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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the world of creative writing. Whilst teaching the subject, I became aware that students often had their own individual ‘stumbling block’ regarding certain aspects of writing. For instance, some could not grasp viewpoint, some were conscious of using stilted dialogue or adding corny endings. Students suggested that a ‘dip into’ a reference book that pulled no punches and concentrated on the nitty-gritty, could be the answer.

So here is that ‘dip into’ book, where you can go straight to your particular problem. But I hope that you will also gain confidence and enjoyment from the other ‘lessons’ which, together with the exercises, are aimed at getting new writers into print and improving the work of those already published. The exercises should also be fun to do if you are writing for pleasure.

The approach that authors take – the attitude they have towards writing – is so important. Over the years I have had brilliant students who, sadly, were unwilling to do the hard work required, and not so brilliant ones who, fantastically, would slog away at it. Guess which are successful today …

There are no real ‘rules’ in creative writing, but you do need to learn the basics and these lessons are aimed at keeping you writing, in spite of those ‘blocks’. There is nothing more satisfying than finishing your own story or novel, so get down to it.

Read the good authors … and keep writing!

AUTHOR’S NOTE

Throughout the book, please read ‘he’ to encompass both men and women. No sexism intended!


SECTION ONE:

GETTING STARTED


(1)

HAVING THE RIGHT ATTITUDE

Attitude is everything! Anyone, given a surge of enthusiasm and a brilliant idea, can start writing a novel or a story. But lack the right attitude towards your creation and it will never get finished. Writing can be fun, enjoyable and wonderful therapy. It can also, like everything else worth doing, be surprisingly hard work.

Before you start to write, spend a few moments thinking about what you are about to do. Why do you want to do it? For fun … just to see if you CAN do it … in order to create something … because you’ve always loved words? Or maybe you’re deadly serious and hope to sell your work? Whatever, even if you’ve never written anything creative before, you need to get into a positive frame of mind about it and be determined to finish what you start. The ‘I’ll-just-scribble-a-few-words-and-see-where-they-take-me’ attitude is not always good. OK, it gets you started, but your first surge of enthusiasm is likely to peter out … and yet another creative piece comes to nothing.

Whatever stage you are at, be positive about any writing you attempt. Giving yourself a deadline (a completion date) and sticking to it helps enormously. You need to make a solid commitment about your writing: you are no ‘dabbler’, you intend to produce a complete story or a whole novel. Even if you are doing it just for fun, you’ll get much more satisfaction from your creation if you manage to finish it. So, remember: attitude is everything!


MASTERCLASS EXAMPLE

I don’t know anything about inspiration because I don’t know what inspiration is – I’ve heard about it, but I never saw it.

(William Faulkner)



TOP TIP

Think you’re not in the mood? No matter – sit in front of your computer and write something. Anything! Keep going, then read it back. Among that jumble of words you will find something that interests you. Leap on it – it’s a start!

HAVING THE RIGHT ATTITUDE – THE MAIN POINTS

•   Be positive

•   Give yourself a deadline

•   Finish the piece and enjoy the satisfaction of producing something creative

Exercise 1

Fill in the following:

Why do you want to write? (to sell your work, for fun, therapy)


_________________________________________________

MY COMMITMENT IS:

I shall start my story on _____________________________________________

I shall write at least _______ words every time I go back to it

I shall finish my story by _________________________________

Signature ________________________________________________

Now, sign your statement … go on! You have made a commitment.

By signing it you are reminding yourself how absolutely committed you are. This way, you WILL keep to it!

Exercise 2

Sit in front of the computer and just write. Write any old rubbish – about the colour of the wall over the top of your machine, the electricity bill on your desk, waiting to be paid. Supposing you didn’t pay it? You would have no lighting, no heating. You’d have to go to a café to get warm; who might be in that café …

Just keep writing anything. I guarantee some spark of an idea will emerge!


(2)

FINDING AND RECOGNISING IDEAS

Are you one of those writers who are never short of an idea? Some people’s notebooks or computers are full of them. These lucky folk have so many ideas they don’t know which to use first. If you find good ideas are a rarity, you’ll be envious of that first group.

