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Preface

The Creative Writer's Handbook is designed to help beginners. While creativ-
ity itself cannot be taught, our premise is that you can learn to tap and
shape your creative energies. We do not hold with that popular image of
the creative artist as a solitary, inspired soul who spins out a sublime work
without sweat and labor. Paradoxically, you need to be ““practical’” about
creative writing.

Just as people with physical gifts can be coached so that these gifts
are perfected, people with creative imaginations can be led to exercise and
develop that creativity. They can be “‘coached” in the intricacies of lan-
guage and literary structure. Though abilities will differ, our experience
with hundreds of students in creative writing classes and workshops has
shown us that most people have more creative talent than they realize.
When they first begin to practice the craft, however, they need some direc-
tion about conventions, forms, and procedures. Each writer does not need
to invent the game for him or herself.

This book began because we felt that the texts available to us, though
admirable, were too advanced for beginners. They were like calculus to
those who need algebra. We wanted a text that responded to the issues
we faced in the classroom and the workshop with novice writers who
needed to know everything from the rules of the game, to the proper for-
mats, to the professional lingo. We had in mind a text that students could
refer to for specific information and help on basic issues and problems.

In each chapter, we have combined the most useful theory, practical
advice, and examples. The many questions and exercises are designed to
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X PREFACE

involve you in the issues and practice of literary craft. Some of them may
even spark results worth developing into poems, stories, or plays.

Although your creative energies can be directed to produce successful
results, not every writer can or deserves to make it into print, just as not
every athlete can make it to the Olympics. Still, with hard work in a sport,
craft, or art, you can improve, learn from experience and from authority,
and find ways of making any such activity pleasurable and useful. Our
first premise is rooted in the idea that doing creative writing is valuable in
itself, if only to increase one’s understanding of just how hard it is to write
successfully.

Another premise is that any successful writing is finally the result of
rigorous editing. As important as it is to get something down on paper in
the first place—and we have given that problem much of our attention—it
is even more important to learn how to shape and reshape, how to spot
your problems, and how to work out your solutions. Every writer must
learn how to take and use criticism and, at some point, every successful
writer must take on the role of self-editor.

In the Creative Writer’s Handbook we have provided a series of occa-
sions for you to think, read, investigate, write, write again, and rewrite—
and also to imitate, invent, respond, discover, and surprise yourself. How-
ever, even though we have given the order of presentation considerable
thought, there can be as many paths through the book as there are readers.
While this text is aimed at the student in the creative writing course, we
have kept in mind the needs of the writer who wants to go at it solo.

The five chapters of “'Part I: A Writer’s Concerns’’ take up issues of
importance to every creative writer; the next nine chapters—Parts II, III,
and IV—focus on specific issues in the major genres; the final three chap-
ters, Part V, contain the reference materials for writers.

Chapter 1 provides an opportunity for you to assess your motives
and attitudes as a student of writing. We suggest ways that will help you
to become assertive, disciplined, and ready for work. We encourage you
to be serious, but not sour. Once you are ““Working Like a Writer,”” you
have a fighting chance of doing the work of a writer.

Chapter 2, “’Keeping a Journal,”” aims to show one way that a writer
forces commitment. Writers write. We provide a full box of suggestions to
keep you working, but the goal is for you to strike off on your own. The
journal is your lab, your practice field, where you can make false starts,
mistakes, and discoveries.

Chapter 3 contains the broad, somewhat technical subject of “"Point
of View.”” In the journal, a person very close to the intimate ‘I’ does al-
most all of the recording. Literary creations, however, often involve a less
literally autobiographical ““I.”” Who is the speaker in the story or poem?
What difference does it make? Exploring these key questions requires care-
ful reading and a number of exercises—occasions—to help you become
confident in handling this complex, unavoidable issue.
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In Chapter 4, “’Language Is Your Medium,”” you have an opportunity
to exercise all the muscles in the body of words you need to command,
and to get them working in harmony. You don’t expect alandscape painter
to succeed without knowing anything about lines, shapes, and colors, and
about brushes, pigments, and canvas. The writer too must master the ma-
terials, in this case the materials of language. Most of us take language for
granted—it’s something we’re born to. Remember, however, that just as
the demands put upon your language skills are now heightened, your con-
cern for language must be similarly heightened. We think you will enjoy
these jumping jacks, push-ups, and other language calisthenics.

