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Preface

ave you ever seen a movie or read a biography about a writer’s wildly

adventurous and unconventional life and sighed in weary envy as

the credits rolled or you turned the last page? Maybe you went away
hopeful and even inspired about writing yourself, and it wasn’t until the next
day that the predictability of your own life hit you. Perhaps it happened while
you were taking the same route to work that you take every morning or doing
the coupon math in the supermarket after work or washing dishes while your
kids fought over who guessed the phrase first on “Wheel of Fortune.”

The truth is that this is the kind of life that most of us live, writers
included. Sure, there are exceptions. A few writers have grants that fund their
writing and allow them to pursue their craft in a leisurely fashion while look-
ing out a window in an Italian villa. But only a small number of writers make
enough money by writing to work full-time at it. Most are forced by the
necessities of economics to have a “real” job, too, or, by the necessity of their
circumstances, to raise children or care for older relatives. The book you are
holding presumes that the life you are living now is already the writer’s life.
We believe that inspiring ideas can be found in the everyday, even in the
murky soap bubbles in the kitchen sink, and the exercises in this book are
designed to lead you to those ideas.

The book gets the “panning for gold” part of its title from one of possi-
bly an infinite number of metaphors for the writer: that of being a prospec-
tor, a forty-niner, who continues the search for gold long after the main veins
have been tapped and after everyone has given up. What this prospector dis-
covers is that the plain rocks and jackrabbit bones usually discarded have
their own luster and that virtually anything that we encounter can be valu-
able once touched with our efforts and marked with our individual signature.

Creative writing is too often seen as the exclusive preserve of university
writing programs, and there’s no denying that extensive reading and institu-
tions of higher learning can provide the material and context in which cre-
ative writing can be understood in a fuller historical and critical way. But
whether or not they are affiliated with writing programs, many people still
play with words, spin yarns, write amusing anecdotes. People who write cre-
atively do so for the same reasons that others sing or dance or play instru-
ments or paint: to express something of their true selves; to reflect on what
they did, thought, or felt; to capture evanescent truths or produce moments
of beauty—and sometimes just to let others know that they were here.
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Modern psychology and self-help movements perhaps exaggerate the
importance of our knowing ourselves, but we believe that in the world of cre-
ative writing, it is not an exaggeration to say that the genuine is the individ-
ual. Provide others with your unique take on the world, your own angle, your
imaginative fingerprint or DNA code, and you have provided a gift more
valuable than gold. The exercises in this book are designed to help you
extract that gift. They give you hundreds of sites in which to dig for your life
and recover previous ore.

This is a book of writing exercises for students, teachers, and writers,
whether they are professional or amateur, beginning or advanced, commit-
ted or dabbling; anyone who wants to write something creative but can’t
quite get started, has temporary writer’s block, or simply enjoys a new chal-
lenge will enjoy this book. It is a book for those who sometimes prefer to do
rather than to think and read about doing. We believe that what distin-
guishes writers from other sorts of people is that, first and foremost, writers
write. If you complete these exercises, regardless of how you complete them
and regardless of the quality or merits of the results, you will be doing what
creative writers do.
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Mmtroduction

his collection of creative writing invention exercises is organized into

seven sections—Provisions and Prospecting Tools, Around the

House, Down the Street, In the Gold Mine, Assaying: How Do
You Know It’s Gold?, From Nuggets to Artifacts: Finishing What
You Started, and Gold Futures: Prospects for Publication.

The first section, Provisions and Prospecting Tools, outfits you with
both basic and less common writing equipment: freewriting, brainstorming,
free association, listing, and computer gaming, among others. We also
include in this section a discussion of how to determine what form—for
example, poetry, fiction, or creative nonfiction—your exercise might best be
cast in. You may choose to read Provisions and Prospecting Tools first,
or you may want to dig right into the three middle sections that are the core
of the book.

The Around the House section includes exercises that use as creative
writing resources things, processes, and behaviors with which you are inti-
mately familiar, including your family, chores, and routines. The Down the
Street section exploits your experiences with the outside world, including
work, travel, and romance. In the Gold Mine gathers creative writing exer-
cises that make use of abstract ideas, fantasies, dreams, emotions, lies,
promises, play, and pure speculation. All of these exercises work equally well
with poetry, fiction, or creative nonfiction (we use the terms creative nonfic-
tion and essay interchangeably to mean prose writing that is significantly fact-
based).

The fifth section of the book, Assaying: How Do You Know It’s
Gold? provides suggestions for how to evaluate what you’ve found in your
digging in order to help you identify the work that might merit further devel-
opment and refinement.

The sixth section, From Nuggets to Artifacts: Finishing What You
Started, offers tips on how to continue if you find yourself stuck, as,
inevitably, we all do from time to time in writing a story, poem, or essay.

The final section, Gold Futures: Prospects for Publication, pro-
vides guidelines for submitting your finished work for possible publication.

Each exercise in the middle three sections contains background and
instructions for getting started on two different levels: what we call “Panning
Instructions” and “Excavating Instructions.” In many cases, but not in all,
the “Excavating Instructions” ask you to go “deeper” into your material. For
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example, in the exercise entitled “Getting Lost and Finding the Way,” the
“Panning Instructions” relate to getting actually and geographically lost,
while the “Excavating Instructions” ask you to explore situations in which
you couldn’t find your way emotionally, logically, or spiritually. In some
cases, the two sets of instructions simply address different angles of the same
subject. Read over both sets of instructions before you begin, and choose the
set that inspires you the most at the moment.

