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Octavia E. Butler






‘I just knew there were stories I wanted to tell.’
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It’s easy to be intimidated by well-written novels. Let’s think about our favourites, the ones that hooked us from the beginning, the ones that engaged our senses, the ones whose characters spoke in witty or fascinating dialogue. Let’s think about the novels whose worlds were mesmerizing, the ones whose plot led us through twists and surprises. Let’s think about the ones that compelled us to keep turning the page to lose another hour’s sleep. Let’s think about the novels that, when we came to the ending, made us want to weep or applaud or savour the moment a bit longer.

Could we ever write like that?

Perhaps, because we have a reader’s perspective, we often think that the task of writing a novel ourselves is impossible. Because we think like readers, we may mistakenly believe that accomplished novelists string their words together in chronological order in one draft, with perfect sentences coming from their brains to the computer screen. Because we think this, we come to believe that our own aspirations of becoming novelists are pointless.

The reality is that writers don’t write that way. The very best writers take each chapter, each paragraph, each line and each word and they examine it from every perspective. The very best writers look at not only what they are trying to say, but also how they are saying it. What readers don’t know is that the final product is so much simpler than all the work that went into it. The book, which includes the story, the characters, the setting and the plot, was carefully sculpted.

Like sculptors, novelists start with big ideas. Both sculptors and novelists put much thought into their idea before they ever chip away bits of marble or write a single word. Like a sculptor, the early work of a writer may be violent and loud and messy. Later changes make it become delicate, soft and subtle. A good novel is not one that is rushed through in its writing; it is rarely written in one chronological draft. Instead, it is sculpted piece by piece, bit by bit, hammered, chiselled, filed, stroked and polished. A good writer sculpts his story over time.

Aspiring novelists today often don’t have time to sculpt great novels. We have busy lives. We have children to raise and jobs to attend to and household responsibilities. We have the nagging thoughts that tell us that our dreams are not worth pursuing.

I would like to suggest that you can, without any guilt or shame, sculpt a novel in very small increments of time. You can make decisions bit by bit and then use your writing time effectively. You can take each one of the exercises in this book, work at them around your schedule, and slowly see your story come to life.

This book breaks down everything required to sculpt a story through a series of ten-minute tasks and exercises. The book is divided into four main parts:

•  Part One, Arranging your writing around your life (Chapters 1–3), gives practical tips on how to carve out small pockets of time and create a space for your writing.

•  Part Two, Thinking like a writer (Chapters 4–5), describes how to practise observation and description. This section explains the necessity for creating a unique voice, shows you how to implement free writing into your writing time and encourages you to pay attention to the world around you.

•  Part Three, Sculpting the elements of story (Chapters 6–18), systematically explains each of the elements of story within the classical story structure and explains why mastery of these concepts is important in the creation of your story.

•  Part Four, Putting it all together (Chapters 19–22), is where you will begin drafting your novel. This section allows you to apply all the principles and suggestions mentioned in the previous chapters. It explains how to revise and edit your work and receive feedback from others. If you wish to publish, many options are discussed in this section.

At the end of the book there are lists of references and additional resources, if you need more help in your journey as a novelist.

What is a ten-minute exercise?

Each chapter contains tasks and exercises that reinforce the concepts mentioned. Each task or exercise can be done in ten-minute increments. These exercises will help you clarify your personal vision for your novel. You will be asked to list your time commitments and think through your abilities. You will consider your organization and how you’ll track your time. You’ll practise observing the world around you, learn to write quickly, and tap into your unique voice. You will create the basic elements of your story and carefully consider each detail. You will learn how to draft under time constraints. You will plough through tough passages and come out victorious. You will rewrite and rewrite and rewrite again. But by the time you’ve finished all the exercises in this book, you will have created something beautiful.

Are ten minutes enough? Ten minutes are not enough to frighten us at the size of the task ahead. Ten minutes, instead, are enough to nurture our confidence. Ten minutes are enough time to complete one task and satisfy our creative passion. Ten minutes are a reasonable request of those who are the first to demand our time. Ten minutes won’t interfere with other responsibilities. In these ten minutes, you will see the sculpting of your novel grow day by day.

