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Introduction

There are only three rules to writing a successful novel. Unfortunately, nobody knows what the three rules are.

Perhaps only another novelist would see the joke, but it’s worth telling, because, as with most jokes, there is wisdom tucked inside it. If you strip away the details of a successful novel, you are left with something very simple, and it is easy to believe there is a three-step plan to reproducing a successful novel for yourself. Take character ‘X’, put him in situation ‘Y’, and make event ‘Z’ happen to him – lo and behold, instant success, fame, money. If it was that easy, of course, we would all be millionaires. But it isn’t that easy – in fact, the closer you look, the less easy it appears. Why? Just because something is simple, it doesn’t mean it’s not mysterious. A novel is simple, just as a flower is simple, but try making one for yourself. We can’t – all we can do is to help one grow. We can plant a seed of thought, water it with attention and then we just have to wait. The word ‘author’ is from the Latin auctor, which literally means ‘one who makes to grow’. Though we can try to build novels in the way a child builds a sandcastle, at the heart of a successful novel is a mysterious and indefinable ‘author-ing’, an organic growing of a story. The reason nobody knows the three rules to writing a successful novel is that if there are three rules, they are unknowable.

The apprenticeship of writing

Whoever said that writing can’t be taught, only learned, was on to something. What does the expression mean? It means that although writing requires an apprenticeship, it is an apprenticeship whose duration is internal rather than simply a matter of turning up to class. Nobody can teach another person something as complex as writing a novel. The most a teacher can do is to point out the way, make suggestions, indicate the pitfalls and hold a mirror up to the students so they can learn for themselves. And although success is attainable from the very beginning, there is no end to the apprenticeship. A good writer will always be a student of writing.

Rabindranath Tagore, the great Indian poet, was visited on his deathbed by an eminent critic and friend. ‘You have much of which to be proud,’ the friend said. ‘Six thousand poems you have written, each one a masterpiece. You can die content in the knowledge that you have been a flower which has fully opened.’

Rabindranath began to weep, much to the astonishment of the critic. ‘Why are you weeping, my friend? Does death frighten you so?’

‘I am not afraid of death. I am weeping because I have only just become a poet. Up to now my buds have only been half open. More and more poems are coming to me, each one better than the last. I am weeping at the injustice of being so quickly pruned by God.’

There is no end to the journey towards the perfect poem or the perfect novel. Why? Because no such thing exists. If you find yourself writing and rewriting a sentence, groping towards a perfect expression of what you want to say, do yourself a favour – stop it. Not only can there never be a perfect novel, there cannot even be a perfect sentence. Words are symbols: the best they can do is approximate what we want to say. And just as what we want to say is, hopefully, ever expanding, so too is our ability to use words which fit.

You can learn the craft of writing, but the teacher is yourself. A book such as this one can be invaluable – use it, take heed by all means; however, the lessons will be learned when you are holding a pen in your hand, and you can become your own instructor.

Art and craft

Another way of expressing this idea is: You can teach craft, but art can only be learned. A novel, as any piece of creative writing, comprises two aspects: the craft, that is, the mechanics of its construction, and the art, namely the quality of its construction. The mechanics of writing can easily be learned: a page of diagrams can be memorized, a list digested – and you will find both in this book. Quality, however, is more difficult to learn, for it can’t be reduced to a formula. Quality is the indefinable mystery of writing, the relationship between words, which is as much the product of the space between words as the words themselves. A mechanical approach to writing a novel will always fall short of what is possible for the form – we can use computer programs to help us with plot ideas and to check our grammar, but no computer can write a good novel, because no computer can understand this mystery.

A good writer isn’t just a wordsmith. A good writer is someone who can see quality in the world and can somehow translate that on to the page. Tricky to achieve, but essential if we are to write a novel which touches people.

The myth of the ‘writer’

If you are the sort of person to be intimidated by the weight of books that have already been written, or are unsure of your talent or your vocation, take heart. There is no such personage as a ‘writer’. If you worry that you don’t possess that special ingredient other writers have, particularly the writers you admire – don’t. There is only one qualification to be a writer: human beingness.
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‘I am not a writer except when I write.’
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It took me years before I could call myself a writer, years more before I realized the term means nothing. A writer is a person who writes. A novelist is a person who writes novels. And a good novelist? We’re back to the mystery – there is no absolute checklist against which we can measure our writing. Anyone who has received enough feedback – whether from friends or from professional reviewers – knows that everyone has a different idea about what makes a good book, a good writer. If you want a lesson in the futility of measuring up to the notion ‘good writer’, just try to write something which pleases everybody. It is important to listen to people’s opinions, particularly those who have trodden that path before; however, just as the essence of the perfect sentence is ineffable, so too is that quality marked ‘excellence’. Why else do some novelists write again and again and again? Not for the money, nor the limelight, nor even because they have a story burning a hole in their mind, but because they are reaching for a distant star, just as Tagore was.

