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INTRODUCTION

Why This Book Is Special

THIS BOOK IS unlike any other book or course on creative writing that you can buy or borrow.

First, this book is for anyone who has ever wanted to write. You don’t need to have taken any college courses or been to a writer’s workshop. You don’t have to have read any of the world’s great works of literature. You don’t even need to have any previous writing experience. All you need is the desire to write. If you’ve wanted to write but never knew how to get started, this book will provide the perfect start.

Second, it’s stress-free. You don’t have to turn in assignments or live up to anyone else’s goals. There are no deadlines, requirements, or pressures of any kind. You can proceed at your own pace, and you don’t have to worry whether you’re doing any of the exercises “correctly.”

Third, it’s fun. The chapters are short, lively, and easy and entertaining to read. The twenty-five writing exercises are designed to intrigue you and inspire you to write—not to force you through some stultifying drill. And all the exercises are flexible and open-ended, so you can go anywhere you want to with them.

Fourth, this book will help you discover for yourself what it is you have to say as a writer. It will teach you to write what you want to write, and it will help you to express it in the manner that best suits your own unique ideas, themes, talents, interests, and temperament. It will teach you to follow your own creative impulses and to trust those impulses. And it will help you to become the very best writer you can be.

This book is inexpensive. You don’t have to spend hundreds of dollars on a college class or a correspondence course or a writer’s conference or workshop. All you need are this book, a pen, and some paper. Total cost: about $20.

This book is convenient. You can use it when you want and how you want to. You can learn to write without having to disrupt the rest of your day.

But most important, The No-Experience-Necessary Writer’s Course presents an approach to creative writing that works. It’s not a book of lofty literary theory that does little more than fill your head with thoughts and clever quotes about writing. It’s a practical, down-to-earth guide to writing that centers on the act of writing itself. It will get you writing and keep you writing—not by making demands or assigning tasks, but by helping you discover for yourself the joys and pleasures of putting words on paper.

I know this approach works because I’ve seen it work, over and over, for hundreds of people who have used it in my creative writing classes over the past ten years. It’s an approach that people find inspiring, exciting, and fun. And it’s an approach that can work as well for you at home as it does for my students in the classroom.

Although this book has been written primarily for people who have done little or no writing before, it can also be helpful to more experienced writers. If you are already a practicing writer, this book can provide new ideas, inspiration, and energy for your writing. It can help you look at your own writing in new and different ways. It might even open up whole new areas for you to explore in your writing, or it might get your writing going in different and exciting directions.

No one is better qualified than you to put into words what you have to say. This book will show you how to do it, do it well, and enjoy every minute of it—even if you’e never tried it before.

Scott Edelstein

Minneapolis, MN
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Becoming a Writer in Thirty Seconds

ANYONE WHO WRITES is a writer.

From the time you turn out your first story, poem, or essay—or even your first paragraph, stanza, or scene—you’re a writer. It’s as simple as that. Anyone who tells you otherwise is off the mark.

Of course, it’s unlikely that you’ll be able to write great fiction or poetry from the time you first start writing (though this does happen once in a great while). More likely, you’ll gradually get more versatile, more creative, and more skilled. As in any other endeavor, the more you write, the better you will get.

But no one should expect you to write great literature from the start. Nor should you expect it yourself.

A lot of other people—mostly other writers with inflated egos—like to make pronouncements like, “You’re not a writer until you’ve written at least three books.” Not surprisingly, the person who makes such a statement will have written three or more books. For some reason, there are thousands of people, most of them writers, who feel it is important to define for the rest of the world who is a writer and who isn’t. And, almost inevitably, these people include themselves in their definitions of “writer,” while excluding almost everyone else.

Forget what these people say. It’s nonsense. If it comes from the mouth of a respected (or even famous) writer, writing teacher, editor, or critic, it’s still nonsense.

