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Unit 1 Writers on Writing

When faced with a difficult task, many of us will turn to experts for
advice. Writing is of course no easy job; writing in a second language is an even
tougher one. What do professional writers think about writing? Do they always
find it enjoyable and rewarding, or sometimes consider it frustrating and
maddening as the rest of mankind may feel? What suggestions do they make on
writing? In the following part, you will hear some great writers talk about their
craft.

How I Learn to Write
Robert Louis Stevenson

All through my boyhood and youth, 1 was known and pointed out for the
pattern of an idler; and yet I was always busy on my own private end, which was
to learn to write. I kept always two books in my pocket, one to read, one to
write in. As I walked, my mind was busy fitting what 1 saw with appropriate
words; when I sat by the roadside, I would either read, or a pencil and a penny
version-book would be in my hand, to note down the features of the scene or
commemorate some halting stanzas. Thus I lived with words. And what I thus
wrote was for no ulterior use; it was written consciously for practice. It was not
so much that I wished to be an author (though 1 wished that too) as that I had
vowed that I would learn to write. That was a proficiency that tempted me; and 1
practised to acquire it, as men learn to whittle, in a wager with myself.
Description was the principal field of my exercise; for to any one with senses
there is always something worth describing. and town and country are but one
continuous subject. But I worked in other ways also; often accompanied my
walks with dramatic dialogues, in which I played many parts; and often exercised
myself in writing down conversations from memory.

This was all excellent, no doubt; so were the diaries I sometimes tried to
keep, but always and very speedily discarded, finding them a school of posturing

and melancholy self-deception. And yet this was not the most efficient part of my
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training. Good though it was, it only taught me (so far as I have learned them at
all) the lower and less intellectual elements of the art, the choice of the essential
note and the right word: things that to a happier constitution had perhaps come
by nature. And regarded as training, it had one grave defect; for it set me no
standard of achievement. So that there was perhaps more profit, as there was
certainly more effort, in my secret labours at home. Whenever I read a book or a
passage that particularly pleased me, in which a thing was said or an effect
rendered with propriety, in which there was either some conspicuous force or
some happy distinction in the style, I must sit down at once and set myself to ape
that quality. I was unsuccessful, and I knew it; and tried again, and was again
unsuccessful and always unsuccessful; but at least in these vain bouts, I got some
practice in rhythm, in harmony, in construction and the coordination of parts. 1
have thus played the sedulous ape to Hazlitt, to Lamb. to Wordsworth, to Sir
Thomas Browne, to Defoe, to Hawthorne, to Montaigne, to Baudelaire and to
Obermann, T remember one of these monkey tricks, which was called The Vanity
of Morals: it was to have had a second part, The Vanity of Knowledge; and as
I had neither morality nor scholarship, the names were apt; but the second part
was never attempted, and the first part was written (which is my reason for
recalling it, ghost-like, from its ashes) no less than three times: first in the
manner of Hazlitt, second in the manner of Ruskin, who had cast on me a passing
spell, and third, in a laborious pasticcio of Sir Thomas Browne. So with my other
works: Cain, an epic, was (save the mark!) an imitation of Sordello; Robin
Hood , a tale in verse, took an eclectic middle course among the fields of Keats,
Chaucer and Morris; in Monmouth, a tragedy, I reclined on the bosom of Mr.
Swinburne; in my innumerable gouty-footed lyrics, 1 followed many masters; in
the first draft of The King’s Pardon, a tragedy, I was on the trail of no lesser
man than John Webster; in the second draft of the same piece, with staggering
versatility, I had shifted my allegiance to Congreve, and of course conceived my
fable in a less serious vein—for it was not Congreve’s verse, it was his exquisite
prose, that I admired and sought to copy. Even at the age of thirteen I had tried
to do justice to the inhabitants of the famous city of Peebles in the style of The
Book of Snobs. So 1 might go on for ever, through all my abortive novels, and
down to my later plays, of which I think more tenderly, for they were not only

conceived at first under the bracing influence of old Dumas, but have met with
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resurrection: one, strangely bettered by another hand, came on the stage itself
and was played by bodily actors; the other, originally known as Semiramis: a
tragedy, I have observed on bookstalls under the alias of Prince Otto. But enough
has been said to show by what arts of impersonation, and in what purely
ventriloquial efforts I first saw my words on paper.