Chapter 5 takes up the interplay between imagination and fact. In
“Invention and Research’” we share ideas and techniques, collected in
many places over many years, that will enable you to access your creative
energies. This chapter includes suggestions on how to find the facts you
need to build the worlds your imagination will create. It also provides exer-
cises that show how to use facts to stimulate creativity. In these exercises
we show how writers can create their own games.

These first five chapters are grounded in general issues, so you can
come to understand the ways in which any writing task can be ““creative.”’
In the next nine chapters, you will explore the specific conventions and
special concerns of the major genres: poetry, prose fiction, and drama.
These chapters, the next three parts of the book, are, of course, the heart
of the book; they are substantially more detailed than the preliminary
chapters and require a slower pace.

The genre chapters combine information, examples, and exercises
and contain both professional and student work to show various levels of
achievement. We have isolated the major problems that beginners have
and examined the nature and causes of those problems. Often we suggest
solutions. We are convinced that effective creative writing is a network of
solved problems.

Each of the three parts devoted to genre exploration begins with a
chapter focusing on the conventions through which that genre defines it-
self. Qur bias here is that without coming to grips with the conventions,
you cannot reach an audience, nor can you ever become effectively uncon-
ventional.

In this book, ““conventional”’ refers to the customs or protocols of a
literary type. Just as religious groups have set patterns of observance, just
as a meeting of foreign ministers has its established courtesies, just as a for-
mal meeting has its way of getting things done (following, for instance,
Robert’s Rules of Order), so literary types have their conventional-—cus-
tomary—methods of expression. Conventions enable everyone to start off
with an agreement about the ground rules, and so, it is through these con-
ventions, not despite them, that creative expression takes place. Through
them, you meet the audience halfway.

Part Five is a series of short chapters that are a kind of tool box. Chap-
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ter 15, ‘“From Revision to Submission,”” aims at further development of
editorial skills. It also explains and illustrates the conventions of manu-
script form and discusses strategies for submitting work to editors. Chapter
16, "“Word Processing,”’ suggests ways to make the new technology serve
the needs of the creative writer. Some of you may want to look at it earlier
rather than later. The lists in "“Tools and Resources,”” Chapter 17, are not
meant to be definitive but suggestive, illustrating the kinds of books a cre-
ative writer wants to know about or own. The book concludes with a glos-
sary of terms.

As much as possible we have followed our own classroom practice.
We have tried to provide occasions for writing. Our approach is more like
that of editors and writers than of critics. We have tried to give a realistic
picture of the processes, demands, and rewards of the game. We cannot,
of course, touch on everything. You will need someone—a teacher, work-
shop leader, or editor—to deal with the exceptions and complications.

For a Teacher or Workshop Leader

We have included many more examples and exercises than anyone could
use, even in a year-long course or workshop, so that both you and your
students might have a variety from which to choose.

We invite you, as we do all our readers, to send us the results of these
exercises for possible inclusion in future editions, as well as exercises of
your own, We would also like to hear about aspects of craft you would like
to see treated more fully. On the other hand, where do you think we could
cut back? Remembering that this text is for beginning creative writers,
please let us know what elements we missed completely. As editor out in
the field, you become our best source for improving the book.

Philip K. Jason
Allan B. Lefcowitz
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CHAPTER 1

Working
Like a Writer

ATTITUDES

The mere desire to be a writer is not sufficient. You need to train yourself
in certain habits of mind and work, develop the attitudes, that can help
carry you from the desire to the reality. This chapter focuses on one atti-
tude in particular — taking a professional stance toward your work, your audi-
ence, and your editor.

