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How to use this book

This book is designed to be a comprehensive course to get you up and running with your first novel. It aims to take you from the first thoughts and ideas, to the time when you eventually have your published novel in your hands. Writing a novel is a complicated task, something that takes a good deal of time to accomplish; and along the way you will find yourself drawing upon all kinds of different advice. So this book is not designed to be the only source of help and advice to which you turn. However, it is designed to work as a kind of guidebook to the journey that you may find yourself taking. It is designed to warn you of some of the pitfalls, to give some practical advice that will be useful as you travel along the road to publication, and to provide hints and tips that may make the journey easier.

Who is this book for?

If you are thinking about writing a novel, if you are setting out on writing your first full-length work of fiction, or if you are in the middle of a big novel-writing project, this book is for you. Whatever stage you are at, the aim of this book is to help guide you from initial aspirations, early ideas and rough drafts to your final, published novel.

Much of the advice here, however, may be of use to writers more broadly; and if you are already established as a novelist, with one, two or even more books out, I hope that you might still find plenty of practical information here that can be of use to you. While this book is designed as a complete course, it can also be used as a companion book for those on creative writing courses.

How to use this book

Novels are remarkably varied beasts. This book is designed for all kinds of novelists and aspiring novelists. This means that it is written for those who want to write genre blockbusters as well as for those who want to write literary fiction, or novels for more obscure, niche markets. Whatever kind of novelist you are, I hope that the advice here is both flexible enough to apply to you, and also precise enough to be useful for you to get to where you want to go.

There is no one way to read this book. It is entirely up to you. Novelists are different, and they work in different ways. Some readers will want to start from scratch and work their way through the book systematically, while others will want to read particular chapters at particular times. Writing is never a straightforward linear process: often writers continually spiral between drafting, redrafting, editing and research, so you may find that moving through the book less systematically is more useful. This book is designed to be read in both ways. Each chapter is relatively self-contained, but the course as a whole can be followed from the first chapter, before you even put pen to paper, to the last, when your novel is eventually out there in the world. Along the way, there are various practical exercises that may be useful to you. Do not feel under any compulsion to complete every exercise. If anything strikes you as not appropriate to your own situation, then skip it. There is no exam to sit when you come to the end of the book. Ultimately, what matters is the novel itself.

A big job

One of the things I say again and again in this book is that writing a novel is a big job. You cannot write a novel in a day. It is a task that requires a wide range of different ways of working, and a variety of often complex skills. This book aims to break down the process into smaller, more manageable chunks. However, this book is not just focused on the question of getting the job done. It is not just about the writing, but it is also about you, the writer. So a fair amount of the book explores not only how you can make your book as good as it can possibly be, but how you can navigate all kinds of practical issues, from finding time to write, to managing money, to dealing with contracts and agents, to keeping more or less sane (if that is what you want) while you get your novel written and launched into the world.

A writer’s workshop in a book?

The book is divided into six parts. The first part, ‘Getting started’, sets out what you need to know before you embark upon your novel. Part two, ‘Writing’, then dives in to look at the process of drafting your novel, going from the blank page to a finished – albeit rough – manuscript. The third part of the book, ‘Redrafting’, looks at the often extensive work of refashioning your rough early draft until it is something that is convincing and powerful. Part four, ‘Keeping sane’, provides practical advice on how to go about working as a writer, and how to keep both body and soul together. Part five, ‘Publishing’, looks at how you can move from a final draft to a published book – whether it is in digital format or on paper, and whether it is self-published or published by a third-party publishing house. Finally, Part six is about what to do once your novel has emerged into the world – not only how to let the world know about it, but also how to deal with questions about finance, money and how to continue your writing into your second novel and beyond.

Each part of the book has an introductory chapter, followed by a series of chapters exploring these issues in more depth. Each of these in-depth explorations concludes with a practical workshop that offers a sustained way of looking at some of the questions, issues and technical challenges that have been raised in that chapter. Some of these workshops may be focused on the act of writing. Some may be about editing and redrafting. Some may involve other practical tasks. But all of them aim to get you somewhere when it comes to writing your novel.

The idea of a writer’s workshop often brings to mind the image of a group of writers industriously working away together. This book can be used as a course book and, if you have friends who write as well, you can team up and work through the book together. But this book can equally well be used by individuals.