Do I have what it takes?

Leaving aside notions of good and bad, what sort of person writes, in particular a novel? If you wonder whether you have the stamina to complete a novel or the talent to write a good one, there is only one way to find out – write one and see. If you wonder whether the journey is worth the effort, whether you stand any chance of reaching the end, there are some questions you could ask yourself before you start. Do I enjoy reading? Have I turned to pen and paper in times of turmoil? Am I interested in people, and what makes them tick? Do I have a story to tell, or a message I want people to hear? Have I ever been complimented on my writing?

Although there is no such person as a writer, and although people who write are as various as the books that have been written, I imagine most people who have written successful novels would answer ‘yes’ to most of the above questions.

The importance of being a reader

If you were an avid reader as a child, all well and good (though don’t rule yourself out if this is not the case – some of us come to books only later in life). Nevertheless, it is important that you read a certain amount now. This is for two reasons: first, whether you are avant-garde or a genre writer, self-consciously literary or don’t know how to define yourself as a writer, you must realize that your work, if read, will be gauged by people who are expert story consumers. Even if your readers haven’t read widely, it is likely they have read a bit. And what about the plays or films your readers have seen? We are the most story-literate society ever – stories are everywhere, and not just in obvious forms. Stories are disguised as news reports and adverts; jokes are nothing but funny stories, gossip nothing but domestic stories. We are experts on our own culture – and although we may not be able to tell a good story, we know one when we hear one. So, if you want to please such discriminating consumers, you need to realize you are part of a cultural tradition. That doesn’t mean you have to read all the classics; it does mean you can’t be completely uninformed. It is no good thinking you are being startlingly original if everyone else thinks it’s old hat. It’s no good unwittingly conforming to genre and then unwittingly switching in mid-story – readers will accuse you of cheating, just as if you had picked up the ball in a game of soccer.

The second reason you should be a reader is to learn from others. Apprentices work under craftspeople so they can study their technique, and novel writing requires an apprenticeship just as much as furniture making. At first you may find yourself copying other writers, certainly, this was so in my case: my first novel began as a pastiche of many different styles – from Jane Austen to D. H. Lawrence to Kurt Vonnegut. Thankfully, I managed to break free of their influence, but at first it may not have been a bad thing: there is much to learn in terms of syntax and rhythm and authority from all three writers. In the end, however, it is vital that you find your own voice. If not, the story will just be a thinly veiled copy of a better original, whether that be Tom Clancy or Tom Stoppard. Learn from other writers, and by all means (the laws of copyright withstanding) borrow from them, but make your words your own.
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‘A poor poet imitates, a good poet steals.’
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Three qualities needed for success

There are three qualities I think an aspiring writer needs in order to have success: luck, talent and hard work. There may not be much you can do about luck (although what some people call good luck in others is often the legitimate fruit of their labours). Talent – the ability to mould quality – you can do more about, although you can only develop something that is already there. It is hard work which is most fully available to us. Writing well is not a doddle. Yes, sometimes the muse descends on us, and all we have to do is hold the pen. Most of the time, however, it involves struggle and discomfort. If novelists wrote only when they were inspired, the shelves of our libraries would be mostly empty.

THE IMPORTANCE OF STAMINA

Writing a novel, more so than writing a short story or a poem, requires stamina. When I began my first novel, I leaped into it as though I was running a 100-yard dash. A few days passed, a few weeks, and I found myself pausing to catch my breath, looking ahead to see where the finishing line lay. It was nowhere in sight – I had barely finished the first chapter. A novel, I realized, is not a dash, but a marathon. A few weeks passed, a few months, and I realized my metaphor was wrong – a marathon, even at walking pace, can be completed in a day. Perhaps the writing of a novel was closer to an extended pregnancy. A few months passed, turning into a few years, and I realized that, again, I had got the wrong image. Bar any mishaps, there is something inevitable about pregnancy. If you allow nature to take its course, there is no turning back: a baby will be born. There is no such certainty for a novel. You could work on a novel for ever without coming to its end – there is nothing inevitable about completing it.

