprise you. There will be some reminiscence you’ve forgotten – some spark of memory that the process of writing has unearthed. Or maybe you’ve made some bizarre leap in logic and lateral thinking, which makes you laugh out loud upon reading back, so that your page of notes on Marilyn Monroe begins with you thinking about her singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to John F. Kennedy and ends with a recollection of a holiday to Lake Ullswater when you were six and you ate boiled eggs for breakfast on the rocky shore.


These leaps sideways – the moments in which you take yourself by surprise – these are the moments to capitalize on. These are the ones that make the rest of writing worthwhile, because they remind you that no one else could have made the connection that you just have in quite that way.


Allow your pen to wander, just now, on this range of subjects. Spend time afterwards on seeing what associations and connections you have made. Then set down these further associations as a list – ‘boiled eggs’, ‘Lake Ullswater’, etc., and see how far another blast and burst of writing can take you.


It’s endless. There’s an awful lot of ready-made material inside you that you haven’t even started to tap.




2 TRAINING THE EYE


Introduction


Julia Bell



‘There are very few human beings who receive the truth, complete and staggering, by instant illumination. Most of them acquire it fragment by fragment, on a small scale, by successive developments, cellularly, like a laborious mosaic.’


ANAÏS NIN, THE DIARIES OF ANAÏS NIN





Beginning to write is a process of learning to look at the world differently. To be able to construct vivid, believable narratives a writer needs to develop a sharp eye for the details in the world around them, details that are often easy to miss in the hustle and bustle of everyday living.


The details of a story are the point at which character and setting begin to take on their shape, where the story starts to come alive in the mind of the reader. It is here, in the cement of a text, that a story will stand or fall.


It’s not just any detail that a writer looks for, it’s the telling detail like that moment when the woman in the chip shop, ordering double egg and chips, dropped her purse and her Weight Watchers membership card fell out. Or the second-hand wedding dresses in the window of the Relate charity shop. The small ironies that most of us encounter in our everyday lives can provide a writer with some of the best material for fiction. But we have to unpeel our eyes, resensitize ourselves to our environment. How many of us could write an exact verbal description of our journey to work? How often have you passed that crumbling warehouse and not noticed the graffiti: ‘Elvis Lives’? Or realized that they’ve changed the supermarket on the ring road from Tesco to Kwik Save?


Describe your world to yourself as you move around it. What best describes your living room? Your street? Your town? Who lives here? Write lists of words and phrases and try to be as precise as possible in your observations. Get used to knowing and understanding the meanings of words, buy a good dictionary and read it. The broader your vocabulary, the more ideas you will be able to express.


When constructing a narrative you need to think quite carefully about how you are presenting details to the reader. What kinds of details are important to the narrative? What type of world are you trying to create? Focusing too much on irrelevancies will throw the reader off the scent: Do we really need to know what your character’s had for tea, what colour their bath mat is? (If, of course, the tea is poisoned or the bath mat has a revealing stain then these might be your moments of telling detail.) In many ways it is what you filter out that focuses the reader’s eye on the important details.


Next time you read, slow yourself down, tick off the sentences that create a strong visual image of the story in your imagination. You will find that a series of complex visual and textual prompts have created an image of the story in your mind. Take this example from F. Scott Fitzgerald:




He took out a pile of shirts and began throwing them, one by one, before us, shirts of sheer linen and thick silk and fine flannel, which lost their folds as they fell and covered the table in many coloured disarray. While we admired he brought more and the soft rich heap mounted higher – shirts with stripes and scrolls and plaid in coral and apple-green and lavender and faint orange, with monograms of indian blue. Suddenly, with a strained sound, Daisy bent her head into the shirts and began to cry stormily.


‘They’re such beautiful shirts,’ she sobbed, her voice muffled in the thick folds. ‘It makes me sad because I’ve never seen such – such beautiful shirts before.’