In addition to the workshop tasks, smaller tasks are scattered throughout the book. These are divided into three loose categories:
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Write: practical writing exercises
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Edit: editing tasks, many of which may involve your work-in-progress
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Snapshot: other tasks that involve reading, thinking, research and investigation.

What this book can and can’t do

Unfortunately, this book cannot actually write your novel for you. Nor can it give you a recipe for how to write a bestselling novel. One reason for this is that not all novels can be bestsellers (and, besides, bestsellers are not necessarily the best novels). But another reason is that there is no single recipe for a bestselling novel – as the philosopher Immanuel Kant argued in the eighteenth century, there is no recipe or rule for producing a work of art. A book such as this cannot give you a sure-fire way to write a masterpiece. That’s up to you. However, it can do some of these things:

•  provide down-to-earth and practical advice at every stage, from generating ideas to promoting your work post-publication

•  set out some of the common issues and pitfalls you may face

•  offer help and encouragement

•  provide suggestions for how to solve problems in your work

•  demystify the process of writing

•  demonstrate that – given the right approach and commitment – writing a novel is a perfectly attainable goal.

Advice on advice

There is a lot of advice in this book, and I have done my best to make it as practical and useful as possible. However, I don’t expect you to agree with all the suggestions I make here. No two novelists will agree on everything, and all will have different ways of working, opinions and ideas; so working out your own approach is crucial to becoming a novelist in your own right. But I do hope that you have fun disagreeing with those things that don't strike you as right, and that in thinking through these issues – whether you agree or disagree – you come to more deeply understand the process of writing, and to develop your skills further.

	
Where to next?




Part one of this book, ‘Getting started’, looks at what novels are, and asks whether you have what it takes to write one. The first part also explores the relationship between reading and writing. The next chapter begins with the question ‘Why write a novel?’


PART ONE

Getting started


1
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Introduction: why write a novel?
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One day, the idea occurs to you that you should or could write a novel. You may not be clear where the idea has come from, but after the idea has gone round and round your mind for a while, at last you decide that you have to do something about it. Perhaps you already have a story that you simply have to tell; or perhaps you want to write a novel, but are casting around for some subject-matter. Either way, eventually you get hold of a book such as this one, in the hope that it might help you bring this curious idea to fruition.

This book aims to help you on the long journey that is ahead. Think of it as something like a travel guide, a companion that does not tell you exactly which paths to take, but which offers pointers, advice and assistance along the way, whatever kind of novel it is that you want to write.

Before setting out on a journey, it can pay to have some sense of the territory that you are going to cross, and also of the destination in which you are heading. This first chapter aims to do just this, by asking what a novel actually is, and why you might want to write one at all.
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Write: why write a novel?






For this first exercise, spend ten to fifteen minutes writing freely in response to this question:

Why do I want to write a novel?

Use the writing exercise as a way of exploring your motivations and your aspirations. You can write in any style you like. Feel free to go off on a tangent if you wish.
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What is a novel?
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Bruce Chatwin






‘Everyone says: “Are you writing a novel?” No, I’m writing a story and I do rather insist that things must be called stories. That seems to me to be what they are. I don’t quite know the meaning of the word novel.’
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Human beings are storytelling animals. Almost as long as people have been able to write, they have harnessed the power of writing to communicate stories to others. Throughout prehistory, before the arrival of writing on the scene, our ancestors told stories face to face; but the invention of writing allowed stories to be carried to distant times and distant places. Written stories can travel a long way: almost four thousand years after it was first written, we can still read The Epic of Gilgamesh, an ancient Sumerian tale of the unlikely friendship between King Gilgamesh and the wild man Enkidu.

Scholars often debate the questions of how we might define what novels are, and where they come from. Some claim that the first real novel is Samuel Richardson’s Pamela: or, Virtue Rewarded, published in England back in 1740. Others trace the history of novels back to Miguel de Cervantes’s great Spanish book, Don Quixote, the first volume of which was published in 1605. Still others say that the first novel was Murasaki Shikibu’s The Tale of Genji, which dates to eleventh-century Japan. Literary scholars like debating definitions; but, as novelists, we don’t have to worry too much about these debates. The following simple definition will be good enough for our purposes.
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Key idea






A novel is an extended, fictional story that is written down so that it can be communicated to people the author might never meet.
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And so, if human beings are storytelling animals, and novels are simply ways of harnessing this obsession with storytelling in written form, then – given that you too are a storytelling animal – it is not at all surprising if you want to sit down one day and weave tales of your own.
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Steven Moore, The Novel: An Alternative History






‘Any book-length fictional narrative can be called a novel.’
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The variety of genres

One of the reasons why novels are so fascinating is that they are so very varied. They can be short or long. They can have an almost documentary attention to the everyday, or they can be works of wild inventiveness. They can be simple or complex. They can be told in single voices or in a riot of multiple voices. They can have pictures. They can tell their stories forwards, backwards or sideways. They can consist of chapters that are bound separately, to be reshuffled into any order. They can come in bite-sized instalments or in large, hard-to-digest chunks. They can be profoundly serious or deeply silly – or both at once.