That, like it or not, is the way to learn to write; whether I have profited or
not, that is the way. It was so Keats learned, and there was never a finer
temperament for literature than Keats’s; it was so, if we could trace it out, that
all men have learned; and that is why a revival of letters is always accompanied or
heralded by a cast back to earlier and fresher models. Perhaps I hear someone cry
out: But this is not the way to be original! It is not; nor is there any way but to
be born so. Nor yet, if you are born original, is there anything in this training
that shall clip the wings of your originality. There can be none more original than
Montaigne, neither could any be more unlike Cicero; yet no craftsman can fail to
see how much the one must have tried in his time to imitate the other. Burns is
the very type of a prime force in letters: he was of all men the most imitative,
Shakespeare himself, the imperial, proceeds directly from a school. It is only
from a school that we can expect to have good writers; it is almost invariably
from a school that great writers, these lawless exceptions, issue. Nor is there
anything here that should astonish the considerate. Before he can tell what
cadences he truly prefers, the student should have tried all that are possible;
before he can choose and preserve a fitting key of words, he should long have
practised the literary scales; and it is only after years of such gymnastics that he
can sit down at last, legions of words swarming to his call, dozens of turns of
phrase simultaneously bidding for his choice, and he himself knowing what he
wants to do and (within the narrow limit of a man’s ability) able to do it.

And it is the great point of these imitations that there still shines beyond the
student’s reach his inimitable model. Let him try as he please; he is still sure of
failure, and it is a very old and a very true saying that failure is the only highroad
to success. I must have had some disposition to learn; for I clear-sightedly
condemned my own performances. 1 liked doing them indeed; but when they were
done, I could see they were rubbish. In consequence, I very rarely showed them
even to my friends; and such friends as I chose to be my confidants I must have

chosen well, for they had the friendliness to be quite plain with me, “Padding,”
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said one. Another wrote: “I cannot understand why you do lyrics so badly. ” No
more could I! Thrice I put myself in the way of a more authoritative rebuff, by
sending a paper to a magazine. These were returned; and I was not surprised nor
even pained. If they had not been looked at, as (like all amateurs) I suspected
was the case, there was no good in repeating the experiment; if they had been
looked at—well, then I had not yet learned to write, and I must keep on learning
and living. Lastly, I had a piece of good fortune which is the occasion of this
paper, and by which I was able to see my literature in print, and to measure

experimentally how far I stood from the favour of the public.

Questions for Discussion

How does Stevenson practise writing out of home?

What is the principal field of his out-of-home writing exercise?
What does he think is the defect of this kind of training?

How does Stevenson learn writing at home?

Why does he mention so many writers in Paragraph 27

What does Stevenson think about originality in writing?

What does he mean by saying “it is the great point of these imitations that
there still shines beyond the student’s reach his inimitable model” (last
paragraph) ?

On Familiar Style

William Hazlitt
It is not easy to write a familiar style. Many people mistake a familiar for a
vulgar style, and suppose that to write without affectation is to write at random.
On the contrary, there is nothing that requires more precision, and, if I may so
say, purity of expression, than the style I am speaking of. It utterly rejects not
only all unmeaning pomp, but all low, cant phrases, and loose, unconnected,
slipshod allusions. It is not to take the first word that offers, but the best word
in common use; it is not to throw words together in any combinations we please,
but to follow and avail ourselves of the true idiom of the language. To write a
genuine familiar or truly English style, is to write as any one would speak in
common conversation who had a thorough command and choice of words, or who

could discourse with ease, force, and perspicuity, setting aside all pedantic and
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oratorical flourishes. Or, to give another illustration, to write naturally is the
same thing in regard to common conversation as to read naturally is in regard to
common speech. It does not follow that it is an easy thing to give the true accent
and inflexion to the words you utter, because you do not attempt to rise above the
level of ordinary life and colloquial speaking. You do not assume, indeed, the
solemnity of the pulpit, or the tone of stage declamation; neither are you at
liberty to gabble on at a venture, without emphasis or discretion, or to resort to a
vulgar dialect or clownish pronunciation. You must steer a middle course. You
are tied down to a given and appropriate articulation, which is determined by the
habitual associations between sense and sound, and which you can only hit by
entering into the author’s meaning, as you must find the proper words and style
to express yourself by fixing your thoughts on the subject you have to write
about. Any one may mouth out a passage with a theatrical cadence, or get upon
stilts to tell his thoughts; but to write or speak with propriety and simplicity is a
more difficult task. Thus it is easy to affect a pompous style, to use a word twice
as big as the thing you want to express; it is not so easy to pitch upon the very
word that exactly fits it. Out of eight or ten words equally common, equally
intelligible, with nearly equal pretensions, it is a matter of some nicety and
discrimination to pick out the very one the preferableness of which is scarcely
perceptible, but decisive. The reason why I object to Dr. Johnson’s style is that
there is no discrimination, no selection, no variety in it. He uses none but “tall,
opaque words”, taken from the “first row of the rubric”—words with the greatest
number of syllables, or Latin phrases with merely English terminations. If a fine
style depended on this sort of arbitrary pretension, it would be fair to judge of an
author’s elegance by the measurement of his words and the substitution of foreign
circumlocutions (with no precise associations) for the mother tongue. How
simple is it to be dignified without ease, to be pompous without meaning! Surely,
it is but a mechanical rule for avoiding what is low, to be always pedantic and
affected. It is clear you cannot use a vulgar English word if you never use a
common English word at all. A fine tact is shown in adhering to those which are
perfectly common, and yet never falling into any expressions which are debased
by disgusting circumstances, or which owe their signification and point to
technical or professional allusions. A truly natural or familiar style can never be