F. SCOTT FITZGERALD, THE GREAT GATSBY





This scene comes from a moment where Gatsby – reunited with his lost love, Daisy – is showing off his opulent house and possessions. Consider the effect of the detail in this passage. The ‘thick folds’, the ‘sheer linen’, the ‘fine flannel’, the ‘soft rich heap’, the ‘coral and apple-green’. There is an extravagance that borders on mania in the way that the pile of shirts becomes suffocatingly larger. And Daisy’s dramatic response fits the mood and tone of the wealthy New York set that Fitzgerald is satirizing. What does such an opulent wardrobe suggest about Gatsby’s character? He is the enigma at the centre of the book, the man whom no one has ever met but everyone claims to know. Why is he showing Daisy all his possessions? ‘While we admired he brought more’ hints that the shirts only have value for Gatsby when others are admiring them. Certainly, Gatsby displays more shirts than he could ever wear.


Pinning your writing down to specific detail is the first way to develop good practice. Learn from reading other writers. Don’t settle for bland or vague adjectives. Words such as ‘nice’, ‘good’, ‘dark’, ‘bad’ are so general as to be insipid. Only use metaphor if it is pertinent and surprising. Develop a sensory understanding of the world, how perfumes, sounds, textures and tastes reveal character and place.


[image: ] Consider the stories and the characters that might lie behind these sketches:




1. A butter-yellow Ford Cortina, key scratches on the bonnet, spelling out a word or a signature, can’t tell which. A peeling Canaries sticker on the bumper, green and yellow seat covers. Magic Tree air freshener hanging off the mirror. Crumpled McDonald’s bags on the back seat.


2. He’s wearing a shirt the colour of ectoplasm, vile fluorescent green. He’s on his second can of Red Bull, which smells worse than his aftershave, and he’s laughing out loud at something on his phone. Oh God, he’s trying to catch my eye.







When you write, take time to draw a few quick verbal sketches, which describe where you are, where you’ve been, who you’ve been with. What are the key details that define your environment? Writers develop the ability to take a moment and split it into its component parts – what he or she was wearing, how he or she looked, how he or she gestured.


Consider how you can subvert expectations. The owner of the car in the first example is most likely to be a man, but what if it’s a woman? What does this say about our cultural expectations? Details are always loaded with significance; use them precisely, don’t go for the obvious or the stereotypical.





In Camera Lucida Roland Barthes talks about detail as that which impacts upon the memory when an image is out of sight. When you try to remember an image or a scene, what is it that most sticks in your mind? Look at a photograph, close your eyes and try to recall the image. What is it that you remember? Is it the red of her shoes? The shape of the tree? The way he’s smiling? The yellow chairs? Try to describe the photograph. Break up your gaze into jigsaw bits, then fit it back together on the page.


If you were to give one hundred people the same photo to describe, they would all write it down differently. They would pick different details, use different adjectives, have different cultural references. Training the eye is about learning to articulate your own perspective clearly. It’s a cliché, but no less pertinent, that writing is a journey of self-discovery, of finding and defining things you didn’t know you thought about yourself, about the world, about your place in the world. The keen eye that picks out all the telling detail has to be aware of the angle and the object of its own gaze.


The infamous narcissist Anaïs Nin said that the world only became real when she wrote about it. To this end she kept copious diaries in which she recorded and constructed the story of her life. She created herself on the page as a character in a world where everything was heightened, more romantic, more passionate, more extravagant. She created herself as a character that she would go on to use in her novels. She knew that writing was indulgent, and she revelled in it.


Get to know yourself. Write a few essays, express your opinions. What do you really think about that film you went to see last week? For me, one of the great joys of writing is articulating something I have felt but never expressed before. The phrase ‘coming to terms with’ means precisely that: finding words to express experience. At this stage it’s complete self-indulgence, you can say what you like; there are no witnesses, no audience, just you and the page.