Among this huge, seething variety of novels, there are some recognized species and subspecies. These are referred to as ‘genres’ and ‘subgenres’.
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Key idea






‘Genre’ is a way of categorizing books in terms of their content, style, form and anticipated audience. ‘Subgenre’ is a way of further subdividing genres.
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Genres are broad categories that readers understand. In this sense, the division of books by genre can be seen as a marketing tool that aims to place the right stories in the hands of the right readers. But, from another point of view, genres are broad traditions of storytelling, each with their own conventions.
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Focus point






The following are some common genres in contemporary fiction:

   •   Historical fiction

   •   Science fiction

   •   Fantasy

   •   Erotica

   •   Horror

   •   Thriller

   •   Literary fiction

   •   Crime fiction

   •   Romantic fiction.
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Sometimes people distinguish between literary fiction and genre fiction, but I find it more useful to think of literary fiction as itself a particular set of genres. ‘Genre’ is not a term of abuse: it is just a recognition that within the ecosystem of literature there are different kinds of stories that people tell, and that certain groups of stories have stronger family resemblances than others.
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Ursula K. Le Guin





‘Genres exist, forms and types and kinds of fiction exist and need to be understood: but no genre is inherently, categorically superior or inferior.’
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Snapshot: thinking about genre






To get started, have a look at your bookshelves (when I refer to ‘bookshelves’ in these exercises, these can be either actual shelves or virtual shelves). Write down a list of the major genres that are on your shelves, in roughly descending order from the most to the least common.

If you already have an idea for your novel, or if your novel is under way, can you identify its genre? Can you identify any subgenre to which it belongs?

If you find that your novel is in a genre that is under-represented on your shelves, you may want to read more deeply in that genre before you proceed.
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If you find it hard to place your novel in any known genre, then don’t worry too much about this for the time being: you may not know what you have on your hands until you are further into the project (or even until the novel is finished); but be aware that third-party publishers will be a little more wary of accepting a novel if they do not know where it is going to sit on the shelves.

‘Getting away with it’

This talk of genre shouldn’t feel restrictive or claustrophobic. The idea of genre divisions and conventions is just a useful shorthand. As a writer, you are free to cross between genres. It is perfectly possible to write literary science-fiction erotica, or historical crime fantasy. In reality, genres are always slightly vague and fuzzy at the edges. So you can define your own terms of operation. If you write a strange, genre-busting thing that doesn’t look like any other novels in existence (think of Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves), then the onus is on you to persuade potential publishers or readers that the thing that you have written is a novel and that it is worth publishing.
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Key idea






A novel is what you can get away with calling a novel.
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‘Getting away with it’ may be relatively easy if your book fits in a very established genre. If your novel is strangely shaped, if it straddles genres or confounds expectations, then you may have a bigger job on your hands when it comes to persuading people that this is a novel. But it can be done, if the book is good enough, and if you are persuasive enough.

Commercial fiction and niche fiction

While it is hard to second-guess the market, there are some projects that are going to look more propitious when it comes to gaining a wide readership, and there are some projects that are going to be more restricted in their circulation. It is not true that the best books have the most readers. Neither is it true that the worst books have the most readers. Some very good books are not particularly commercial and some commercial books are not very good; but, conversely, some very good books are also commercially quite an easy sell, and some books that don’t do well commercially don’t do well because they are not up to much.
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Focus point






There is no direct correlation between the commercial potential of a novel and its quality.
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When you are starting out on your project, alongside having a sense of the genre in which you are working, it can be useful to have a realistic sense of the possible commercial scope of your novel. Think of the world of fiction as being like an ecosystem, and think of bestsellers (or bestselling novelists) as the big beasts who stalk through the jungle: the charismatic megafauna of the literary world. No ecosystem is made up only of charismatic megafauna. Nestling under leaves, in the holes of trees, or hidden high in the canopy, are all kinds of strange and wonderful creatures less flashy than the pumas and boa constrictors, less ostentatious, but equally well suited to their particular ecological niches. When I read, I sometimes like to admire the big beasts, the Margaret Atwoods and Ursula Le Guins. But sometimes I like to crawl through the undergrowth and find equally fascinating, but more overlooked, niches of the literary ecosystem. As a writer, you may find yourself becoming a big beast, or you may find a smaller niche to occupy. Neither is nobler than the other. The world of books needs this varied and rich ecosystem; and it needs you to add to this richness.

