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Short, important introduction

On the first meeting of every fiction writing course and workshop I teach – from absolute beginners to published postgraduates – I say the same thing: ‘This is my lecture on how to write and how not to write. It’s my best lecture.’

After a pause, I say, ‘This is the first part of the lecture – how to write.’ I then take a pen and for a few seconds I write on a pad of paper. Then I pick up the pad of paper and say, ‘It says, “This is how to write.”’

After another pause (I’m hamming it up, I know) I say, ‘This is the second part of the lecture – how not to write.’ I pick up my pen, look down at the writing pad, scratch my head and look away from the pad. I look up at the ceiling. I purse my lips and furrow my forehead. I tilt my head back and narrow my eyes, still looking up at the ceiling. I make noises, ‘uuhms’ and ‘aahs’ of effort. I scratch my head again. Then I turn the still blank writing pad to the group and say, ‘This is how not to write.’ I add something about the muse or inspiration not coming at my command, coming only, if at all, when I’m actually writing.

‘That’s it,’ I say, ‘end of lecture.’

The whole performance has taken about four minutes. Then I add, ‘Whatever else happens in this course, this is the best advice you’ll hear from me.’

It’s true. You learn to write by writing. You learn to write fiction by writing it. You learn to write narrative by writing it. And you learn to write dialogue by writing it. Yes, I do want you to buy this book, but this is the most important single piece of information I – or any other ‘how to write’ author – can give you. This is the bit that’s most important.

Irving Weinman
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