We give examples of actual outcomes—what we call “Nuggets”—for each
exercise and examples of published work—what we call “Artifacts”—that relate
in some way to the exercises. Some of our exercises grew out of these published
pieces; sometimes the published works were incorporated because they illus-
trate some aspect of the exercise or relate generally to the exercise’s subject.

The exercises ask you to explore a variety of topics drawn largely from
everyday life, and in most cases the exercises suggest specific approaches to
the topics. However, you will undoubtedly veer away from the topics and
approaches suggested to pursue your own ideas and inclinations. Ultimately,
there may be very little similarity between what the exercise instructions ask
for and what you write, and that’s fine. To derive the greatest benefit from this
book, remain open to all the possibilities generated and suggested by your
own imagination as you do the exercises, even if this takes you away from the
approach suggested for the exercise. It will help to maintain a sense of serious
playfulness throughout your writing. In other words, adopt an attitude not so
oppressively serious that your responses get predictable, nor so wildly fun-lov-
ing that only silliness is possible. While we have tried to provide detailed
instructions for the completion of each exercise, as long as you are writing
something, there is no “correct” or “incorrect.” The book’s primary objective,
and our greatest hope, is that in doing the exercises you will get caught up in
the interplay between your imagination and the act of writing.

Regardless of your ultimate writing goals—publication, self-expression,
and so forth—we recommend that you use this book as a way of jumping
directly into writing when you don’t have any particular form (story, poem,
essay) or subject in mind. All you need to know is that you want to write
something of a creative nature. If you're not familiar with the prewriting
tools we describe in the Provisions and Prospecting Tools section, such
as freewriting, brainstorming, listing, and clustering, you might want to
familiarize yourself with these before you try a writing exercise. Alternatively,
you can simply choose any exercise in any of the three exercise sections and
get started on it. Then, if a writing tool with which you are not familiar is
mentioned (the terms for these are printed in bold), turn back to Provisions
and Prospecting Tools and learn about the tool and how to use it.

We believe that the act of writing itself ultimately will suggest the form
to which your beginning efforts should lead. If you are not particularly
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familiar with poetry, fiction, or creative nonfiction, however, the last part
of the Provisions and Prospecting Tools section—"“What Form Should
You Choose?”—can help you in deciding whether you should work on a
story, a poem, or a piece of creative nonfiction.

We would love you to read this book from cover to cover and complete
each exercise in the order presented, though we recognize that doing so would
result in your writing an incredible amount of material. You may be using the
book in a creative writing class in which specific exercises are assigned and dis-
cussed on a schedule, or you might use it as a source of group challenges in
one of the thousands of writing groups that have sprung up over the last few
years. You may be a lone writer using it in search of just a few notions to get
you started; you might, from time to time, skim the text and light on an exer-
cise or an aspect of an exercise that inspires you. Indeed, there is no right or
wrong way of using this book, so long as the result is writing.

What this book does not do, however, is offer specific instruction in the
techniques of writing poetry, fiction, or creative nonfiction. There are a lot of
books already that do this very well, and for those who are interested in this
kind of guidance, we recommend some specific texts in the For Further
Reading section at the end of the book. In addition, many writers learn
technique through reading, and we hope that some of these exercises inspire
you not only to write, but to search out more work by the published writers
to whom we introduce you in each section.

Where you go from here is up to you. Gold can be cast into many forms:
delicate chains, durable wedding bands, and even magical chalices. Some of
these exercises may yield nuggets beautiful in their own right, while others
may benefit from further shaping and forming. Wherever these exercises lead
you, we hope you enjoy the prospecting.
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ou might think that all a writer really needs to get started are a few
blank sheets of paper and a couple of durable pens. Technically, you
would be right. While a scuba diver, skier, or bungee jumper has to
buy or rent elaborate, expensive equipment, many excellent poems, stories,
novels, and essays have been written longhand by people with meager
incomes and serious misgivings about technology. Writers need rich imagina-
tions more than they need padded bank accounts or elaborate machines. Of
course, having use of a computer or word processor is a bonus (more on that
later), but many of the provisions and tools you will need most as you begin
on your journey are far less tangible than a color monitor or a hard drive.
Some of the most successful early Argonauts—gold seekers—took little
more on their quests than a tin wash pan in which to separate gold from
earth, while others felt more comfortable outfitting themselves like L. L. Bean
models. Ultimately, what you take with you, what you absolutely need,
depends on you and, to a certain degree, on your experience as a writer. The
following are suggestions.

PROVISIONS

We recommend that in addition to writing implements you include a loose-
leaf notebook for doing the exercises and a bound notebook to serve as a log-
book for recording your reactions and experiences as you do the exercises.
These are by no means essential, and if acquiring them or using them deters
you in any way, leave them behind. You may find later, however, that you
would like a more organized and systematic way of dealing with the exer-
cises. The notebook and logbook can serve well.

Use the logbook to record your efforts to complete the exercises, as well as
your impressions and responses, in the way that some of the early prospec-
tors recorded their prospecting adventures and findings, and the way that sci-
entists record the conditions and outcomes of their experiments and doctors
chart their patients’ progress and setbacks. By doing this, you force yourself
to stand back a little and think about what you've written and how you wrote
it. In the long run, this logbook may be even more valuable to you than the
exercises themselves.
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