COURAGE AND ENCOURAGEMENT

As well as stamina, you also need something which may not be immediately apparent, particularly at the start – courage. Why does writing take courage? Nobody is going to write your novel for you, and it won’t write itself. The only way a novel will be written is by you picking up the pen and writing every word – a writer, remember, is someone who writes, not someone who thinks about writing. When the going gets tough, and your story is in a tight corner, or your characters have turned to cardboard, and your enthusiasm to sawdust, there is only one person who can pull you though – yourself. Disciplining yourself to work when you don’t want to, climbing back into the saddle when your story throws you, believing in yourself when nobody else does – these things take courage. It is far easier not to write a novel than it is to write one. Writers need every little bit of encouragement they can get. So, before you start your project, or if you’re in the middle of it, pause for a moment, reach over your shoulder and pat yourself on the back. Even if you’re only contemplating writing a novel, congratulate yourself. There are far more people who would like to have written a novel than who want to write, far more people who want to write than actually do so. Encourage yourself regularly in the writing – or better still, find someone who can offer encouragement to you, and you will find that you are a writer.

CLIMBING THE LITERARY MOUNTAIN

Of the three qualities of luck, talent and hard work, it is the last with which you should make friends. The successful novelist (that is, one who has finished a project which is recognizably a novel) is a stubborn, brave and single-minded individual. Antisocial, perhaps; misunderstood, almost certainly; confused and afraid at times, unsure of their talent, regretful of their mistakes, envious of their peers – a successful novelist may be all of these. But he or she is also a brave pioneer.

It will help make the journey less onerous if you remind yourself occasionally why you want to write. The two essential qualities every novelist needs – motivation and inspiration – are contrary creatures which rebel against coercion. You must coax them, encouraging them, promising them that the journey is worth the effort. Convince yourself that for the person who reaches the top of his or her literary Everest and plants the flag, there is immense satisfaction. If you have yet to make such a journey, just know that the view from the top of a completed novel is, in my experience, worth the struggle.

NO RULES

If you learn nothing else from the book, I would like you to learn this: THERE ARE NO RULES. A novel is not a wind-up machine which either works or it doesn’t – it is a social convention which is constantly changing. Admittedly, some conventions are so embedded in our culture that we would be unwise to ignore them, just as we would be unwise to drive on the wrong side of the road. But fiction is not real life, and the cost of breaking with convention is often no more than failure to be published. This is part of the pleasure of writing fiction – the freedom from constraint.

If you do want to be published, following the advice in this book will probably help, because the majority of the points I make are a matter of consensus. However, slavishly following a convention is not only misguided, it can be unhelpful: a good novel is a strange thing – you can break every ‘rule’ in the book and still write a wonderful bestseller. In fact, the best novels are often those which take the biggest chances. It is worth realizing, however, that people who do this successfully are usually experts in the conventions they are breaking. Be well informed, and then fly in the face of tradition. Pablo Picasso only became a successful Cubist when he had already mastered classical drawing.

Some of my advice in the following pages is more idiosyncratic, in which case it is even further away from being a rule. But I cannot teach you the craft of writing, because no such craft exists: all I can do is try to teach you my craft of writing.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

I have structured this book to reflect my own process of writing a novel. Although fiction writing is far too messy to submit to such analysis, my journey goes something like this: I begin with the idea, develop the plot, find out who my characters are, then decide viewpoint, setting and theme. Editing comes way down the line, and the last thing I think about is selling the novel.

Obviously, some writers might perform this process in reverse, so there are two ways to use this book. First, by starting at page one and working your way through it; or second, by using it as a workshop manual, dipping in as you progress with your own novel. The Contents at the front (and the Index at the back, if you’re reading the paperback version of this book) will help you find what you’re looking for.

ABOUT THE EXERCISES

Throughout most of the chapters there are suggested exercises. If you choose to do them, a note of caution – don’t turn them into a chore. If this happens, stop – it may become counter-productive. But distinguish between a deep-seated distaste for what you’re doing and a temporary reluctance based on laziness or fear. If you meet a barrier, and want to stop, try pushing past it. Often, on the other side is what you’ve been looking for.

Here’s your key to the different types of exercise and feature:
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Write – These are longer exercises, where you’ll be asked to create your own piece of writing.
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Snapshot – A shorter exercise, or a series of questions to help you consider a particular aspect of the writing process.
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Workshop – A series of guided questions that will help you reflect on a piece of 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.

Next step – Where we’re going next.

THE WORKSHOP

This edition of includes a brand-new exercise – the Workshop. Creative writing workshops provide writers of all abilities and from all backgrounds with a space in which to share their work and get constructive feedback. They are also great places to meet like-minded people and share the agonies and ecstasies of becoming a writer. There’s probably one happening near you. Ask at your local library or adult education centre for details.

In the Workshop exercises, you’ll get the chance to review your novel-in-progress. There’ll be a series of questions which will hopefully help you to see the piece through new eyes, to identify what’s successful and what isn’t, and guide you towards ways to strengthen and hone your writing, just like attending a workshop in real life.
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