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In one minute

What if you had always wanted to write?

What if you took a writing course?

What if you gained confidence writing and presenting your work in class?

What if your teacher told you to send off a few stories to magazines?

What if your work was rejected?

What if you started a novel or a script?

What if the writing started off well but then got harder so you gave up?

What if you started another novel or script?

What if you finished it and sent it off to a publisher, production company or agent?

What if the first one said no?

What if you sent it off again and again and they all said no?

What if they gave you little or no feedback so you did not know what was wrong with it?

What if you felt like giving up?

What if you found a book that did not pretend to have all the answers but promised to get you to start thinking about asking some of the right questions?

What if this book gave you some writing exercises to get you going?

What if this book gave you well-known examples to study and learn from?

What if this book helped you polish your writing to focus it more and make it more exciting?

What if this book helped you think about your characters and plotting in a new way?

What if you bought this book…?


1

Starting at chapter one

In this chapter you will learn:

•  how to read and watch

•  about targeting the reader

•  games for characters

•  strategies to stay in the creative bubble.



Reading and watching

When you read a book or see a movie or play, what do you remember most, the plot or the characters? When you are so excited by something you have just read or seen and can hardly wait to tell your friends, do you describe the plot twists or the intriguing characters? What stays in your mind?

In the 1989 film When Harry Met Sally, probably what most of us remember is the scene in the diner when the Meg Ryan character fakes an orgasm while eating. For her character to do something like that in the middle of a diner is unexpected. She is such a straight-laced character that there is a wonderful irony in seeing and hearing her do all this in public. The scene works because of the way she does it and because of the reaction of the Billy Crystal character, who is also surprised to hear these sounds come out of her mouth while eating, and in such a public place. This is a character-based scene beautifully acted by two consummate performers. The scene is fundamentally very well written. It is funny: it finishes with a memorable one liner from a watching female diner, and it is just about the right length for retelling. But what is happening in the plot is less important at that stage than the characters.

A story like When Harry Met Sally or an action story, like a James Bond or Indiana Jones movie, will elicit different responses. And what we each remember about a work we’ve read or watched probably depends on what sort of story it is. It probably also depends on us – on what we like about a story, whether it is plot or character – but think about it next time it happens to you and see what stays in your mind.
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A useful test is to ask yourself what you enjoy reading and viewing: the answers will be excellent indicators of what you should write.

[image: image]

So which comes first when you are writing – character or plot? Different writers will answer differently. For some it will be character; for others they will need the structure of the plot. If you were to ask readers and viewers what was more important, character or plot, as with politics you would probably get them voting different ways. Some people find plotting boring; probably because they don’t have the mind for it. Whether you rate character or plot depends on what you read books or watch films for. It might also depend on memory: the ability to remember complicated plot twists and developments is not given to all of us and if you have ever tried to recount the plot of a book or film to someone, you will know how easy it is to get confused and be confusing.

Targeting the reader – how and why?

Some people argue that men read books and watch movies for action plots and women for character. This would be to argue that the kind of books we read and films we enjoy can be divided by gender. There may be something in it. Advertisers are not stupid and they certainly have a gender divide in mind when they schedule adverts on television, believing quite clearly that men and women enjoy different types of television programmes and films. Next time you are watching television, make a note of the advertisements that appear in the breaks or between programmes. You will find that companies pay to run adverts for ‘feminine hygiene’ products or make-up during a Jane Austen adaptation or a romantic comedy, presumably because they believe women, their target audience, will be watching. Advertisers pay vast sums of money to show adverts for cars or shaving during sports like the NFL Super Bowl or a Formula 1 Grand Prix because they know their target audience, men, will be watching, or women who might want to buy such products for their men. Maybe men and women do read and watch different books and films. If that is so, it is useful knowledge. Use it in your writing. But now we have mentioned advertising, and without going deeply into the entire gender argument, what we can learn from the world of marketing is that both knowing what we are writing and who we are writing for are important.
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Know your audience. Don’t think that ‘selling’ is anathema to writing. Writing has to be bought and it has to be sold. It is sold by the writer to the publisher or producer and by publishers and producers to the audience.