quaint or vulgar, for this reason, that it is of universal force and applicability,
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and that quaintness and vulgarity arise out of the immediate connexion of certain
words with coarse and disagreeable, or with confined ideas. The last form what
we understand by cant or slang phrases. —To give an example of what is not very
clear in the general statement. 1 should say that the phrase to cut with a knife,
or to cut a piece of wood , is perfectly free from vulgarity, because it is perfectly
common; but to cut an acquaintance is not quite unexceptionable, because it is
not perfectly common or intelligible, and has hardly yet escaped out of the limits
of slang phraseology. 1 should hardly, therefore, use the word in this sense
without putting it in italics as a license of expression, to be received cum grano
salis. All provincial or bye-phrases come under the same mark of reprobation—all
such as the writer transfers to the page from his fireside or a particular cozerie, or
that he invents for his own sole use and convenience. I conceive that words are
like money, not the worse for being common, but that it is the stamp of custom
alone that gives them circulation or value. I am fastidious in this respect, and
would almost as soon coin the currency of the realm as counterfeit the King’s
English. I never invented or gave a new and unauthorized meaning to any words
but one single one (the term im personal applied to feelings), and that was in an
abstruse metaphysical discussion to express a very difficult distinction. I have
been (I know) loudly accused of revelling in vulgarisms and broken English. 1
cannot speak to that point; but so far I plead guilty to the determined use of
acknowledged idioms and common elliptical expressions. I am not sure that the
critics in question know the one from the other, that is, can distinguish any
medium between formal pedantry and the most barbarous solecism. As an author
I endeavor to employ plain words and popular modes of construction, as, were I a
chapman and dealer, I should common weights and measures.

The proper force of words lies not in the words themselves, but in their
application. A word may be a fine-sounding word, of an unusual length, and very
‘imposing from its learning and novelty, and yet in the connexion in which it is
introduced may be quite pointless and irrelevant. It is not pomp or pretension,

but the adaptation of the expression to the idea, that clinches a writer’s

meaning:—as it is not the size or glossiness of the materials, but their being
fitted each to its place, that gives strength to the arch; or as the pegs and nails
are as necessary to the support of the building as the larger timbers, and more so

than the mere showy, unsubstantial ornaments. 1 hate anything that occupies
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more space than it is worth. I hate to see a load of bandboxes go along the street,
and I hate to see a parcel of big words without anything in them. A person who
does not deliberately dispose of all his thoughts alike in cumbrous draperies and
flimsy disguises, may strike out twenty varieties of familiar everyday language,
each coming somewhat nearer to the feeling he wants to convey, and at last not
hit upon that particular and only one which may be said to be identical with the
exact impression in his mind. This would seem to show that Mr. Cobbet is hardly
right in saying that the first word that occurs is always the best. It may be a very
good one; and yet a better may present itself on reflection or from time to time, It
should be suggested naturally, however, and spontaneously, from a fresh and
lively conception of the subject. We seldom succeed by trying at improvement, or
by merely substituting one word for another that we are not satisfied with, as we
cannot recollect the name of a place or person by merely plaguing ourselves about
it. We wander farther from the point by persisting in a wrong scent; but it starts
up accidentally in the memory when we least expect it, by touching some link in

the chain of previous association.

Questions for Discussion

1. What do people commonly think of a familiar style? How does Hazlitt
understand the term?

2. Why does Hazilitt object to Dr. Johnson’s style?

3. Why does Hazilitt compare words to money?

4. What is Hazilitt’s attitude towards inventing words and giving new meanings
to words in writing?

5. According to Hazlitt, where does the proper force of words lie?

6. Does Hazilitt agree to Mr. Cobbett’s statement “the first word that occurs is
always the best”(last paragraph)?

Why I Write

George Orwell
From a very early age, perhaps the age of five or six, I knew that when I
grew up I should be a writer. Between the ages of about seventeen and twenty-
four I tried to abandon this idea, but I did so with the consciousness that I was

outraging my true nature and that sooner or later I should have to settle down and
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write books.