You may not be a great (or even a good) writer yet. But that’s not the point. No matter what you decide to do, you’ve always got to start at the beginning and then get better and better. So don’t put yourself down for being a beginner, and don’t let anyone else try to put you down for it. Remind such people that they were once beginners themselves.

Once you’ve begun writing, you’re a writer. Don’t worry about your self-image. Don’t be concerned with living up to someone else’s definition of a writer, because you don’t have to do so, now or ever.

If at any point in this book you begin to get worried or scared, reread this chapter. And if anyone looks down his nose at you, give it a tweak and read this chapter again.
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The Ten Biggest Fears About Writing—and How to Get Over Them

HERE ARE THE ten biggest and most common fears in all their negative glory:

1. I can’t do it. (Variations: It looks so difficult; I’ve never done anything like it before; but I’m only a plumber, a doctor, a housewife, an atomic scientist, a receptionist, a mechanic, a janitor, a business executive, a waitress, a tailor, a barber, a social worker, or a big-game hunter. But I never finished grade school; but I’ve got a physical or emotional handicap.)

2. I don’t have any talent. (Variation: Who am I kidding? It’s so unrealistic to think that I can write.)

3. I don’t have anything (or anything important) to say. (Variations: I don’t know what to write about; why would anyone be interested in what I have to say?)

4. I don’t know how to say what I want to say. (Variations: But I don’t know anything about writing; but I’ve never taken an English class since high school, and that was years and years ago.)

5. I’ll never be as good as the writers I like to read. (Variations: I’m sure other people are much better at writing than I am; the competition is so stiff and there are so many writers out there already, so why bother?)

6. I can get started well enough, but then I get stuck. (Variations: I can never figure out how to end anything; I always lose interest halfway through.)

7. I never know where or how to start. (Variation: I have all these good ideas, but I can never manage to get them down on paper.)

8. What I write might not be any good. (Variations: I might fail, and I can’t bear failing; if I can’t do it well, or perfectly, from the start, I’d rather not bother with it.)

9. It’s so impractical. (Variations: What good will it do me?; if I can’t earn money or get a job with it, what’s the point?; I could be taking a course in—or reading a book about—real estate, or how to start my own dog grooming business, instead.)

10. I might not enjoy writing. (Variations: It might be painful or hard; what if I hate it?; what if it bores me?; do I really want to write?)

There is also an eleventh fear—a general fear of writing. Some people, especially people new to writing, simply tense up or go blank whenever they begin writing something or even think about writing something. This general fear of writing often comes from having had small-minded and sharp-tongued English teachers.

Most beginning writers have at least two or three of these fears, and it’s not terribly unusual to have most of them. So if you have these fears, don’t worry. In fact, fears of these sorts are normal at the beginning of any new venture.

Nor is it unusual for writers with years of experience to still have their moments of fear or uncertainty. I struggle with fear #8 almost every time I begin a new piece of writing, and when I write fiction I sometimes have trouble with fear #10.

THERE IS ONE tried-and-true way to get over these fears, and it works 99 percent of the time:

Write. Don’t spend your time thinking about your writing but never putting words down on paper. Don’t busy yourself worrying about the fears. Start writing. If you know exactly what it is you want to write, put this book down right now and get started. If you don’t know what to write, keep reading until you reach Exercise #1, then begin writing with that.

The exercises and the remaining chapters in this book will help you gain more and more confidence in yourself as a writer. The more you write and the better you get as a writer, the more you will see how and why most or all of these fears are unfounded and best ignored.

A couple of final words about fear: first, don’t wait until all your fears have disappeared before you start to write, because they’ll never all go away completely. The trick is to keep writing and trusting yourself despite the fears.