While one can have many motives for writing, usually the reader has
only one motive for reading and that is to experience writing that pleases
both in its shape and subject. Of course, experts in and students of a
field — let’s say nuclear physics — might slug their way through poorly ex-
pressed prose to get information they need in order to understand the Big
Bang — but most of us would not. To satisfy the readers’ desire for writing
that pleases, you have to be aware of their needs and then take pains to
satisfy them. In fact, 90 percent of what is ‘creative’’ in creative writing
grows from a professional attitude toward taking pains over what the ama-
teur thinks of as mere details.

For most of us, the mature stance toward writing that we are talking
about here does not simply happen.

Good creative writing is good writing. In all good writing, the con-
ventions of English mechanics and usage (grammar, punctuation, spelling,
word order) remain relevant. These conventions ought not be looked at as
a block to creativity; in fact, they are the very things that allow others to
share in your creativity. For example, conventional spelling allows you and
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WORKING LIKE A WRITER 3

the reader to share a way of recognizing a word. Mispell to meny wurds
and sea how rapidly the good will of your reader disappears.

Of course, you may take license with these conventions for special
purposes. For example, you may have a character who speaks in ungram-
matical ways, or you may decide not to use capitals or punctuation for
particular effects (as did e e cummings, the poet). These are purposeful
decisions you make from your knowledge and control of the language sys-
tem. However, flawed prose does not become good poetry. Carelessness,
slovenliness, and ignorance do not become virtues just because you are
doing “‘creative’” writing.

A professional writer is not satisfied with mere self-expression. If you
write only for yourself, you have severely restricted your audience. In any
case, your writing will become more effective when you are aware that you
must please, involve, awaken, provoke, excite, move — other people. The
sense of a potential audience should create in you both energy and a feel-
ing of obligation. Unless you make something happen to a reader, you are
not doing anything worthwhile as a writer. (There are therapeutic uses of
writing, of course, but those are not concerns of this book.)

How can you determine your success? One way is by being in a
course or workshop that will provide feedback from the instructor and the
other participants. They are your sounding boards, to be replaced at some
point by editors and by your own developed editorial capabilities. Learning
to invite and make positive use of this feedback — even of harshly negative
commentary — is essential to your growth as a writer.

Listen carefully, take notes, and keep an open mind. Of course, you
can’t write and revise merely to satisfy others. You are the boss. However,
you shut your ears to such responses at your peril. The reactions of your
teacher and your fellow writers help you develop a consciousness of audi-
ence, and your responses to their efforts can sharpen your own editorial
skill.

Being a writer means being a reader in a new way — being more con-
scious of how the game is played. Almost without exception, great athletes
are fans of their sport, artists visit galleries and museums, musicians attend
concerts. It is reasonable for writers to read, both for pleasure and for pro-
fessional development. You don’t have to reinvent everything about writ-
ing to be creative. Existing stories, plays, and poems are the essential con-
text for new work in each genre. As a writer, you must have a knowledge
of genre conventions, the scope of literature, and the contemporary literary
environment. If you have aspirations to poetry, you should be constantly
reading poetry. You need to read your contemporaries as well as the major
voices of each literary period. Read, analyze, ponder, imitate, and record
your impressions.

As you read, keep your eyes open for blunders you think the writer
has made and work out how you might have handled the problem differ-
ently. Look for techniques that you can borrow and apply to your own
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writing. Imagine your own variations on another writer’s characters, im-
ages, themes, or premises. Writing is a response to other writing just as
much as it is a response to life.

Don'’t expect miracles. Part of being professional is having patience.
Successful writing comes through a mixture of talent, learned skills, and
commitment over a period of time. About commitment we have little to
say — except that it is indispensable.

