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I
DARE
YOU

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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