Creative Writing Workshy


Ali Smith


Writing, from day to day, is like dealing in a series of controlled explosions that vary in speed, in size and in stretch; can stop, hang mid-air like Cornelia Parker’s sculptures of exploded things suspended at the point of impact. Writing – writing anything at all – is to invite a dynamic meld of anarchy and discipline, to leave our prints in the fizzing, fuse-lit possible places between order and chaos. Did you know that our hearts hang between order and chaos with every beat? That every heartbeat is subtly different from the last, and that too much order, conversely too much disorder, will explode or implode a heart?


I always think that the act of writing, strung as it is between instinct and edit, is an occupation best done in solitude, at least in the first instance. Teaching creative writing workshops gives me irritable bowel syndrome. Something about the concept (and about how I can say yes and then regret it and worry about it for weeks) inflames my gut in what might be called an explosive, sometimes an implosive, manner. I can’t make up my mind whether this is a commonsensical and protective physical urge from the notion that writing is always best done alone in a room with a pencil and nobody watching, or a perverse and antisocial response, the response of the lazy and the vanity-ridden person, who uses something like Cocteau’s comment – that asking an artist to talk about art is a bit like asking a plant to discuss horticulture – as a lame excuse for not wanting to articulate. Then again, I’m drawn to Cocteau’s suggestion. Here’s the fact: I’m green, I’ve got roots, I need water. Give me a pencil, some paper, an empty room; I really don’t want to talk about it, I want to do it. Talking about it is just another way of putting off doing it.


All of which is a cunning cop-out kind of inarticulate thing with which to preface this piece, since workshops offer exactly one of those possible lit spaces, exactly the anarchy–discipline dynamic I began this section with.


Most of the following exercises are things that were made up on the spot in workshops and for workshops or culled from other people’s workshops, in other words made up by other writers less fearful than I am of talking about it.


[image: ] 1. A Useful Exercise Called Image-Music-Text




This is an exercise best done quickly. It can double as a poem in its own right, and could maybe also benefit from being set to music.







Write down the first image that comes into your head.


Write down the first emotion that comes into your head.


Write down the first line that comes into your head.







It can be the first line for a story.


It can be the first line for a poem.


It can be the first line for anything.







Write down a different emotion.


Write down a different first line.


Write down a different image.







Write down another first line.


Write down another emotion.


Write down another image.







Write down an image that is an emotion (i.e. that will act as one).


Write down a first line that is an emotion (i.e. that will act as one).


Write down an image that is a first line (i.e. that will act as one).







Write down an emotion without mentioning the emotion.


Write down a first line that’s nothing but image.


Now remove the image (so that its absence can be felt).







Can emotion ever be removed from image?


Can image ever be removed from emotion?


Can you have a first line of a story, poem, anything, without emotion or image?







Choose your preferred first line. Now. Start.





[image: ] 2. Some Useful Three-Word Lists for One of Those Here-Are-Three-Words-Now-Write-a-Paragraph-that-Uses-All-Three Exercises








	inveracity


	gowan


	vulsella







	cribble


	durmast


	obovate







	flux


	zedoary


	sauba







	dag


	monophobia


	isthmus







	parergon


	sockdologer


	bort







	fractal


	incarnadine


	deodand







	cat


	dog


	rain












NOTE: Is it necessary to know what words mean? Or is it necessary to invent meanings for words?





[image: ] 3. Workshop Exercise Instruction in Haiku



Write a short story.


Very short. One hundred words.


You have ten minutes.





[image: ] 4. Gendercise



Have the workshop participants read out their hundred-word stories created under the haiku method above. Now ask everybody to change the gender of one of the characters in their stories, without changing anything else, and read them out again alongside the originals. What happens? How much of the story can stay the same? How much of it changes or shifts and why? This is an excellent way to bring preconceptions to the surface or to spot them in prose.





[image: ] 5. Tense?



Now choose just one of the stories the class has been working on. Copy it onto the board or photocopy it, so that everybody has a copy of it to work from. Then assign everybody in the room a different tense into which to put the story. The comparisons are / will be / would be / could have been / might be fruitful. Ask some people to choose a mix of tenses to see what happens to the story then. Ask one person to use a different tense each time a verb is used.





