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Rule /rool/ n. that which is normal or usual; conformity to good or established usage; a guiding principle; a standard; a convention; a maxim or formula; control.

‘integrity has no need of rules’
Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus1
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Is The No Rules Handbook for me?

I have designed this book to appeal to a new and hungry kind of writer – the original storyteller who writes for more than one medium. Specifically I had in mind the hundreds of playwrights I’ve worked with, all of whom also write TV drama, films or novels. Whatever mediums you work in, I hope that you will find something of use here. This is also a book for those who work with writers, such as teachers, workshop leaders, dramaturgs, editors, agents, producers and directors. Most of all this book aims to support and provoke the imaginations of those just starting out. You have already thrown away the rule book by taking the decision to write. You may be new to writing but you are not new to life, therefore I never patronize you or tell you what you must do. I hope this book contributes in some small way to your creative journey in the world.

How to use this book

You can read this book cover to cover, or focus on one section at a time or dip into any rule, but do read the short introduction first. There is a shape and progression to the narrative but I also cross-reference rules to keep repetition to a minimum.

Style rules I break in this book


	I have used the term audience-reader and reader-audience, which isn’t a word but feels easier on the eye than audience/reader.

	I use she or he interchangeably and only where that doesn’t work do I use s/he.

	When Oberon Books commissioned this book, they asked me to discuss my experiences as a practitioner. Consequently, where possible I have cited plays I’ve personally developed or directed and I offer my own experiences and perspectives. This makes for a drama bias in terms of references, though not in terms of rules. Writers’ contributions balance this somewhat. To keep references to a minimum, whenever possible, I have mentioned the same book, film or play more than once.
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Introduction: Rules or No Rules?


‘You don’t discover anything if you have a map. You’ve got to sail into the night and risk shipwrecks to find an island no one’s seen before.’


Philip Ridley

This book is called The No Rules Handbook for Writers because there are no rules to writing except those you make and break as you write. Each writer’s process is unique and the effort of others to perfect your writing can help improve your craft, but it may also discourage innovation. If it’s possible to have an anti-handbook for writers I hope this is it.

I use the term ‘rules’ in a broad sense to mean principles, conventions and what is done ‘as a rule.’ Some rules are explicit, some are unspoken. You will find them in every guru-guide, writing workshop and notes session. This book questions why they exist and persist. I have deliberately chosen rules that are powerful and have currency in mainstream culture. We will explore their value as tools as well as how to bend and break them. Successful rule breaking also requires mastery. You will notice that some rules contradict each other; one person’s rule is another’s rule-breaker. As you write, you redefine what the rules are.


‘It’s been strange when I think of this subject of rule breaking. Because when I’m working I don’t think I’m breaking rules. Even now, looking back on past work, it feels that in my world, in the context I, or the artist, create, nothing was rule breaking. What are these rules? It’s others that tell me I am a rule breaker.’



Kim Noble, Live Artist

Your imagination is unruly. You don’t focus on rules in the act of creation, let alone deliberately break them. When you are immersed in what’s unfolding, you’re flowing with the need of your fictional world. The subtle adjustment of trial and error is a practical application – a channeling of your wild vision. Cut that beat. Open this emotional gap. Visualize it there in more detail. No, that’s too on the nose! Meld those two moments into one – less is more. These are all rules, but they underpin your sense of freedom. You follow feeling and instinct, obey the integrity of your vision. You call this ‘what works.’

Of course what works for you, may not work for others. You become intrigued by the patterns of meaning that people see in your writing. You recognise that the conventions of ‘good writing’ or ‘taste’ exist in a political, psychological and cultural context. This is why producing work which breaks rules is riskier. One writer suggested to me, entirely without irony, that because of this, you should only break one rule at a time.

Mastery of rules is gained through a mixture of knowledge and practice. Experienced writers have an unconscious competence – they use conventions without thinking, and break rules freely. When you’re starting out, you may struggle with these elements of craft. Rightly you’re more concerned with questions of authentic voice and meaning. What you need in terms of craft starts with understanding yourself.

Screenwriter Stephen Brady explains:


‘The more I write, the more it feels like that J.G. Ballard short story about the ever expanding ship; the more you explore, the more rooms you find and you realise the depth of your ignorance and the endless possibilities of form. At the beginning there was just one room, that of realism.’



Meaning is revealed through manipulation of form. As your voice becomes more confident, you explore new ways to express

your world view. Your work becomes part of what new writers look to in order to learn the conventions of their craft. When you start work on a new project, your own imagination overturns or enriches these same conventions. The most important rules we break are our own – in art as in life. It is when we step outside of our comfort zone that we make the breakthroughs, because there we are confronted with the awkwardness of ourselves, the contradiction of who we are. There are no rules about who you can be when you write.

All great writing is an act of rebellion against what exists, a need to say something unsaid, an impossible attempt to heal what is broken, to make a mark. The freedom to express yourself through fiction is beautiful and thrilling; to speak about truths of the world you experience, to bestow on others the power to change their world.


‘As a writer coming from the world of Live Art, I love making rules in order to break them. Sometimes new life and meaning can emerge between the cracks. Writing is strongest where something was once broken.’



Stacy Makishi, Live Artist

Fiction enables us to hold contradictory thoughts and feelings as we experience them, to be inside multiple points of view. The No Rules Handbook is a book in argument with itself. No systems or schemas are promoted here, only provocations and practical ideas, exercises and writers’ experiences. I hope some of them inspire you. In a space where there are no rules, nothing stands in the way of your impulse to imagine; your muse or whatever you want to call that wondrous process of creation and ceaseless incompletion.
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