Demystifying novels

The most important thing when starting out is to strip away some of mystique surrounding novels, novel-writing and novelists. Writing novels is an extension of the storytelling in which we all engage as human beings. A novel is a more sustained act of storytelling than the day-to-day stories that we tell, but it is rooted in this human fascination for telling stories. To write a novel and get it published requires that you work on developing a range of more-or-less ordinary skills, including:

•  an understanding of how various kinds of novels work from the point of view of their craft

•  an appreciation of genre

•  skill and finesse in storytelling

•  an understanding of the publishing world and how it works

•  a good sense of the ever-changing ecosystem of literary world.

In the next chapter, we will look at all of this more closely to ask the question: Have I got what it takes?

	
Where to next?




Having explored the question of what novels are, we can move on to ask about the things that you need to write your novel. Chapter 2 is about novel writing as a learned skill. It is also about knotty questions such as luck, talent and money.


2
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Have I got what it takes?
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This chapter explores the question: Have I got what it takes? At the beginning of any journey, it is natural to be beset by doubts and apprehensions. If you are in the early stages of writing your first novel, you may not have told anybody about your literary ambitions. When I started writing my first novel, I didn’t know any novelists, nor did I have much idea of what writing a novel entailed. And because I didn’t really have a clear idea of what it takes to write a novel, I felt uneasy about broadcasting what I was up to.

This chapter aims to put some of these doubts to rest, and to explore what is necessary, and what is unnecessary, for you to be a novelist.



Learning to write novels

There is one criterion that is essential for the writing of a novel, and it is this: you need to want to write a novel. You need to want to write one enough to actually write one. Beyond this, everything is up for grabs. There may, of course, be further criteria when it comes to writing a publishable novel, but we’ll come back to those later.

The strange mystique around novel-writing is, in part, down to the self-mythologizing mumbo-jumbo put about by novelists themselves. In public at least, many novelists like to pretend that somehow their skill was a gift from the gods, that they were divinely blessed, that they didn’t really have to learn their craft. According to this quaint little mythology, one day the writer in question just sat down and wrote, and the words simply scattered like magic dust.

Those who like to hold on to the idea that the ability to write novels is a mystical gift are fond of claiming that books such as this one are entirely without value. What is the point of trying to teach what cannot be taught? After all, if being a novelist is akin to a genetic disorder in that you either have it by birthright or you don’t, then all attempts to teach the craft of novel-writing are an elaborate fraud.

This, however, is nonsense. It is nonsense because it makes no sense at all to talk about an unlearned skill. All skills are learned. Nobody bursts from the womb, picks up a pen, and starts work on War and Peace.
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Key idea






The ability to write novels draws upon a range of learned (and learnable) skills.
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Snapshot: learning to write novels






Here are some of the ways novelists learn to write novels:

   •   Reading novels by other writers

   •   Taking advice from other readers and writers

   •   Apprenticeship in different forms

   •   Trial and error

   •   Study

   •   Self-tutoring books like this one.

For this exercise, write down the names of three novelists that you admire. Now do some research either in books or online (try, for example, interviews on blogs and media sites) to see whether you can find out how they learned to write novels. Having a sense of the different ways in which writers learned their craft can help give you a sense of how you yourself might better learn the skills required.
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Of course, people are different. There are many reasons why I write the kind of novels that I write, why you write the kinds of novels that you write, and why these are not the same kinds of novels. To say that the skills needed to write novels are learned is not to say that there is only one way of learning them: books such as this are not essential (even if I hope that this one is useful); but all writers learn their craft in one way or another, however they learn.