A DIGRESSION
FOR THE CLASSROOM USER

All we have said until this point assumes that you are serious about becom-
ing a published writer. However, there are many other reasons for reading
a book or taking a course in creative writing. Let us discuss some of the
possibilities.

* You always wanted to try writing something, so you thought you
would take this course. A good enough reason. Your desire to experi-
ment, to try something new, should be given an outlet. Take maxi-
mum advantage of this pleasant fact: your school has made this op-
portunity available to you. Though you may never go further with
your writing than this course, you will have satisfied your curiosity.
Certainly, you will come away with some sense of the demands
placed upon a creative writer, and your appreciation of literature
should only be enhanced by your having faced the series of complex
problems that a successful writer must solve.

* You always had trouble with writing in other courses, so you thought
you would take a course that focuses on writing. A good motive, but
maybe this is the wrong course. A creative writing course is neither a
remedial course, nor a review of grammar and mechanics; successful
creative writing builds upon a firm control over the basic conventions
of the written language. On the other hand, if you write correctly but
not effectively, a creative writing course can help you. The attention to
writing strategies, diction, organization, figurative language, and
other issues can benefit any writer. All writing becomes creative
when it escapes being bland, meandering, and impersonal. So, yes,
your efforts in imaginative literature will make a positive contribution
to your general writing ability — though only if the fundamentals are
well in hand.

¢ You needed to fulfill a distribution requirement and this was the only
humanities course that fit your schedule. A practical reason, cer-
tainly, but not an impressive one. The key to what happens now is
your attitude. Others are in the course for more urgent, personal rea-
sons. As a matter of respect for them, you have to agree to be serious
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about this endeavor. Be positive. Get the most out of the situation.
You will meet some intefesting people, and you will have fun reading
their work as well as the work of accomplished, published writers.
Remember also that everyone can benefit from the kind of engage-
ment with language and human issues that this course will afford.

ON BEING UNPROFESSIONAL

You will have a productive, professional attitude when you no longer offer
defenses for unsatisfactory work. Here is a small sampling of unprofes-
sional stances toward criticism of one’s writing:

1.

“That's how I felt” or ““that’s what I believe,”” when somebody
points to a writing problem in a work. This ““defense’’ confuses the
issue. If the criticism is about fuzzy diction, for example, by defend-
ing the legitimacy of our feelings or belief, we are avoiding the issue
of the effectiveness of our writing, What often happens is that the
writer has only managed to state an emotion or idea and hasn’t made
it live for the reader. Moreover, the excuse assumes that the reader
cares about the “’I'’ or that a record of personal experience or belief,
in and of itself, has merit. The writer’s job is to create experience
through language. Of course, we always know (or do we?) what we're
talking about, so that as readers of our own work we are privileged
in ways that make us poor critics of it. The reader doesn’t care how
the writer feels. The real question is: Has the writer made the reader
feel?

“But it really happened like that.”” Related to (1) above, this excuse
focuses on events rather than feelings. We mistake a certain kind of
accuracy in rendering events that are our source experiences with the
needs of the work at hand. The mere fact that something really hap-
pened does not justify placing it in a story, play, or narrative poem.
The writer’s job is to use experience, not be used by it. If it is impor-
tant to the story that the gas tank was one-quarter full or that early
Beatles tunes were being played on the radio or that the predicted
thunderstorm did not come, then give the reader such information.
Remember that the demands of the story are not necessarily what hap-
pened, especially if what happened is downright tedious. Your job is
to convince the reader that the event happened in the story, not that
you saw it happen in the streets. Of course, if something is important
to the story and did not happen, put it in.

“Doesn’t ‘creative’ mean I can do what I want?’’ This is almost a
meaningless question. It’s similar to saying ‘“doesn’t ‘freedom’ mean
I can do what I want?’’ Both questions reveal frivolous attitudes. The
freedoms we have are a result of our agreements to limit ourselves;