[image: ] 6. Editcise



Choose a good full-blown sentence from somewhere. One of my personal favourites is the first line of an Alan Warner story, called ‘Car Hung, Upside Down’, which goes: ‘The car hung, upside down high above the earth, in the leafless sycamore tree.’


Minutely edit. Start with almost nothing, the impact of


The car was in the tree.


Compare it to the impact of


The car was upside down, in the tree.


Then compare the impact of


The car hung upside down, in the tree.


And so on, with


The car hung, upside down, in the tree.


The car hung, upside down in the tree.


The car hung upside down, in the tree.


The car hung upside down in the sycamore tree.


The car hung upside down in the leafless tree.


The car hung upside down in the leafless sycamore tree.


The car hung upside down, in the leafless sycamore tree.


The car hung upside down high above the earth in the leafless sycamore tree.


The car hung, upside down high above the earth, in the leafless sycamore tree.


The car hung, upside down high above the earth.


The car hung in the leafless sycamore tree.


The car hung in the leafless tree.


The car hung in the sycamore tree.


The car hung in the tree.







And all the variations I’ve left out. This should lead to a discussion: e.g. Which is the perfect sentence for which occasion? It could lead to sleep or trance state. These, in turn, could lead to





[image: ]7. Thinking of Nothing



Try this. Try thinking of nothing.


This is an excellent exercise for clearing the head.





Keeping Your Eyes Open


Alicia Stubbersfield


When I’m making notes which may end up as material for a poem, I think of that perfect note-maker Dorothy Wordsworth, tramping along with brother William, recording description and comment so that he could ‘recollect in tranquillity’.


Unfortunately, I don’t have a Dorothy. I don’t have much time either, so my notes are scrappy things written in a little book I keep in my handbag. I often wonder where male poets keep their notebooks but have never asked. These notes, though, are important despite their brevity and allow me to trawl back through my responses to experience and to make connections.


My connection, as a woman poet in the year 2019, with William Wordsworth comes from recording those scraps at all. It also comes from the development of the scrap. After days and nights of Welsh rain, the field across the road from my house was flooded so badly that two swans took up temporary residence. I recorded the fact and the way their necks made a perfect heart shape in the instant I was watching them. There’s plenty of serendipity involved in being a writer. The important thing is to see the heart shape, write it down in your notebook and then go back to it later.


Swans mate for life and make a wonderful metaphor for enduring love. I’m more interested in what goes wrong in relationships. The temporary quality of the lake on the flooded field offset by that fleeting glimpse of the swans’ necks forming a conventional symbol for love made the kind of contrast I’m interested in. I find an image that is essentially visual and then subvert it, develop it, make it resonate in a new way. Faithful swans washed up on a flooded field allow me to tap into what we know as well as what we don’t expect.


Developing an image needs the other four senses. And this is the simplest element of writing and the one we forget most easily. Think of the importance of smell. That wet-dog-drying smell of small schoolchildren, the smell of pavements after summer rain, the smell of the person you lust after. A familiar smell can transport us back to childhood in an instant. Smell, like taste, is difficult to describe but will work hard for you in a poem. The reader will be transported without scratch and sniff, by the power of your description. In a poem about a lover going away with someone else I have the girl sleeping in his shirt so she will ‘wake smelling of you’. Smell becomes a metaphor for her loss as well as a strong physical detail in the poem.


Taste, too, allows another layer of physicality and abstraction: ‘the cigarette-and-wine taste of you’ or ‘how desire tastes in someone else’s mouth’. These are clear enough and open enough for the reader to fill in the absolutes.


Texture and sound are equally important in letting the reader imagine the scene clearly. In a poem written in the voice of a human cannonball I wanted to make the inside of the cannon as real as possible, so I used the sounds of the circus, which she can hear outside the cannon, and the feel of the metal on her skin. ‘I hear tigers roar in the distance’ and ‘Cold touching my skin, seeping into me.’ The sound of tigers emphasizes her isolation and the cold ‘seeping’ into her becomes a metaphorical cold and represents her relationship with her father.