READING

It is fairly obvious that reading is the one thing that you cannot skimp on if you care about writing well. You may choose to read alongside others, through book groups or literature study courses, or under your own steam, but reading is essential. The next chapter on reading explores this in more depth.
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Stephen King, On Writing






‘Reading is the creative centre of a writer’s life.’
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ADVICE FROM OTHERS

Sometimes you read in the press about some novelist who pops up as if from nowhere, having produced a work of genius, and everybody marvels at this prodigy. The writer never went on a single writing course, never bought a single creative writing textbook, never sat at the feet of another writer… But often, when you look beneath the surface, you find that the novelist in question had a huge amount of help in fashioning this apparently miraculous novel. Friends, mentors, family members, editors and agents – all of these people may have contributed to the novelist developing their craft, even if these contributions are invisible in the final work.
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Robert Gottlieb






‘The editor’s relationship to a book should be an invisible one… Nobody should know what I told Joe Heller and how grateful he is, if he is. It’s unkind to the reader and just out of place.’
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Even if writing can be a solitary activity, publishing isn’t: it often involves a large number of people who have input into the book, all of whom are sticking their oar in and giving advice. If you are a writer, you can learn a lot from all this advice.

APPRENTICESHIP IN OTHER FORMS

Some novelists manage to write terrifically good first novels because they have apprenticed themselves in other forms. There is a tradition of journalists who have honed their craft in the newsroom turning to writing novels. Journalists-turned-novelists know how to work with editors and subeditors. They know what language can do, how to grab and keep the attention of their readers. And if they move in the small, incestuous world of journalism, they probably also have an inside route towards reviewers (who may be former friends and colleagues), which means that, when they are published, they get nice write-ups in the press.

Similarly, there are many poets, short-story writers, TV and radio scriptwriters, stand-up comedians and so on who turn their hand to novel-writing. There is a big difference between writing a script or a collection of poetry and writing a novel; but skills from one domain can be carried over into the other. In fact, any job where you are working with words and with the power of words can be a good training-ground for writing novels. Salman Rushdie was an advertising copywriter when he wrote his Booker-winning Midnight’s Children: he cut his teeth on writing jingles and slogans.

TRIAL AND ERROR

Other writers manage to learn how to write novels through the long, hard slog of trial and error. This is, more or less, how I learned myself. I wrote, and rewrote, and rewrote again. As I wrote and rewrote, I continued reading and asking advice from people who knew what they were doing better than I did; and gradually my writing improved.

Trial and error is perhaps not the quickest route: there are many novelists (like me) who have drafts tucked away of novels that didn’t quite work, early projects that, even if they are not without virtue, never quite turned into fully fledged, publishable novels. This may be dispiriting news, and this present book aims to help you give the novel you are writing its best possible shot. But not all novels make it off the runway – and you don’t really know whether something is going to work as a novel until you try it.

STUDY

Finally, you can learn how to write novels through creative writing courses, or self-study books such as this one. These cannot give you a formula for writing a novel, but they can help you avoid some of the pitfalls, give you a leg-up, encourage you to try things you would not otherwise think of trying, and save you quite a lot of time. Ignore the people who say you can’t learn to write better. The evidence is against them. Just like any other art or craft – painting, design, architecture, dance, computer programming or music – there is much that can be learned through serious study.
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Key idea






All novelists learn their craft. They do it through a combination of study, trial and error, reading and advice from others, or by taking insights and skills developed elsewhere and applying these to the writing of novels.
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But, you may say, what about natural talent? Aren’t there people who have some kind of inborn talent? Well, perhaps. And doesn’t luck also play a part? Again, perhaps. Broadly speaking, I would agree that to write a good novel, alongside the willingness to put in the hours, days, months and years that it takes to hone your craft, you also need a range of talents and a smidgeon of good luck. But too much fretting over natural endowment and luck is not really going to get you anywhere.

What does a novelist look like?

You will be familiar with the famous ‘duck test’, which says that if something looks like a duck, walks like a duck and quacks like a duck, then it probably is a duck. This works well enough for ducks, but it does not work nearly so well for novelists. The terrifying thing is this: as we are walking down the street, or riding on the bus, or standing in line for a sandwich, there are novelists moving among us, like spies and terrorists, entirely invisible to the untrained eye. Nothing singles them out as unique or different.
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Snapshot: a rogues’ gallery






Go to a bookshop and select a single letter of the alphabet at random.

Now browse through the novels filed under the names beginning with that letter. Don’t bother looking at the novels themselves. Just look at the author photographs. Examine this rogues’ gallery closely:

   •   You will notice that some novelists are drop-dead-gorgeous and some less so.