I was the middle child of three, but there was a gap of five years on either
side, and I barely saw my father before I was eight. For this and other reasons I
was somewhat lonely, and I soon developed disagreeable mannerisms which made
me unpopular throughout my schooldays. I had the lonely child’s habit of making up
stories and holding conversations with imaginary persons, and I think from the very
start my literary ambitions were mixed up with the feeling of being isolated and
undervalued. 1 knew that I had a facility with words and a power of facing
unpleasant facts, and I felt that this created a sort of private world in which I
could get my own back for my failure in everyday life.

As a very small child I used to imagine that I was, say, Robin Hood, and
picture myself as the hero of thrilling adventures, but quite soon my “story”
ceased to be narcissistic in a crude way and became more and more a mere
description of what I was doing and the things I saw. For minutes at a time this
kind of thing would be running through my head:“He pushed the door open and
entered the room. A yellow beam of sunlight, filtering through the muslin
curtains, slanted on to the table, where a match-box, half-open, lay beside the
inkpot. With his right hand in his pocket he moved across to the window. Down
in the street a tortoiseshell cat was chasing a dead leaf”, etc. , etc. This habit
continued until I was about twenty-five, right through my non-literary years.
Although I had to search, and did search, for the right words, 1 seemed to be
making this descriptive effort almost against my will, under a kind of compulsion
from outside. The “story” must, 1 suppose, have reflected the styles of the
various writers I admired at different ages, but so far as I remember it always had
the same meticulous descriptive quality.

When I was about sixteen I suddenly discovered the joy of mere words, i. e.
the sounds and associations of words. The lines from Paradise Lost—

“So hee with difficulty and labour hard

Moved on: with difficulty and labour hee. ”
which do not now seem to me so very wonderful, sent shivers down my
backbone; and the spelling “hee” for “he” was an added pleasure. As for the need
to describe things, I knew all about it already. So it is clear what kind of books I
wanted to write, in so far as I could be said to want to write books at that time.

I wanted to write enormous naturalistic novels with unhappy endings, full of
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detailed descriptions and arresting similes, and also full of purple passages in
which words were used partly for the sake of their own sound. And in fact my
first completed novel, Burmese Days, which 1 wrote when 1 was thirty but
projected much earlier, is rather that kind of book.

I give all this background information because I do not think one can assess a
writer’s motives without knowing something of his early development. His
subject matter will be determined by the age he lives in—at least this is true in
tumultuous, revolutionary ages like our own—but before he ever begins to write
he will have acquired an emotional attitude from which he will never completely
escape. It is his job, no doubt, to discipline his temperament and avoid getting
stuck at some immature stage, in some perverse mood; but if he escapes from his
early influences altogether, he will have killed his impulse to write. Putting aside
the need to earn a living, I think there are four great motives for writing, at any
rate for writing prdse. They exist in different degrees in every writer, and in any
one writer the proportions will vary from time to time, according to the
atmosphere in which he is living. They are:

(1) Sheer egoism. Desire to seem clever, to be talked about, to be
remembered after death, to get your own back on the grown-ups who
snubbed you in childhood, etc. , etc. It is humbug to pretend this is
not a motive, and a strong one. Serious writers, 1 should say, are on
the whole more vain and self-centered than journalists, though less
interested in money.

Cii ) Aesthetic enthusiasm. Perception of beauty in the external world, or.,
on the other hand, in words and their right arrangement. Pleasure in
the impact of one sound on another, in the firmness of good prose or
the rhythm of a good story. Desire to share an experience which one
feels is valuable and ought not to be missed.

Ciii > Historical impulse. Desire to see things as they are, to find out true
facts and store them up for the use of posterity.

(V) Political purpose. —Using the word “political” in the widest possible
sense. Desire to push the world in a certain direction, to alter other

peoples’ idea of the kind of society that they should strive after. Once
again, no book is genuinely free from political bias. The opinion that

art should have nothing to do with politics is itself a political attitude,
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It can be seen how these various impulses must war against one another and
how they must fluctuate from person to person and from time to time. By
nature—taking your “nature” to be the state you have attained when you are first
adult—1 am a person in whom the first three motives would outweigh the fourth.
In a peaceful age I might have written ornate or merely descriptive books, and
might have remained almost unaware of my political loyalties. As it is I have been
forced into becoming a sort of pamphleteer. First 1 spent five years in an
unsuitable profession (the Indian Imperial Police, in Burma), and then I
underwent poverty and the sense of failure. This increased my natural hatred of
authority and made me for the first time fully aware of the existence of the
working classes, and the job in Burma had given me some understanding of the
nature of imperialism; but these experiences were not enough to give me an
accurate political orientation, Then came Hitler, the Spanish Civil War, etec. By
the end of 1935 I had still failed to reach a firm decision.