Second, don’t try to get rid of your fears through logic or argument, because it probably won’t work. Most fears cannot be rationalized away or eliminated by confronting them. Instead, admit that you do have some fears and don’t let them get in the way too much. Start writing and keep writing, and you’ll see that most of your fears will gradually melt away on their own. In the meantime, if you absolutely must go through periods of worry or panic, go ahead and write first; then, when you’re done writing, feel free to panic all you like.
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The Ten Biggest Myths About Writing

WRITERS AND TEACHERS of writing sometimes have a tendency to make sweeping statements about writers and writing. Most of these are true for the speaker but untrue for most or many other writers. Sometimes they are not even true for the speaker, but they sound good. Here are the most popular of these myths:

1. You must write every day.

2. You must write a certain amount every day, or every time you write.

3. You must commit yourself fully to your writing. (Variations: Writing must be the most important thing in your life; writing requires a 100 percent commitment; you must think and act like a writer twenty-four hours a day.)

4. You must have a room of your own to write in. (Variations: You must have a certain space that you use only for your writing, no matter how big or small that space is; your writing area must be off limits to all other people and creatures.)

5. You must write according to a regular schedule. (Variations: You must write at the same time every day; you must write for a certain amount of time every day.)

6. A writer must be unhappy. (Variations: A writer must be lonely; a writer must be bitter; a writer must be cynical; a writer must be overwhelmed by the unfairness and pointlessness of existence, or at least act as if he is; a writer must go through periods of despair and/or existential anxiety; a writer must suffer; writing is painful.)

7. You must be completely free from distraction and interruption when you write.

8. You have the responsibility to bare your soul in your writing. (Variation: You should write about the sleaziest, most painful, most personal, and/or most intimate things you can.)

9. A writer needs to be a little bit crazy. (Variations: A writer must be neurotic; a writer must be more than just a little crazy.)

10. Being a writer is a noble and heroic thing.

None of these statements is universally true, nor is any of them even true for most writers. Some of them are true for some writers. Most of them are pure baloney.

Usually statements such as these are little or nothing more than people’s ways of rationalizing their own behavior, anxieties, compulsions, or desires. People who think you need to be a little crazy to be a writer are often a little crazy themselves, or at least think they are. People who like to talk about what a noble profession writing is probably feel an undue amount of pride in themselves for putting words on paper.

Some of these statements can actually be harmful to writers. For example, if you have a spouse and a couple of kids, it might be foolish and unethical to put your writing ahead of their needs. If you quit your job and let your family starve because writing is the most important thing in your life, I’d seriously suggest you rethink your priorities.

Some writers do find that they do their best work when they write every day or for a certain amount of time each day or on a regular schedule. Others find it helpful or necessary to be alone in the same private, quiet spot to write. Still others find inspiration only in revealing their own biggest secrets and deepest fears in their writing.

If any of these are true for you, fine. Take them as your personal guidelines and follow them as much as you feel you need to. But also feel free to ignore them whenever you wish. And don’t think that they must also be true for all other writers.

As you do more and more writing, you will discover for yourself what your own needs, preferences, and attitudes are. Later chapters will discuss just how to find and follow your own path, and how to determine the times, places, and circumstances for writing that are most helpful to you.
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The Secret to Writing Well

NO MATTER HOW much you read about weight lifting, it won’t do a thing for your muscles. But ten minutes of actual weight lifting a day will build up your muscles within a few weeks. The analogy holds true for writing skills.

The secret to writing well is practice—actual writing experience. In general, the more you write, the better a writer you will become.

Lectures, theories, and the exchange of ideas can be helpful. So can reading the works of other writers. But the single most important learning tool is actual writing. As you write, you will experience personally and directly what all the theories and lectures can at best only point to.

There are limits to all this, of course. There is a point beyond which “more” no longer means “better.” If you are writing an hour a day (which is quite a bit, by the way) and progressing very nicely, upping your writing time to ninety minutes a day won’t necessarily increase your progress or output 50 percent, or even 10 percent. For some writers the extra time and effort might even result in less progress, since they will be pushing themselves too hard. As you write, you’ll need to watch your own habits and progress to determine exactly what works best for you.

There are lower limits, too. If you’re writing one paragraph a week, you’re obviously not going to develop very much or very quickly as a writer. But you might be surprised at how much you can learn, and how much writing you can turn out, writing for ten or fifteen minutes every couple of days.