But, like everything else, these ten-minute exercises require effort. They are not for the faint of heart. You will not find that every ten-minute exercise will be easy. Some will take longer, perhaps needing several ten-minute blocks. Take all the time you need. There is no rush. You have not written too few or too many words. Just answer the questions, thinking through the exercises as thoroughly as you can. Thoroughness is far more important than conciseness. This is also not a college application or a test. No one will see this but you.

In these ten minutes, you’ll discover that most of what you write will be unpublishable. It’s likely that you’ll still be interrupted. You certainly won’t make any money. And this is certainly not a book to race through in a weekend. But if you keep going, then you will see results. Your story will develop. Your plot and characters will become clearer. You will be writing a novel!

ICONS

Here’s your key to the different types of exercise and features in the book:
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Write exercises where you’ll be asked to write something
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Snapshot shorter exercises or some questions to help you consider a particular aspect of your writing
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Workshop a series of guided questions that will help you reflect on an aspect of your writing – see below for a more detailed explanation
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Edit a chance to rework and strengthen a piece you’ve already created
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Key quote words of wisdom from those who know
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Key idea an important concept to grasp
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Focus point advice to take forward
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David Eddings, fantasy author






‘Keep working. Keep trying. Keep believing. You still might not make it, but at least you gave it your best shot. If you don’t have calluses on your soul, this isn’t for you. Take up knitting instead.’
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The calluses are worth it. I know that this is true because I did it myself. Around the demands of my family, I snuck in ten minutes here and there. I set timers. I stayed up late. I got up early. I worked around the responsibilities that usually come with a home-schooling mother of five and I wrote my first novel over the course of five years. The point wasn’t speed; the point was that I wanted to prove to myself that I could do it.

Let’s not be intimidated by the task of novel writing. Instead, focus on how you, in very small increments, can sculpt your novel bit by bit.

Throughout the book are workshop exercises that allow you to apply the principles of the chapter and create another element for your novel. This is a process of art, not science. There are no right or wrong answers. The best way to do each exercise is to set aside at least one ten-minute segment daily to work on it. No one is looking over your shoulder to see whether you are fast or slow. No one is correcting your grammar or spelling. The only measure of your success is the completion of each answer so that you can refer to it later. Sometimes it will take you longer than ten minutes to complete a workshop but the point is not to go quickly; the point is take ten minutes to finish one part of it and later another ten minutes for the next part, and so on.

You will be planning and drafting your entire novel in ten-minute increments, so it could take you a good long while to get through it, but don’t let this discourage you.

Conventional wisdom says there are only two steps to writing a book: butt in chair, hands on keyboard. This will take time. You’re creating art. This is worth doing.

The purpose of this book is to teach writers to work in very small increments. How much can be done in ten minutes? Find out! Set a timer and do this first exercise as fast as you can, working for ten minutes on each part. Don’t worry about spelling, punctuation or grammar (no one is going to see this).
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Thinking about writing






1  Finish this sentence: ‘I want to be a writer because …’

2  Now answer these questions: What do you think about writing in ten-minute increments? Do you think you can accomplish it? What do you think about the little bit that you’ve written so far?

How many words did you write? How easy was this to do? How hard was this to do? Even with this tiny bit of energy and tiny bit of time, you can accomplish something. You can do this. You can make things happen around your schedule. You can see things come together.

[image: image]


PART ONE

Arranging your writing around your life


1
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Envisioning and planning
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Before a sculptor applies that first cut, hack or wallop to an expensive piece of marble, he’s envisioned what he’s doing. He has sketched. He has studied other artists. He has looked for inspiration everywhere. Unless he’s a fool, he’s not going to start hacking away and hope, somehow, that David pops out of it. So his first move has to be right.