Physical details become metaphorical in the writing and so allow the poem to take on another layer: the physical becomes metaphorical and allows the reader to connect in a more profound way. The choice we make about the physical details, the use we make of the senses, allows us to have control over our material, to direct our readers and to allow the reader to make the poem their own. Leaving room for the reader is important but not so that we edit what we want to say to appease some imagined person. Many of the women writers I have as students have great difficulty finding their own, confident voice. Speaking out above the noise of our mothers and grandmothers can be almost impossible and I certainly found, and find, it difficult, although the way women talk to each other can be the beginning of writing.


My mother was my first audience. I learned to tell stories to keep her entertained, to describe exactly where I’d been, who I’d seen, who had said what to whom. ‘And what colour were her shoes?’ she’d ask, pursing her lips at the unsuitability of white shoes in winter. ‘How common.’


I learned to edit my experiences. If I didn’t want my friends to appear common, and I didn’t, I changed the colour of their shoes to black patent, which were ‘plain fancy’ and, thus, acceptable. I rehearsed the amusing bits of an evening out, the quasi-tragic highlighting the elements that would entertain. The most important thing, however, was the detail. What kind of clothes was she wearing? What colour? What cut? What does that say about her?


My mother maintained that she knew what I was thinking, and I don’t think I ever fully accepted that she didn’t. But she didn’t. No one ever does know what someone else is thinking and that’s what makes the job of the writer interesting. We, somehow, have to communicate our thoughts, whether speaking or writing, and that takes us back to the five senses.


The elements of my social life that I remembered and edited for the benefit of my mother were usually visual. I’ve already mentioned the clothes people wore but, as a writer, I am interested in more than that. The exact colour of the shirt he wore the night he dumped you tells us about him, about your mood, about his place in the world. That rip in the sleeve matters. In my poem ‘Letters Home’, which is about the versions of our lives we choose to tell others, I list the things the girl in the poem can tell her mother and the things she can’t, creating contrasting images inside the head of the reader. She can describe ‘the books / snack-bars with plastic cups / lads playing football’ but not ‘. . . coffee / or waiting in the kitchen for a kettle, your back against the fridge / then green mugs, a bottle of red wine’.


Each of the things on the list resonates beyond just what it is. The details carry much of the emotional weight of the poem.


Making connections between the different aspects of our lives is important. Sharon Olds writes about the death of her children’s gerbil, and all of us who are parents know how important those little deaths are. We can write about the effects of the bigger deaths by reducing them. Shortly after my mother died I found myself writing about the deaths of animals: the pet sheep, a hen that curiously laid an egg as she died, which was a gift of a metaphor. So much so that a friend who is also a poet accused me of making it up. The trick is to spot the metaphor and use the simple event of the dead hen and her egg to reflect feelings about the death of a parent and that which is left after such a death.


I live in the country and am very conscious of the turning of the seasons. The leaving and returning of the swallows or curlews gives a structure to life that makes sense to me. The advent of spring with the gradual colouring in of the hedges and lambs hiccuping round the field may sound romantic but is juxtaposed with the blood and death we encounter in the poetry of Ted Hughes. Once in a poetry workshop I brought a poem that was set very much where I live; lush countryside full of wild flowers, particularly poppies, which I used symbolically to show the disintegration of a relationship. In the poem the woman rescues a wounded swallow from the cat and cups it in her hand, aware of its incredible smoothness. I was fictionalizing experience, using the place with which I was familiar, describing an incident with a wounded swallow as it had happened to me but giving these to fictionalized characters and making the elements significant within the narrative. A member of the group workshopping the poem was disdainful of its authenticity because of the setting, thinking that it was too ‘Laura Ashley’, believing ironically that I had made up the setting and the relationship was real.