[image: image]

Publishers seek to manipulate readers to buy and read books (at least to buy them) and film companies seek to manipulate audiences to spend money seeing their films. The marketing budget for some Hollywood films is colossal: as much as they can afford and more. Writers, too, can and must market themselves today, though that is not new. Writers are not unfamiliar with marketing and manipulation. Writers themselves have been manipulators since stories first began to be told and they have always manipulated right there on the page and on the screen. Dickens is often associated with the remark ‘make ‘em laugh, make ‘em cry and make ‘em wait’. In fact Willkie Collins is probably the source, but these two friends were both talented artists who knew the art of manipulation. They were writers.
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Plotting is one of the most manipulative elements a writer can use. Taking an audience through a rollercoaster of tension and release is pure manipulation and readers love it.

[image: image]

We have drawn an analogy with advertising because advertising is not accidental; it can’t afford to be. It is highly focused and targeted; it can’t afford not to be. Similarly, writing is not accidental; it can’t afford to be. It is highly focused and targeted; it can’t afford not to be. At least this is true of the end product. As we will see through this book, in the actual writing, there are many ways to play with characters by putting them into situations to see what will happen. You can play with all the elements of writing while you are actually writing it. But at some point you have to rein the free writing in, you have to form and shape it; you have to give your writing form and focus.
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A book should be focused, but the writing we do to get there can be free and creative and exploratory.
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In this book we shall look at both aspects of writing – the bringing into being and the shaping – as we explore the nature of character and plot and their relationship to each other. We will keep in mind the question of whether it is character or plot that is most important to a story. As for which comes first, character or plot, let’s find out by going straight away into some brief exercises on character.

Games for characters
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The truth is you can start a piece of writing from anything and anywhere. Who knows what is going to ‘grab’ you and your interest better than you?

[image: image]

Anything might start you off. Anything might constitute the beginning of the process you go through to find a character, so here are some exercises that could help. Approach all the exercises in this book with an open mind – anything can come from them and frequently does.


Workshop: Alphabet soup

•  Take a piece of paper and a pen.

•  Write down all 26 letters of the alphabet in a random order in a single line across the top of the page. Make sure you don’t miss any letters out. You should end up with a line something like this:

M Z Y S T U A C Q D E R L F H G I K X P V N B J W O

or:

V L J B D I Q T W Z F C A G K M R X Y U S P O E H N

•  Now make up a sentence or two in 26 words using each new letter to start each new word. Do not change the order of the letters and use only these letters to start each word.

•  Your sentence has to follow the pattern dictated by the letter – in the first example, start by writing a word beginning with the letter M, then Z and so on.

•  It should be 26 words long.



Here is an example just typed out from the first list of words above without giving it much thought.

Mario Zanetti yearned sideways towards Utrillo Alsace calling quiz decisions every random laughing hour. Gianni instinctively kissed X-rays previously volunteered nobly by Juliette weeping oceans.

This is a strange world isn’t it? Complete nonsense of course, but who said it had to make sense? The important thing here is not to censor yourself. It is just fun. Who cares what comes out? Do it and have a laugh.

On the other hand there might be something going on in the writing that could be played with and developed further. We have at least three potential characters here. We don’t know much about Utrillo Alsace apart from the name, but what of Juliette ‘weeping oceans’ while she nobly volunteered her X-rays? And there is Gianni instinctively kissing her X-rays. What is suggested to us about their characters and their relationship? And what is suggested too by the accident of ‘every random laughing hour’. No writer would come up with that sentence if they had not been playing a game like this, but it has potential for being part of something interesting. It is not hard to imagine it as a line in a poem, or you could take it as the start of a further piece of writing.
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Write the phrase ‘every random laughing hour’ at the top of a piece of paper. Set a timer for five minutes and, keeping the phrase in mind, write freely for the whole five minutes. Just write and see what comes. Have fun.