You should write however much and at whatever pace most naturally suits you. Some people like to write for a few minutes every day. Others might write for a couple of hours at a time, but only twice or three times a month. Whatever your pace or schedule, the more actual writing experience you have, the more you will learn and the better a writer you will become.

Some people naturally write more than others, and some naturally progress faster than others. It’s also quite possible for a writer to progress quickly for a while, then slowly (or not at all) for a while, then quickly again.

While it’s true that writing poetry is the best way to learn to write poetry, to some degree all writing, no matter what its form, will be helpful to you. If you’re new to writing fiction but have written a great many things for your job or papers for college classes or thoughtful and intelligent letters, these items will probably help you more with your fiction writing than you realize.

There’s no standard answer to the question, “How long do I have to write before I become a good writer?” For some people it may take months; for others, years. Some people write well virtually from the start. But no matter how long you have been writing, and no matter how good you get to be, there is always room for you to grow further as a writer.
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Getting Started

THIS BOOK CONTAINS twenty-five writing exercises that alternate with groups of chapters. There are also about twenty additional writing exercises at the end of the book. Most of these exercises are my own invention, though some have been borrowed from other writing teachers. Each of them is designed to provide a starting point for your writing from which you can take off in any direction you please.

Although it is possible to use most of the exercises in this book in many different ways, here are the two methods that have worked best for many writers in the past:

THE FORTY-MINUTE START

When you begin an exercise, make an agreement with yourself that you will have exactly forty minutes to write. Note your starting time; as you write, keep track of how much time remains.

Spend the first few minutes contemplating the exercise until you come up with an idea or image from which you can begin writing. If it takes longer than a few minutes to get started, fine; but keep the forty-minute time limit in mind.

Once you have begun writing, keep writing (if you can) for the full forty minutes, or until you come to a natural stopping place or complete the piece.

When the forty minutes are up, stop and look over what you’ve done. Note down ideas you have for where the piece will go next. Also note down any images, lines, or ideas that might be used later on in the piece. If you prefer not to keep going, fine. Make a mental note of your writing accomplishments over the past forty minutes, and come back and do further work on the piece later.

If, when the forty minutes are up, you find the words and ideas flowing very easily and smoothly, don’t stop. Keep going until you naturally slow down, until you come to a good stopping point, or until you have had enough of writing for a while. Then proceed with the instructions in the paragraph above.

The forty-minute time limit is of course somewhat arbitrary. Feel free to shorten or lengthen the period of time to best suit your own work habits and needs.

This method works well for writers who work best with a deadline, who have a limited amount of time available for writing, or who feel lost without some goal or structure.

THE SLOW-BREWING METHOD

Read over the exercise a few times, then spend a few minutes considering and contemplating it. If these few minutes lead to the beginning of a piece of writing, go ahead and write. If they don’t, spend a few more minutes in contemplation. If you still haven’t come up with anything, move on to some other (non-writing) activity.

Over the next few days, return to the exercise at least once or twice a day, spending a few minutes considering it each time. Continue with this process until something clicks and you begin writing. Then write for as long as you wish.

Try to keep pen and paper with you or near you at all times. You may find ideas or images coming to you at odd or unexpected moments. For example, while bathing you may remember the smell of the attic where you used to play as a child; or you may suddenly imagine the funeral of a famous circus clown while you are riding the bus to work.

If at all possible, start writing as soon as the inspiration hits you, no matter when or where it happens. If this is not possible, try to jot down some notes to refer back to later, when you do have the time and freedom to write. If you don’t at least make notes, you may not be able to remember later just what it was that inspired or intrigued you.

This method works best for writers who have a fair amount of time available to write, who are contemplative by nature, or who work best when given as much freedom as possible.

It is perfectly fine to modify either of these approaches, to combine the two methods, to use one method for some exercises and the other for other exercises, or to devise and use methods of your own.