   •   You will notice that novelists come in all shapes and sizes.

   •   You will notice that a novelist, when it comes down to it, can look like anyone at all.

Now go and have a long, hard look at yourself in the mirror until you can see that you, too, look like a novelist.
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It can be easy to think that people like me don’t become novelists, to imagine that novelists are a particular breed. But a novelist can look like anyone at all. Even, strange as it may seem, you…

Talent, luck and money

If you can learn to write novels, then what about those other things that may be unlearned, things such as talent, luck and money? Let’s look at these in turn.

TALENT

Writing novels involves a wide range of skills; and given that novels are often very different from one another, writing different kinds of novels requires different kinds of skills. There is no single talent that can be summed up as a talent for novel-writing. Novel-writing is not a hardwired biological ability.

It makes much more sense to forget about this mystical idea of a single novel-writing ‘talent’ and to think instead about talents in the plural, about your own dispositions and singular interests, and how they can be channelled into writing the best book possible.




	
[image: image]

	
Beryl Bainbridge






‘I am of the firm belief that everybody could write books and I never understand why they don’t. After all, everyone speaks.’
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The reason why not everybody writes books, of course, is that they don’t want to. Wanting to is half the battle. It’s hard work writing a novel; but many of the skills and talents that are put to work in carrying out this hard work are ordinary and everyday.
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Focus point






Worrying about talent gets things back to front: we find out what our skills, abilities and talents are by committing ourselves to doing things, by seeing what we do well, and by developing the various capacities that we have in the directions that seem most fruitful.

It is not your job as a writer to worry about some abstract notion of ‘talent’. Your job is to write, and through the effort that you put into your writing, to write better.
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LUCK
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Emily Dickinson






‘Luck is not chance

It’s Toil –

Fortune’s expensive smile

Is earned.’
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Any honest novelist will tell you that luck plays a big part in writing, as in everything else. But, as Emily Dickinson points out, luck is also something earned. In his wonderful book, Chase, Chance and Creativity: The Lucky Art of Novelty, the neurologist and author James H. Austin divides ‘luck’ or ‘chance’ into four categories. The categories go like this:

1  blind luck – things just happen

2  the luck that comes from being in motion (as Austin writes, ‘the posture of creativity is forward-leaning’)

3  the luck that comes from having a prepared mind

4  the luck that comes from your own distinctive personal ‘flavour’, from the fact that you are an idiosyncratic individual, engaged with the world.

The first of these is out of your hands. There is such a thing as blind luck. But the other kinds of luck are things you can do something about. If you keep moving – exploring new things, making new connections – then opportunities will arise, sometimes when you least expect them. If you make sure that you have a prepared mind – by accumulating a rich store of reading and experience upon which to draw – then you are more able to make the most of unexpected events. And if you cultivate your own idiosyncratic interests, then you will find that you also develop your own unique voice and your own sets of concerns, obsessions and themes that will distinguish you as a writer.

So don’t wait for good luck to fall from the skies. There are things you can do to encourage good fortune. Firstly, keep your eyes open for blind luck, in case it passes you by. Secondly, keep moving, keep investigating the world, keep your work changing and alive. Thirdly, accumulate experience, read as much as you can, and reflect on your experience and your reading. And finally, follow those things that matter to you; cherish your idiosyncratic interests. If you do all this, you will get lucky.

MONEY
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Edith Wharton, The House of Mirth






‘The only way not to think about money is to have a great deal of it.’
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If luck and talent play a part in success, so too does money. This is not something that we talk about very often, in part because money is linked to class, and nothing makes people more uncomfortable than talking about class. The novelist Ann Bauer, in a terrific article written for the Beyond the Margins blog in 2013, calls the topic of money and privilege ‘the conversation we never have’. In her article (www.beyondthemargins.com/2013/12/the-conversation-we-never-have), Bauer talks about attending two talks by different American writers. The first was very wealthy, the second very well connected. But when these writers were asked about their own successes, they did not say, ‘Oh, you know… wealth and privilege.’ Instead, they put it down to talent, or to hard work, or to the decisions they had made in their lives.

Bauer’s point is not that the writers didn’t work hard; it is only that connections and money can make a difference. If you have the good fortune to have money and connections, it will almost certainly smooth your passage from unpublished to published novelist. But if you don’t have money and connections, then you will have to think about how to keep food on the table, and how to cultivate connections yourself. Life will be harder. If you lack these shortcuts to success, then you will need – as Edith Wharton so acutely points out – to think more about money, not less.