Novelists have it much easier. We sculpt together words bit by bit to create our art. Words are far cheaper than marble, but just because they’re cheap doesn’t mean we shouldn’t put thought and care into our choices. Like a sculptor, we should study, practise, look to other writers and create a vision before we attempt the final product.

In this chapter, you will be comparing your desire to write to a sculptor’s desire to create a masterpiece.
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Toni Morrison






‘If there’s a book that you want to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.’
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Focus point






Each of the exercises in this book should take you at least ten minutes. Self-editing or critical thoughts are not allowed. Do each exercise and answer each question as freely as possible for at least ten minutes. If you want to write for a longer time than ten minutes, then go for it!
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Envision your novel






Picture yourself at a bookstore signing. Hundreds of people are there to meet you, buy your book and get a signed copy. You’re being photographed. You’re getting handshakes. Some readers are potentially star-struck. What is this book about? Is it a romance? A thriller? A mystery? Is it a story that asks big questions in life? Is it a fantasy? Is it for Young Adults? Don’t worry about the title, but instead take ten minutes and envision this book. What would you like the blurbs on the back to say? ‘Romantic?’ ‘Gripping?’ If you need help, start your answer like this:

At my book signing, my book will be a _______________. On the back, critics will say that it is _______________. I want to be known as that writer who _______________.
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Your favourite authors






List your favourite authors, the ones to whom you’d like to be favourably compared. Why do you like them so much? Why would this comparison be important to you?

[image: image]




	
[image: image]

	
Your favourite books






List your favourite books. Which genres are the most represented? Would you like to write in this genre? Why or why not?
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Embracing low expectations

You may imagine that most writers must have a smoke-filled office in which they spend their days perfecting their prose in solitude, their only interruption the clink of the bottle on their glass as they pour another shot of whisky, or when the cat climbs up on their computer to walk across the keyboard, or when the post arrives with their fan mail. This isn’t the reality for most writers: many have day jobs, families and outside obligations that drain their energy and brainpower. Little time or energy is left for pursuing their goals. Their interruptions are more numerous than the unmatched socks in the endless piles of laundry.

Despite this, these writers do manage to sculpt a novel in ten-minute increments. It might take them months or years, but they still succeed in the end. My first novel took five years to sculpt. I wasn’t trying to get the job done quickly; I was just learning how to do it. I was committed to giving my passion every small chunk of time I had, so that at least I could write something. I was often discouraged and I was often interrupted, and I probably discarded half a million words before the finished 95,000-word book was done, but I did it. I succeeded around homeschooling five children, baking bread and doing laundry.

It looked like this: I set the timer on my microwave for ten minutes and then wrote. Once the timer went off, I reset it and emptied the dishwasher or folded a load of washing or started a meal. I also checked on the children and made sure no one was bleeding. Once that timer went off, I went back to the computer and got a few sentences out. (Woe to the child who interrupted me while I wrote!) I did this all afternoon and somehow, everything got done.

I developed this system because I wanted to do it all. I wanted to give all to my family and pursue my writing dreams. I knew that if I looked for big chunks of time or perfect conditions, they would never come. My theory was that ten minutes were better than none at all. And if I did this six times in one day, I would have written for an hour. An hour devoted to writing seemed like a luxury.
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C.S. Lewis






‘If we let ourselves, we shall always be waiting for some distraction or other to end before we can really get down to our work. The only people who achieve much are those who want knowledge so badly that they seek it while the conditions are still unfavourable. Favourable conditions never come.’
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I don’t believe that any writer should wait for the perfect moment, or for when the kids are older, or for huge chunks of time, or even when our offices and pets and drinking habits resemble those of famous writers. I think, instead, that setting a timer and typing like mad until it goes off is a better strategy. Doing something is better than doing nothing.
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Look at your typical day






Do you have a set time daily to put in at least ten minutes? Can you have more than one ten-minute session a day?
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Facing the darkness
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Steven Pressfield






‘If you find yourself asking yourself (and your friends), “Am I really a writer? Am I really an artist?” chances are you are. The counterfeit innovator is wildly self-confident. The real one is scared to death.’
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In his book Do the Work (2011), author Steven Pressfield explains that there is inside each budding author a drive to write, to create, to sculpt stories and to change the world through words. Yet, just as powerful as that drive is, there is an equally powerful drive to resist. This opposing drive can demean and diminish a writer’s dream by shaking their confidence. This opposition whispers in their ear that they don’t deserve this passion, they will never succeed, they shouldn’t attempt writing, or that failure is their only destiny. Pressfield calls this the resistance.