Well, take heart! Those writers teeming with ideas are not always the ones who produce the most work. The danger is that they can start on one project, hit a snag and, whilst searching for a solution, recall that other brilliant idea just waiting to be worked on … and abandon the first. Some authors never finish anything, which is a sad state of affairs. It is tempting to move on to another – perhaps more exciting – project, but not very productive if the first piece never gets finished. Usually, those who find ideas hard to come by do not have this problem. They are so relieved to get a rare, workable one that they tend to stick with it to the end!

Content

When you get an idea for a short story, make sure that the content will suit the form. If your idea is too complicated, with lots of twists and turns, it might be novel material. How much time does it cover? A short story of around 1,000 words is better told over a short period of time, say a day, or a couple of hours. Readers don’t want to jump long stretches of time in so short a story. Before you begin to write, you need to think about where you might sell it. Short stories are most often published in magazines. If it’s for a particular magazine, you must angle the idea to suit it, or perhaps you know of a market online which might be interested? Or you might decide to aim for a competition, particularly if the story is a bit of a quirky, weird conception and comes under a genre which most magazines will not touch. You will find lots of open competitions in writing magazines, newspapers and online. These offer far more freedom and choice of subject.

If your idea is for a novel, you will have more scope when it comes to marketing it. But, having said that, you do need to think about genres. Does your idea fit into one? Not really, you say. Could you possibly change the concept of it so that it would fit? OK, it’s your baby and you don’t want to alter anything; of course you don’t. But fitting into a genre is not half as bad as it sounds. You can still write the novel you want to write, but you might need to change the format a little. If you do that – so that it fits into a genre – you’ll have far more chance of selling it. And getting it out there for people to enjoy has to be better than sticking it in a drawer at home (see (48) ‘Checking on Market Study’).

Where to find ideas

Ideas are all around us, people say. True. It’s just that a lot of us don’t recognise their potential. There are sources such as newspapers, TV, radio and the Internet, but often our best ideas come from our own experiences and the people we meet every day. What we need to do, as we go about our daily lives, is to keep reminding ourselves that we are writers. And everything we experience, everything we feel, is possible material. Keep asking yourself: can I use this in my fiction? Could I twist it, add something to it and use it? Get out your notebook (if you call yourself a writer you’ll always carry a notebook) and scribble down a few necessary words as a reminder. Don’t make the mistake of thinking, ‘I’ll remember that.’ You won’t.

One important point to bear in mind: an idea is not a plot. It is only the start of the process. Don’t think that because you’ve come up with a great idea you are ready to start your story or novel. That idea will need developing into a substantial plot – it craves extras such as obstacles and complications heaped on top of it before the storyline can build up to a climax. (See (3) ‘Developing a Plot’.)


MASTERCLASS EXAMPLE

(P. D. James recalls what sparked off the idea for her novel Devices and Desires)

I went to Southwold in Suffolk and remember thinking that the sea hadn’t changed in a thousand years. And then I just looked north and saw this great power station overshadowing the headland and began thinking …

I asked myself, Who is doing the murdering? Why? Where? When? Will it be someone from the power station? What are the motives?

She goes on to say she moved the setting into Norfolk, began to make copious notes – using fifteen notebooks – and read several books and pamphlets about nuclear power.

(excerpt from Writers on Writing by Alison Gibbs)



TOP TIP

That idea you have, is it original enough? Let’s face it, most ideas have been used before. Do some work on it. Can you find a new angle or twist – one that will suit your intended market?

FINDING AND RECOGNISING IDEAS – THE MAIN POINTS

•   Will your idea suit your intended market or genre?

•   An idea is not a plot. Your idea will require developing into one

•   Carry a notebook – and use it

Exercise 1

Pick up a newspaper or magazine, study it and don’t put it down until an article or story sparks off an idea that you could work on for a short story or novel. Write down the idea.

Exercise 2

Devise an idea from the following character:

Eccentric Cassie, dressed in layers of old clothes and a long, tatty skirt, her unkempt hair to her waist, wanders around a supermarket. She has no trolley, no basket. What is she doing there?
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