L E S S O N  1 - Overview, Getting Organised, Writing Software

So – you’ve decided to write a novel! This is exciting and intoxicating, but you might also feel slightly at sea! A thousand questions will come flying at you! Where to start? What to say? How to say it? Who will read it? Who will publish it? Who will buy it? Stop! Relax!! This is an activity above all others that demands you to take just one step at a time. The marvellous thing is that as you do take each step, you are that little bit further along the way to writing your own book. And this is the way every writer begins!

A writer needs, first of all, to look at the practicalities. With whatever tools of the trade you choose, from pencil to laptop, you must make time and space to work, and to develop a routine. 

The place where you start your initial writing might be straight on-screen with a state-of-the-art computer in a fancy designer office, but could also be with a battered A4 notebook, in bed, at the kitchen table, in a shed in the garden or in the reference section of your local library – anywhere that suits your mood and is accessible, peaceful, and private. 

Try to make your writing time a regular time in your day – even if it’s before everyone gets up, or when they’re all in bed – just five minutes every day makes a huge difference! Preparation and ritual is an important prelude to creativity – many writers tend to have odd little routines – lighting joss-sticks, tidying the table, making five or six cups of coffee or camomile tea and so on, before they actually sit down and start work, but this is fine. 

What is extremely important is trying to do some writing every day – even if it’s just notes jotted down on the way to work. Fifty words is fifty more words of expressing an idea or an emotion or a memory – and fifty words can lead to fifty thousand before you know it. Keep in mind the idea of bite-sized chunks –this applies to every intimidating piece of work!  Little by little the thing does get written! And don’t worry if you don’t manage something every single day, because your mind and imagination will be absorbing and recording, even if your hand isn’t! 

Writing every day is a good habit to get into, even if you think what you have written is irrelevant nonsense – it’s all helping your selection processes and your style. Even if your preferred method is to write straight on the screen, always keep a notebook and a favourite pen (you will find that you may become very choosy about gel pens and biros and ink and fine points and 2B pencils, and tend to panic when they go missing!).  

Cut out stories and photographs from newspapers that might be the starting point for a novel, and save any letters and postcards that have triggered off ideas. Keep all your notes and notebooks in a file that is labelled ‘For the book’ or its provisional title, and sift through them when you are not in the mood for creating. They will inspire and focus you and remind you what you want to do!

For those writing on-screen, remember to create folders for your novel and a sub-folder for your ideas and notes. Create a folder for your back-up copies too, so they’re all easily accessible and make sure that these are also on floppy disks stored away from your computer!

When setting out your work on-screen, it’s important to use double-spacing, and don’t be tempted by italics and bold print: keep to the Times New Roman font, in 12-point, double-spaced, with pages numbered. You’ll need a title page, with your name and address, which draft it is, and the date.  

WRITING SOFTWARE

There are quite a few writers’ software programmes on the market that can help you with planning and structuring your novel.  Basically they all work on the same principals as this workshop, but can help you to organise and speed up the process with a number of quite clever tools.

Depending on what package you chose you will be able to get advice on gripping openings, create compelling characters just by answering a series of questions, explore alternative solutions provided by the programme and a host of other aids all designed to get the creative juices flowing!  The weblink at the end of the lesson will take you to an article that discusses writers software in more depth.

WRITING THE BOOK!

There are hundreds of different ways of writing a novel, and over the years they’ve all been tried, but one way or another, every novel that has been written has been ABOUT something!

So, when you sit down and think you want to write a novel, that’s what you are saying to yourself and to the world in general: you want to tell a story about something.

Straightaway, though, other things pop into your head – like who is the story about? Where does it take place? When? How long does it all take – a day? A year?  Several generations? Centuries?? Do things go wrong? Of course they do! How do they all get sorted out? What happens to everyone in the end?

In a sense, the answers to these questions must be clear in your mind, before you begin. You don’t need the fine detail yet, but you need to know, roughly, what will happen, because this is the content of your novel.

What is the story about, then? 

This is the PLOT.  We will study this and all the elements of novel-writing in depth during the workshop.

You should be able to sum up the plot in a few sentences. Tell it as though you are explaining it to a friend – ‘There’s this woman and she meets this man and they fall in love but he’s married, and his wife is ill, so they can’t get together for ages. When they do, he is so full of guilt and she is so tired of waiting for him that they break up!’

That’s a plot: things begin, go wrong and get sorted out (unhappily, in this case!).  

There are lots of variations on the above theme – try one or two for yourself, and see how it could be a block-busting book!

There is usually a beginning, middle and end to every story, and though that might sound obvious, it has worked since the time of Aristotle, who first commented on it. It demands skill and style to write a satisfying, unified novel that works in this way, but many successful novelists today are working to that formula.

The woman and the man –and his ailing wife, of course - are the CHARACTERS: the people in the story.

Where does this story take place? Paris? New York? London? A back yard? A college corridor? A hospital room? A pub? You get the idea – it can be anywhere. That’s the SETTING. It might need some researching, but that’s fun, if you fancy a trip down to the local.

When characters in a novel speak to one another, they use DIALOGUE. We will look at the wonderful ways dialogue is used to convey a thousand things in the workshop, but, for the time being, listen and take note of the conversations around you…

Your writing STYLE is something that will improve, the more you write, and the more you read. We will suggest some style pointers before the end of the workshop.

Now, here are some exercises to get you off to a good start!

1.
Write a 50-word synopsis or outline of your story, in the style of a blurb on the cover of a novel.

2.
Compile a folder of ideas for novels  – from newspapers, photographs, old diaries or magazines, or your own jottings. Add to each when you come across further material. 

3.
If using a computer, set up a folder with the title of your novel and sub folders for each chapter.  You may also like to create folders for character portraits and research notes.  Don’t forget to copy all your files to a back up disk in case of emergencies!  Computers are not as reliable as we’d like to think!

USEFUL WEBLINKS 

Articles on Writing in general and Writers’ software

http://www.writelink.co.uk/Articles/articles.html

First Aid for Writers

http://www.writepro.com/fapage.htm

WriteItNow

http://www.ravensheadservices.com

The Writers Software Companion

http://www.authorlink.com/novat1.html

Manuscript Formatting by Crawford Kilian.  Good article on how to format your manuscript to ensure prospective publishers don’t throw it straight into the slush pile!

http://www.steampunk.com/sfch/writing/ckilian/#4