The temptation to respond with ‘But that’s what it’s like’ or, ‘That’s what happened’ is often a strong one, but literal truth is not important to the emotional truth of the poem. I may have a strong idea of an image I want to pursue, or want to write about an incident that happened, capturing a particular moment, but when I have started to write, something else takes over and the poem begins to have its own energy and dynamic. At that point I feel it’s important to follow that energy and see where the poem takes you. That’s not to say I’m not controlling the line lengths, the stanzas, maybe even the rhyme, but there is something more there, and it is that which gives the poem its emotional truth and the indefinable charge that makes a poem work.


Writers have to be alert to everything around them, to the strange little connections and contrasts that become symbols for the way life is. The making of the poem comes afterwards. We dig out our own clay and then shape the pot of the poem later. The possibilities are endless, from the fine porcelain of a villanelle to experimental pieces that barely look like poems at all. Each one will come from experience and will be transformed by imagination.


[image: ] Try the following exercise, which will mimic the process of note-making and the establishing of connections.



First choose an object of some kind and place it in front of you. It can be the blue vase you bought in Greece, full of Greek sea and sky, or it might be the pink pebble you found on the beach at Llandudno, or something as simple as an item of clothing. Pamela Gillilan has written of the shape of her dead husband’s feet in his shoes and Tess Gallagher of two women smoothing out a man’s black silk vest so that the vest almost becomes the dead person.


Once you have the object, describe it in as close detail as possible, including all the five senses without forcing it. Taste might just be the remnants of that morning’s toothpaste, rather than anything directly associated with your object. And that leads me to the important part. As you write, let your mind wander and call up any associations at all, then write those down, too. You might include the weather outside as well. Try, after a while, to bring yourself back to the object.


You will now have plenty of notes to work on. These can be shaped any way you choose but an excellent model is Ted Hughes’ ‘View of a Pig’, where he moves from a description of the pig to musings on death, back to the dead pig and musings on its life and then to other experiences he has had with pigs before coming back to the dead pig again. The important element is to allow the connections between the object and your other ideas to be shaped by the poem. In this way the object can become metaphorical and add a layer of significance to the description. Like swans touching their beaks on a temporary lake in a Welsh field.





Articles of Faith: Using Objects in Poetry


Esther Morgan



‘It [poetry] creates anew the universe, after it has been annihilated in our minds by the recurrence of impressions blunted by reiteration.’


SHELLEY, A DEFENCE OF POETRY







‘Description is itself a kind of travel.’


MARK DOTY, ‘TWO RUINED BOATS’ FROM ATLANTIS





I start with Doubting Thomas. In the New Testament, Thomas is famous as the disciple who is only convinced in the risen Christ when he sees the crucifixion wounds for himself, when his fingers can actually touch them. Christ’s riposte is to tell him, ‘blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have believed’.


This is all very well for a religion. Religions require faith. Poetry is not a religion. I ask my students to imagine that Doubting Thomas is reading their poems. He is not prepared to take anything on faith; so what if you are happy or sad or angry, why should he believe you? The only way you can convince him of the truth of what you are saying is by making him feel it; with his eyes, his ears and, yes, his fingers.


I have found that using objects early on in a poetry course helps students to begin writing in a way that will satisfy the most doubting of Thomases. Focusing on an object sensitizes us again to the physical world, an alertness that tends to diminish once we’ve left childhood behind. By using objects I am trying to help students (and myself) recapture a sense of wonder, which in turn helps us rediscover or strengthens an excitement in the possibilities of language. The two are closely connected; just as we tend to use language in a formulaic way in ordinary life, so we can be lazy in the way we encounter the world physically. We spend a great deal of time editing out our environment, not noticing its richness as we tick off our tasks for the day.


There are other reasons, too, which make working with objects of particular value in the writing of poetry. One of the differences between poetry and prose is, I think, a question of focus. Whilst acknowledging that there are areas where the two genres do overlap, in general, poetry is more tightly and intensely focused than prose. An analogy I’ve developed is that reading prose is like walking into a room and switching on an overhead light: you can see everything in the room at once. Poetry, on the other hand, is more like walking into the same room and switching on a torch: although you don’t see all that’s there, what you do see appears with greater intensity by virtue of that single beam.
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