The Spanish war and other events in 1936-37 turned the scale and thereafter 1
knew where I stood. Every line of serious work that I have written since 1936 has
been written, directly or indirectly, against totalitarianism and for democratic
socialism, as I understand it. It seems to me nonsense, in a period like our own,
to think that one can avoid writing of such subjects. Everyone writes of them in
one guise or another. It is simply a question of which side one takes and what
approach one follows. And the more one is conscious of one’s political bias, the
more chance one has of acting politically without sacrificing one’s aesthetic and
intellectual integrity.

What I have most wanted to do throughout the past ten years is to make
political writing into an art. My starting point is always a feeling of partisanship,
a sense of injustice. When 1 sit down to write a book, I do not say to myself, “I
am going to produce a work of art.” I write it because there is some lie that I
want to expose, some fact to which I want to draw attention, and my initial
concern is to get a hearing. But I could not do the work of writing a book, or
even a long magazine article, if it were not also an aesthetic experience. Anyone
who cares to examine my work will see that even when it is downright propaganda
it contains much that a full-time politician would consider irrelevant. I am not
able, and do not want, completely to abandon the world view that I acquired in

childhood. So long as I remain alive and well I shall continue to feel strongly
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about prose style, to love the surface of the earth, and to take a pleasure in solid
objects and scraps of useless information. It is no use trying to suppress that side
of myself. The job is to reconcile my ingrained likes and dislikes with the
essentially public, non-individual activities that this age forces on all of us.

It is not easy. It raises problems of construction and of language, and it
raises in a new way the problem of truthfulness. My book about the Spanish civil
war, Homage to Catalonia , is of course a frankly political book, but in the main
it is written with a certain detachment and regard for form. 1did try very hard in
it to tell the whole truth without violating my literary instincts, But among other
things it contains a long chapter, full of newspaper quotations and the like,
defending the Trotskyists who were accused of plotting with Franco. Clearly such
a chapter, which after a year or two would lose its interest for any ordinary
reader, must ruin the book. A critic whom I respect read me a lecture about it.
“Why did you put in all that stuff?” he said. “You've turned what might have
been a good book into journalism, ” What he said was true, but I could not have
done otherwise. 1 happened to know, what very few people in England had been
allowed to know, that innocent men were being falsely accused. If I had not been
angry about that I should never have written the book.

In one form or another this problem comes up again. The problem of
language is subtler and would take too long to discuss. 1 will only say that of late
years I have tried to write less picturesquely and more exactly. In any case I find
that by the time you have perfected any style of writing, you have always
outgrown it. Anmimal Farm was the first book in which I tried. with full
consciousness of what I was doing, to fuse political purpose and artistic purpose
into one whole. I have not written a novel for seven years, but I hope to write
another fairly soon. It is bound to be a failure., every book is a failure, but I do
know with some clarity what kind of book I want to write,

Looking back through the last page or two, I see that I have made it appear
as though my motives in writing were wholly public-spirited. 1 don’t want to
leave that as the final impression. All writers are vain, selfish, and lazy, and at
the very bottom of their motives there lies a mystery. Writing a book is a
horrible, exhausting struggle, like a long bout of some painful illness. One would
never undertake such a thing if one were not driven on by some demon whom one

can neither resist nor understand. For all one knows that demon is simply the
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same instinct that makes a baby squall for attention. And yet it is also true that
one can write nothing readable unless one constantly struggles to efface one’s own
personality. Good prose is like a windowpane. 1 cannot say with certainty which
of my motives are the strongest, but I know which of them deserve to be
followed. And looking back through my work, I see that it is invariably where I
lacked a political purpose that I wrote lifeless books and was betrayed into purple
passages, sentences without meaning, decorative adjectives and humbug

generally.

Questions for Discussion

1. What are the motives for writing, according to Orwell?

2. What does Orwell think of purple passages? What’s your opinion?

3. What are Orwell’s views about the relationship between political substance
and aesthetic form in writing?

4. Does Orwell propose to stick to one style only? What is his idea about style?

5. Do writers have to reconcile their ingrained likes and dislikes with the
essentially public activities in writing?