[image: image]

This type of game works well in a writing class. Writing students can have a lot of fun creating surprising and exciting snatches of images and ideas. It is also possible to do this quietly at home by yourself, stuck at your desk one morning, not knowing what you are going to write.

It may have absolutely nothing to do with anything you want to write but it may help to kickstart you. A game like this might well start you off on a character or a situation, or it might do nothing more than get the vocabulary working, put you in touch with language and test you a little to search for words. It is a sort of limbering up like athletes and dancers do: a limbering up for the mind and the tongue.

Exercises like this are a good way to limber up. They get us into the place where we can produce exciting, new and different writing; a place away from the controlling, rational, reasonable, logical mind; a place where we can tap into our reserves of language and also our intuition; where words and ideas can come and surprise and delight us. We often have to trick our conscious, logical and controlling mind into playing because it is from play that creativity can come.
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If you are stuck with knowing how to start a piece of writing, try a word game. Have fun, play and see what creative play unlocks.
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Write down your own list of letters, or take either of the word orders above and see what you come up with. Give yourself permission to have fun.

[image: image]

NOTEBOOK

Write these exercises in your notebook. If you do not have a notebook, get one and make it your writer’s notebook. Use it only for writing in or making notes and observations for or about your writing. Buy a fancy notebook if you like them, but it may be better to buy one that is not too fancy, one that you are not afraid to use and write in. Having a lovely deluxe notebook with beautiful hand-laid paper can leave you afraid to spoil it by writing in it.
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Your notebook is a tool – use it. One tip: buy a book with a hard cover. It is going to be with you a long, long time. You will be yanking it in and out of your bag or pocket. It needs to be able to stand up to all the rough handling it will get. Hard covers will stand up better than paper and in ten years’ time, when you look back through the collection of notebooks you have gathered for hidden gems, the covers will still be on and the pages won’t all fall out.

[image: image]

What did you come up with from these exercises? Complete nonsense? Good. You can repeat the above exercises if you wish and introduce the odd conjunction or preposition to link the words this time, but try not to do too much of that since it dilutes the challenge and makes it too logical and ordered.

Let’s take the challenge to another level: a stage further.
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Here every word of a story or poem must begin with the same letter of the alphabet.

•  Choose a letter of the alphabet (Tip: don’t choose the letter z).

•  Write a short piece of prose of no more than 25 words in which every word begins with that letter.

[image: image]

Here is a very quick attempt:

Audacious Audrey always assists angry architects; after all Australian agoraphobics ascend atriums and accumulate avalanches and austere Austrians advance absolute answers accosting angelic administrating advertisers.

Utter nonsense, again, though the ‘Australian agoraphobics’ and the ‘angry architects’ have a ring about them. Also, the idea of the ‘Austrians advancing absolute answers’ seems to fit the cultural stereotype of the Germanic cast of mind. It is not hard to imagine the Austrians would be clear and absolute in their answers even while they were accosting advertising administrators. We also have avalanches and architects, which seem to suggest the peaks and troughs of a landscape of contemporary buildings in a snowy setting. It is possible to see whiteness, iciness and sharp, angular lines here. And what is Audacious Audrey doing mixed up in all of it? What kind of character is she? If you do not see this, perhaps you see something else. It is quite amazing the magic in words and the pictures that odd conjunctions of words can create when seized on by eager imaginations.

If you have not done it yet, do yours; write quickly, the quicker the better.
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How about having another go with a timer?

•  Choose a letter of the alphabet (Tip: don’t choose the letter z).

•  Think of a name suggested by that letter and write down a first and second name each starting with that letter, e.g. if you have chosen the letter t, you might write Terry Thomas, or Tessa Tandy. If you have chosen the letter s, the name could be Sara Sanders or Sid Smith.

•  Write a short piece of prose of no more than 25 words in which every word begins with that letter.

•  Set a timer for a short number of minutes, say three, and without lifting your pen from the paper or your fingers from the keyboard, write until the timer rings.