In her book The Artist’s Way (1992), Julia Cameron coaches budding artists to identify the source of their resistance, to substitute positive self-talk, to encourage a budding artist (or writer) to pursue their dreams without fear of judgement, condemnation, ridicule or uncertainty. She says, ‘Creativity flourishes when we have a sense of safety and self-acceptance.’ She describes the practical steps that artists can take to protect themselves against negativity.

Darkness and negativity are arguably the biggest blockers of success for many writers. I would like to suggest that an honest assessment of this darkness in our lives is critical to our future success.

We deserve to pursue our dreams. The desires that we have are there for a reason. Anything that opposes them may have been put there by others, perhaps those who are abusive, jealous, powerful, controlling or manipulative. This fear is a lie. If we believe it, and allow it to stifle our art, then we will be miserable. Our spirits, our souls, our destinies and certainly our future books are at stake if we do not overcome this darkness and continue to fight against it as we write.

Successful writers are overcomers. Not only have they wielded their stories, wrestled with characters, sculpted, chiselled and hammered away at their stories for months or even years, but they have also fought fears, doubts, discouragement and possible mental instability. Any published work is far more than the sum of its parts: it is also a mark of courage, of tenacity and – possibly literally – blood, sweat and tears. Each published novel could be called the trophy of a victorious battle, won despite much turmoil from within the author or from his environment.

I, too, have struggled with this. I decided, at age 38, that I would not live one more day not pursuing my dreams. I would not allow the negative forces behind the lies to steal one more day of victory from me. I’d rather fail miserably at writing than let my children see me not try out of fear. In my case, I needed to seek the advice of a therapist, read books like The Artist’s Way, pray a lot, and disassociate myself from people around me who, as my therapist puts it, ‘won’t let me walk in the fullness of my awesome’. Every artist who has a shadow of negativity in their lives has to find their own way to overcome this darkness.

The following is potentially the most intimate and difficult exercise in the book, but also the most important. You may find it helpful to weaken the power of the darkness in you by explaining it to another writer, a trusted friend or a counsellor.
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Overcoming resistance






This exercise, this facing the darkness, is possibly one of the most challenging in the book. When you think of the darkness, that powerful resistance that is holding you back from pursuing your writing dreams, who or what is the source of it? What specific things does this darkness say to you?

For every lie others have told you, write two truths. For example, if one of the lies told to you was ‘Taking time to write every day is selfish and childish’, your response should be: ‘It’s never selfish to nurture my soul. Childish? I’m doing this so that I can return to the child-like joy I once had for my passions.’
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Your strengths and supports


	
This workshop will help you identify the things that will help you when you are feeling discouraged. Refer to them regularly to lift your morale.

•  What are your strengths? Write down as many as you possibly can.

•  Who in your life is on your side, cheering you on?

•  What encouraging things have you been told about your character, your skills, your dreams and your goals?

•  How do you feel about this exercise? Was it hard to face this or was it encouraging?




	
Where to next?




The next chapter will help you think about how to organize your time more efficiently so that you have time to write, fitting it in around the other demands of your life.

OPS/images/common3.jpg





OPS/images/common4.jpg





OPS/images/common1.jpg





OPS/images/common2.jpg





OPS/images/common5.jpg





OPS/images/common6.jpg





OPS/images/P003-001.jpg
Teach
Yourself





OPS/images/common.jpg





OPS/images/line.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
A AN

KATHARINE GRUBB