The truth is that most novelists I know are not in the privileged position of having access to great piles of wealth, or being fabulously well connected. So take heart: you can do it without all of this stuff. But it would be dishonest not to mention the role that money and privilege can play in helping some novelists on with their careers. For those who don’t enjoy the luxury of not having to think about money, later on in this book we’ll return to practical questions about finding time to write, budgeting and managing finances.

Qualifications

Another thing that might bother you as a would-be novelist is the question: Am I qualified enough?

The simple answer is yes, you are. There is no required qualification for writing a novel. You do not need to have passed a single exam in your life. You do not need certificates. You do not need accolades, badges pinned to your lapel, or letters after your name. There is – thank goodness – no such thing as an ‘accredited novelist’. You do not need a literature degree, or any other kind of degree. You do not need to have completed a course in creative writing. All you need is to write a novel that is good enough to publish.

Of course, qualifications may help. If, in gaining those qualifications, you have also managed to hone your craft as a novelist, then they may be useful. A qualification as a barrister might be quite useful if you want to write courtroom dramas; a qualification as a welder might be useful if you want to write a novel about shipbuilding. If accumulating qualifications has also helped you to accumulate experience, then this experience may help you with writing your novel. But the qualifications themselves do not matter. You may be proud of them, and perhaps justifiably so; but in deciding to write a novel, you are entering a world where they are entirely beside the point.

Conversely, if you don’t have any qualifications, remember that your lack of qualifications doesn’t matter. Do not hold back because you feel unqualified. It might well be that, while other people were sitting in drab grey rooms, getting qualifications, you were out there in the world, enriching your stores of experience, gathering up stories and ideas and dreams.




	
[image: image]

	
Key idea






What matters most, when coming to writing novels, is not the accumulation of qualifications, but the accumulation of experience.
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What really matters

When it comes down to it, it seems to me that there are four things that make a novelist:

1  You must be a reader. Wanting to write novels but not being interested in reading is like wanting to play the violin but not wanting to listen to music, or wanting to be a lion tamer but not wanting to have anything to do with lions.

2  You must have determination. You need to apply yourself not just for an hour or two, or for an afternoon, but for days and weeks and months and perhaps years. Novelists and novels, like elephants, have a long gestation period.

3  You must be able to respond to criticism of your work. Criticism is essential to the process of writing. Do not expect first drafts to be right. Make the most of all the feedback you can get.

4  You must derive some satisfaction from writing. You need to take some pleasure in not just the goal (having your book published) but also the means you use to get there (the writing of the thing).
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Snapshot: the essentials






Rate yourself on a scale of 1–5 for each of the four ‘essentials’ listed above, where 5 is high. If there is any area where you don’t score so highly, remember that these things can be worked on: you can spend more time reading, you can develop determination, you can get better at responding to criticism, and you can cultivate greater satisfaction in writing.

[image: image]

In it for the long haul

As I suggested in the introduction to this book, a novel is a big job. It is not something that can be accomplished in a short while. You will need to have a degree of patience if you are going to get to the end of your novel.
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Key idea






Writing a novel will take a big investment of your time. You will need to think in terms of being in it for the long haul.
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How long does it take to write a novel? The novelist John Boyne wrote the first draft of his bestselling The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas in two and a half days. This is probably about the minimum time it might take to get a draft of a (slim!) novel written. And of course, you may have heard of, or participated in, National Novel Writing Month, more popularly known as NaNoWriMo, for which participants write an entire novel draft (or 50,000 words of a novel draft) within a single month.
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Focus point






NaNoWriMo (National Novel Writing Month) was started in 1999 by writer Chris Baty. It takes place every November, and it is free to take part (see www.nanowrimo.org).
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Some complain that this is an unpromising way to go about writing a novel, but it has had some notable successes. Erin Morgenstern’s bestselling The Night Circus started life as a NaNoWriMo novel. One of the virtues of NaNoWriMo is that it helps writers break with the fear of writing all those words. Before I started my first novel, writing a book of 70,000 words or more seemed like a huge mountain to scale. NaNoWriMo can help people get over this fear of the mountain slopes.