SOME THINGS TO keep in mind while doing the exercises in this book:

None of the exercises is required. If an exercise fails to interest or intrigue you, or if you simply draw a blank with it, skip it and try another one.

You don’t have to do the exercises in the order in which they appear. The exercises and chapters have been arranged in a sequence that will be appropriate and helpful for most writers. But if you are inclined to ignore that sequence, feel free to do so.

If at any time you want to modify any exercise, go ahead. The exercises are meant to inspire you and get you writing, to get you to make mental and emotional connections that lead to scenes, images, stories, and poems. They are not assignments to be fulfilled.

If, as you are writing, you realize that what you are writing no longer relates to the exercise, do not try to force it to fit the exercise. Instead, let the piece go wherever it naturally seems to be going.

Once you’ve come up with an image or idea that gets you started, begin writing. You don’t have to know where the piece is going or how it is going to finish up. Often a piece of writing will create itself, revealing itself to you one step at a time as you write.

You are not limited in any exercise to writing about 1980s America. You can write a piece that takes place in Philadelphia during the American Revolution, on a space station during the year 2140, or in Atlantis during the Later Golden Age.

Your response to any exercise may be fiction, poetry, drama, an essay, or even some new form of writing entirely (except where the exercise indicates that you should write prose). Allow your writing to take whatever form or forms it naturally wants to take. You may well find yourself writing poetry sometimes, prose at other times. You may even write a piece that is, say, part poetry and part fiction.

If an exercise gives you enough ideas, images, or impulses for more than one piece of writing, feel free to write them both (or three or four).

If you get stuck, or if you begin to get weary, antsy, or uninterested, continue to work for another five or ten minutes. If, after this time, you’re still stuck, or you still feel uncomfortable, feel free to stop. Don’t try to force yourself through the piece. Come back to it later.

Don’t be afraid to make your circumstances for writing as comfortable or pleasant as you like. If you work best while sitting under a tree and listening to Pat Benatar (or Pat Robertson), by all means go ahead.

But if you find you do your best writing when you sit in a straight-backed chair with nothing to look at but your notebook, don’t be afraid to go that route, either.

It is equally acceptable to write with a pencil, a pen, a typewriter, or a computer.

Don’t worry about making errors in grammar, punctuation, spelling, or diction. Just keep writing. You can correct any errors later, when you rewrite. The same advice applies if you are having trouble coming up with the right word, phrase, image, line, or sentence. Just skip it, continue writing, and return to it later. Leave a blank in the spot that needs attention, if you like. By continuing to write instead of toying with one word or line, you will keep the flow of words and ideas coming.

Don’t expect things to click with every exercise. Not everything you begin to write will turn out well. People who have used these exercises in the past have found that about half the time they write something they are pleased with—and about half the time they either don’t like what they have written, lose interest in the piece, or never get off the ground.

Don’t let this rate of failure bother or depress you. Most writers, including some of the best, permanently file away a great deal of material. It is not unusual for a good writer to complete, and be happy with, less than a third of the writing projects he or she begins.

THESE FIRST FIVE chapters have provided you with all the basic background you need. Now it’s time to begin writing. Get out some paper, and a pen, pencil, typewriter, or computer keyboard, and turn the page.


EXERCISE #1

IMAGINE THAT YOU are downtown in a major city during rush hour. Suddenly a woman walks toward you, holding a bag. She meets your eyes, smiles, hands you the bag, and says, “Here you go.” Before you can say or do anything, she turns and walks off.

Write a piece that begins with or otherwise includes this scene.

THINGS TO KEEP in mind:

• There may not be a human baby, living or dead, in the bag.

• “You” can refer to yourself, to someone else you know, or to a character of your own creation.

• The city can be any real or imaginary one. It can also, of course, go unnamed.

• The piece does not have to end or climax by revealing the contents of the bag. You don’t have to reveal its contents at all. In fact, what is in the bag may or may not be important.

• Remember, you can modify this exercise (and all the other exercises in this book) as you choose.
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