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Introduction
Derek Neale

‘If there is no wind, row’ goes the Latin proverb. This is handy advice for a
writer. You are on the boat already — you have begun to write — and then
the wind starts to drop. The dream you are attempting to put down in words
still compels you, yet in order to make something of that early inspiration
you need technical knowhow. A Creative Writing Handbook is for writers
who have already started, for those who want to go on and to develop their
style and approach. One of the key suggestions offered in this book is that
dramatic writing is connected to other forms of writing. Developing a fuller
understanding of this connection can revive the way in which you generate
ideas, improve the drafting of your stories and poems, as well as extending
the range of forms in which you write.

All writing benefits from the writer’s decision to pause at vital moments, to
follow the hunch that something could be improved, however slightly.
When the writer waits, puts the story or poem away in a drawer, takes
another look not in five minutes but in a few days, this is not
procrastination or avoidance. The habitual, assiduous rearranging of words,
without promise of immediate reward, appears in most accounts of writing
practice. Yet such drafting and redrafting is not done in a vacuum. Each
consideration is an amalgam of a very personal inquiry — what do I want to
say? — and an awareness of technique — how do I want to say it?

The American novelist Joyce Carol Oates (2003) has suggested that
without craft, art is too private; and that without art, craft is just hackwork.
Oates says that art comes from the personal, from the idiosyncrasy of a
compelling idea. Yet it is nothing without the scaffolding of technique. This
book will talk about many approaches to the craft of writing, some of them
familiar, some of them new to you. It will suggest methods of generating
ideas but also explore new ways in which you can review your work.
According to Oates, rewriting, revising and re-imagining your work are the
lifeblood of the creative process. It is this dedicated attentiveness to the
original conception that can transform an idea, and it is this approach that
can improve and develop your writing style.

This Handbook forms one of the core components of an Open University
writing course (A363 Advanced creative writing). It is appropriate for use
on other writing courses. It can be used by writers’ groups and by
individuals working alone. It is suitable for a range of writers: from those
who have not yet settled on a preferred form to those more experienced



A CREATIVE WRITING HANDBOOK

writers who want to expand their range, to seek new directions and genres
or to hone the subtlety of their style. It may be worked through sequentially
or used as a resource book for writers and writing tutors.

This book contains a series of writing activities which will prompt you to
write both brief and more extensive pieces of work. These activities are
designed to be worked through progressively, but can also be used out of
sequence. They can complement writing workshops by helping to generate
new work and by prompting complex discussion about approaches and
techniques. Each chapter will provide you with immediately relevant
practice in an aspect of writing. Many of the writing tasks will be
challenging. You may get hooked on activities, even on ones that you
initially find difficult. Such tussles can sometimes be productive. On
occasions you may find that an exercise grows into something unexpected
— a character resists being confined to a page; a scene suggests a whole
story; a personal memory evolves into a poem. Some tasks might generate
substantial new work. These writing activities are also places to return
when you are seeking ideas. Many of them are designed to be repeated or
to be tried in a variety of ways.

A writer can, and often will, discover different ways of writing in what he
or she reads. Each of the following chapters uses examples by established
writers. You will see poems, extracts of fiction, life writing, films and plays
which suggest a range of possible approaches to the question of marrying
form and content, craft and idea. Reading can help your writing in a
number of ways. As the playwright Mark Ravenhill says:

Feeling how a dramatist’s words feel on your lips and your teeth,
how it feels in your stomach, what it does to your chest is really,
really important
two or three dramatists whose work they really like and learn some
of it and actually walk around the house, or if you feel very bold,
at the bus stop, and speak that stuff aloud and see how it feels.

(Ravenhill, 2007)

A Creative Writing Handbook has been written by three published writers
who are also experienced tutors. We have taught writing in workshops in a
wide range of institutions, including the universities of East Anglia and
Lancaster, both of which pioneered the teaching of Creative Writing in
Britain. Our approach covers three main genres — fiction, poetry and drama
— but also with some appropriate consideration of the often connected
genre of life writing. Many chapters feature more than one genre and a key
approach of the book is that we advocate an integrated approach to your
writing. For instance, we often discuss writing novels alongside writing
films, and writing poetry alongside writing short stories and memoirs. You
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will encounter many different ways of writing and be asked to consider
how your own writing might benefit from these various methods.

The book is arranged in four parts. Part 1, ‘Ways of Writing’, explores
some of the close links between reading and writing. In considering the
importance of revision, research, conflict and contrast, we examine the
influential role of genre, and, in particular, encourage you to investigate the
importance of drama in your writing.

Part 2, ‘Writing Drama’, develops this awareness. We introduce some
principles of dramatic writing in the context of stage drama, offering script
layout guidance for the playwright and suggesting ways of adapting stories
for the stage. We also explore approaches to writing dialogue and creating
subtext, and consider staging, status, exposition and action. We then look at
radio drama, again offering layout guidance specific to the medium,
exploring the possibilities of radio adaptations, and considering how to
create aural contrasts. We go on to explore writing films, offering layout
guidance and advice on writing film adaptations. You will examine how to
write more visually, how to construct scenes and how to use the
juxtaposition of images.

In Part 3, ‘Developing Style’, we work on improving your techniques in
prose and poetry. By taking different approaches we aim to generate new
and exciting momentum, encouraging writers to be bold in their
experiments, and to be diligent and brave in their redrafting. We explore
how some of the methods used in writing scripts for dramatic performance
can be used to revise and improve your writing in other genres. For
instance, you will examine the similarities between a novel’s narrative
voice and a dramatic monologue; you will be encouraged to approach
fiction with a film-maker’s eye, creating visually rich stories with graceful
transitions between scenes and even between sentences. We go on to
examine the use of rhetorical techniques such as repetition, variation and
understatement to improve your writing style. You will see how variation
in the use of analogy can improve your fiction, life writing and poetry. You
will investigate the paradox of poetic form — how the constraint of a
traditional way of writing can be liberating. We conclude this part by
looking at how the vital elements of time and theme can create cohesion
and unity in your writing.

Part 4, ‘Readings’, contains examples from established writers in all the
genres, and for all the media, explored throughout the book. These readings
demonstrate how certain techniques can be achieved. We have chosen a
rich blend of writers and styles to illustrate the range of possible ways of
writing. As you progress through the book we will refer you to these
readings, posing questions and linking discussion with each example. This
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will enable you to reflect upon what the particular extract might mean to
you and your own writing strategies.

Reading will always help you to carry on writing; you will want and need
to read, and not just the extracts contained here. These were chosen
because they display possible methods; they represent solutions to
problems of form and the personal responses of various writers to those
problems. The writer will always be faced with such dilemmas. As Oates
says:

I have to tell is the writer’s first thought; the second thought is
How do I tell it? From our reading, we discover how various the
solutions to these questions are; how stamped with an individual’s
personality. For it’s at the juncture of private vision and the wish to
create a communal, public vision that art and craft merge.

(Oates, 2003, p.126)

This book’s aim is to refresh and sustain you as a writer, by showing,
explaining and inviting you to try, various ways of writing. By illuminating
the potentially fruitful connection between different genres, and especially
the influential connection of drama to other forms of writing, we hope to
help you to create work which is both crafted and artful.
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