There are earlier examples of novels drafted in a very short time. Famously, Jack Kerouac wrote his On the Road in three weeks in 1951, while fuelled up on coffee and Benzedrine. I don’t recommend this as a combination, although it seems to have worked for Kerouac in the short term, if not in the long term.

In all these stories of novels drafted in breathtakingly short amounts of time, what is often omitted is the fact that both before this intensive drafting and after this drafting there has usually been a huge amount of work. Kerouac had the initial idea for On the Road in late 1947, and in writing the book he drew upon extensive archives of notes, drafts and chapter outlines he had written over the previous few years. Again, after his three weeks of intensive writing, the manuscript went through several years of intensive revision until it was eventually published in 1957. Did On the Road take three weeks to write? Or did it take ten years? The answer is, both.

So even if you do write your novel in a single month (or, like John Boyne, in two and a half days), I would recommend thinking in terms of at least a year to edit and refashion it before sending it out.

On the other hand, you may write slowly. You may write five hundred words a day, every day. Don’t be cowed by people who churn out thousands and thousands of words. You may feel like a tortoise in a world of hares. But your tortoise-like sense of methodical direction may mean that you spend far less time haring off down blind alleys and going in wrong directions. Whichever way you look at it, the creation of a final novel is going to take a matter of months or years, not days or weeks. And the more quickly you can get used to this idea, the more you can settle into the process.

	
Workshop: thinking like a writer


	
One thing that you will need to do to be able to write a novel is to take yourself seriously as a writer. This workshop is designed to ease you in to this way of thinking. The workshop is in two stages, and involves two different writing exercises. If you want to work with another writer on this workshop, this might help you think around the issues that the workshop raises.


	
1 The creative CV


	
The first task is to write what I am going to call a ‘creative CV’. This is a version of an exercise we use with students at the university where I work, and it often gives rise to some interesting results.


	
‘Curriculum Vitae’ roughly means ‘the course of one’s life’; so a CV is a document that gives an account of your life to date. Usually CVs are boring documents that list qualifications, achievements and jobs you have had. This CV is not going to do this. Instead, it is going to be creative in two senses:


	
  1  It is going to be about your life as a creative writer


	
  2  It is going to be written not as a formal document, but instead in a creative form.


	
To write your creative CV, first of all choose three incidents from your past that you feel are important to you in leading you to the decision to write a novel. These could be dramatic (that occasion when you were stuck in a lift with Margaret Atwood) or they could be much quieter and more everyday. Now write down a title for each of the incidents, along with a rough date (something like ‘Summer 2014’ will do the trick).


	
When you have done this, spend 20 minutes writing an account of each incident, exploring how and why it is of significance to you. You can do this however you like. You can write the incidents as stories, poems or essays. Don’t feel that you need to write each piece in the same way. See this as play, not work.


	
When you are done, if you are working with another writer, take turns reading out the passages one by one and discussing the incidents. If you are working alone, after you have finished, take a short break and read through them. Then reflect upon how these incidents have led you to the point you are now at.


	
2 The author bio


	
The first part of this workshop should have helped you think as a writer about your past, allowing you to see how often everyday events have led to your decision here and now to write a novel. The next task is to write what is usually known as an ‘author bio’, short for ‘author biography’. This is the short biography that appears on books and in marketing materials. An author bio produced for publicity purposes will be in the third person, while, if you are sending out query letters to publishers, you will usually write a bio in the first person. We’ll be looking at third-person author bios here.


	
First, take ten or twelve contemporary novels from the shelves, and read out loud the biographies of the authors. You will find these at the very beginning, or at the very end, of the books (also, occasionally, on the back cover). Get a feel for the different styles of author bios. Some will be more extensive while some will be relatively brief. Don’t be intimidated by biographies that list great successes and arrays of literary prizes: all these writers started out somewhere. If you can, it might be good to try this exercise with first novels (which might necessitate a trip to the library).


	
When you have got a feel for the genre of author bio, ask yourself the following questions.


	
•   Typically, how long are author bios?


	
•   What three factors make an author bio most convincing?


	
•   What kind of author bio do you want? What do you want to convey?


	
Now write your own author bio in the light of your answers to these questions. If you are working with another writer, compare your work with theirs.




	
Where to next?




This chapter has been about your own unique set of skills, quirks and interests, the raw material out of which your novel will be fashioned. But as a novelist you are not working in a vacuum. When it is published, your book will be part of a broader world of books. The next chapter is about this world, and about the art of reading as a writer.
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