Interesting ideas can come under this sort of pressure.

[image: image]

Here is another one written very quickly using the letter c:

Colin Chambers, committed Catholic communist, could conveniently coddle curious custard creams continuously cursing caustic comments; casually coughing, coveting copulating Canadian canoeists, canoodling constantly, concertedly cancerous.

What a character we could have here. He loves his custard creams; he is a committed catholic communist (quite a tension there); he canoodles constantly and curses and coughs and is concertedly cancerous. In the right piece he could be a curiously colourful character.

How did you do?

HAVE FUN WITH WORDS

It is impossible to predict what you will come up with, and who knows where exercises like the one above could take you. But if they do nothing else but limber you up and give you a sense of having fun with words, then that is a good start. Play and fun are central to being creative. If something like this helps you get going, then it is a good start. You do not have to worry about starting because you have started, you are under way; suddenly you are throwing words on paper, creating images, ideas and characters; suddenly you are writing where you were not writing before and, before you know it, any block you might have had is gone.
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Another word for creativity is FUN.

[image: image]

Doing exercises like these is like warming up for tai chi, dancing, running or doing some other physical activity. It is like an actor doing tongue twisters in the dressing room, limbering up lips and tongue prior to going on stage. People involved in sports warm up their bodies and their minds too, particularly if they know how to use the psychology of their sport. Warming up the mind and the imagination for writing is just as important as warming up the mind and body for movement.

The creative bubble

If you have tried to write regularly and consistently, you will also have discovered that one of the problems is having to stop. The problem with stopping is that you have to start again. You might have been in a fertile state of mind with good writing flowing from you but you have to stop through lack of time or sheer fatigue. How do you pick it up again?

The need to pick up the thread of your writing each day might take at least a few minutes, it might take even longer. Ernest Hemmingway, it is said, at the start of each day used to read the piece he was working on right the way through from the beginning to the place where he had stopped the day before and then start writing again. Other writers read the last few pages they wrote in order to get going again. This is a strategy for getting back into it, for immersing the imagination again in the world of story and characters you are creating.

Some writers, on reaching the end of a writing stint, stop midway through a paragraph or sentence thinking that that way it will be easier to pick up the thread of the story again the next day. With consistent writing, you learn the sense of having to get back into your work anew each day and of gradually getting into it as you write – that sense of warming up. And you will know that when you are warm, ideas begin to flow; you are able to create, to put down sentences that please and surprise you and move the story on or to find the character speaking in a totally unexpected way. This is creativity and it is an exciting feeling. It is what people in sport call ‘being in the zone’. You may also know the feeling of frustration when you have to stop; either through time pressure or fatigue. If you know that feeling, you will know how frustrating it is that it is all so different when you do come back to it the next day or the next time. Where you were ‘in the zone’ before, you are outside it now and have to find that creative bubble again. How we often wish we could just pick it up again exactly where we were and carry on in that vein. If you can develop strategies to help you do that, then good. If you do not find it so easy, then perhaps playing a word game like the ones above is a strategy that might well get you loose again and back into that ‘zone’. Try it next time and see.
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‘Fake it till you make it.’ You need to just sit down and write something, anything. The act of writing can engage the creative mind sufficiently to get you going.
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10 TIPS FOR SUCCESS

  1  Writers eavesdrop and spy, they make up stories (tell lies); they manipulate their readers.

  2  Buy a notebook. Write in it.

  3  Reflect on your writing practices. Think about why you write and who you write for and note it in your notebook.

  4  Read a lot. Think about what you read. Can it help you understand what you write and who you want to write for?

  5  Look a lot, at people and places. Listen a lot.

  6  Read a lot. Watch movies a lot. Think about them a lot – how they work, how they are constructed, the sort of characters in them.

  7  Write a lot.

  8  With beginnings, the important thing is to start. Just kick the thing off and get going.

  9  Have strategies to help you get going. If you get stuck, play writing games. Have some fun and let it loosen you up.

10  Whatever knock-backs you get, keep writing.
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