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REDISCOVER YOUR 
TRUEST SELF 

Richard Beynon

In the beginning, the prospect of the life stretched out before you is without 
blemish.  Anything seems possible. You could write a great book, compose a 
perfect poem, paint a memorable picture. Whatever your creative inclinations, 
you feel an itch in your fingers that leaves you little doubt that you will succeed. 
That all it’ll take is application and, perhaps, a glass of red wine, the love of a 
beautiful woman* or a compelling man – and time. 

But time passes, and what you get is not quite what you imagined. Compromises 
are made. Errors are committed. Some are clearly of your own doing, but some 
seem simply to happen. That beautiful woman, that charming man reveals a dark 
and unreliable heart. The wine sours. The novel drifts away. You get to page 37 
and set it aside, intending to return when inspiration returns, and so, when 
inspiration does not return, you do not return. You turn your canvas to the wall. 
You tuck your notebook away. 

By the time you’re well into your career, you’ve dismissed those early dreams. 
They were, you tell yourself, the fantasies of youth. 

But what if they weren’t? What if those first creative impulses were the truest 
expression of your deepest self? 

And what if, in jettisoning these dreams, you were abandoning your best chance 
of becoming the real you? 

These thoughts were inspired by an interview I heard on the radio with Tim 
Smit** the creative genius behind the restoration of the Lost Gardens of Heligan 
and the establishment of the Eden Project. 

He was asked what exactly it was that he did. He thought for a moment and then 
said, “I think what I do is, I make people believe in themselves and rediscover the 
person they thought they once were.” 

And I thought for a moment and realized that that is what people find, when, 
trapped for decades in the corporate world, they reach back in time, and deep 
into themselves, to unlock their creative potential. They rediscover the person 
they once thought they were. 

“There are loads of people out there,” Smit went on, “who are disappointed in 
who they’ve become, and who are just waiting to be in a situation in which an 
adventure is offered.” 



REDISCOVER YOUR TRUEST SELF 

This, they say, is a chance to rewrite the story of their life. 

So my words here are directed at anyone who feels that somewhere, somehow, 
they lost their way, and in doing so, left some essential part of themselves behind. 
  

There are, obviously, many ways back onto the path you strayed from – but 
writing is clearly one of them. 

* Omar Khayyam, in The Rubaiyat, said it best: A book of verses underneath the 
bough, A jug of wine, a loaf of bread – and thou… 

** The interviewer who talked to him on BBC’s Radio Four remarked on the great 
pity that his knighthood spoiled the symmetry of his name: Sir Tim Smit doesn’t 
really work as a palindrome, does it? 



IN THE BEGINNING… 

Richard Beynon

Annie Dillard in her book on what it takes to be a writer, The Writing Life, recounts 
the story of a fellow writer who was asked, “Do you think I could be a writer?” The 
response was: “Do you like sentences?” 

It’s a telling point, and it gets to the heart of where stories  – and perhaps, more 
significantly, the impulse to write them – begin. 

The grain of a sentence, the sparkle of a word – this is where our love of writing 
starts. This is where we start our journey. 

So if you’re inspired to write the Great South African (or American, or Australian 
or…) Book, pause a moment before you begin and ask yourself the more 
fundamental question: Do I love the sometimes gnarly, sometimes sinuous feel of 
words? Do I love the way in which alliteration creates memorable phrases? Do I 
just swoon when I read a sentence that creates, in sound and rhythm, the sense 
the writer was seeking? A sentence like this one, from Michael Chabon‘s The 
Wonder Boys: “The wind snapped at the flaps of my jacket and rang in my ears like 
blood.” The images Chabon employs are striking, but it’s the assonance of 
snapped and flaps and jacket and rang that make the sentence truly remarkable. 

The love of words and sentences precedes the desire to weave them into a 
tapestry. The love of detail – Yeats’s “rag-and-bone shop of the heart” – trumps 
the desire to manipulate these details into a sweeping narrative. 

When writers – even the best of them – find themselves impelled to write stories 
at whose hearts lies a pedagogical imperative, then the story will misfire, because 
theme has trumped story. 

You have only to think of how Jonathan Franzen – whose The Corrections and 
Purity I loved dearly – mis-stepped in Freedom, which he wrote, in part, to flog his 
deeply held convictions about conservation. Despite its many felicities, the novel 
is deeply flawed, and nowhere more so than where Franzen doggedly beats his 
pedagogical drum. 

Or ponder Solar, a novel by the usually utterly reliable Ian McEwan. There’s no 
question, the novel has many virtues – but again, at its heart, lies a long, long 
speech delivered by its protagonist, on the threat of global warming. Ho hum. 
Pardon me, Mr McEwan, but your private passions (however much I share them – 
that’s not the point at all) are a little too on display. 



IN THE BEGINNING… 

Consider. You decide to write a grand account of a country’s plunge into deviltry 
and moral depravity. Chances are you’ll be tempted to start with an omniscient, 
 abstract analysis. “In 2017, South Africa stood on the lip of the abyss: behind, the 
forces of corruption of venality, ahead, the… blah blah blah.” 

Better to begin with something as banal and specific as… the discovery of a theft. 

Jacques Pauw’s The President’s Keepers – not a novel, but written with all the verve 
and immediacy of a novel – begins like this: 

“On Sunday night, 27 August 2017, my laptop and cellphone were stolen from my 
office at our restaurant and guesthouse in Riebeek-Kasteel in the Western Cape. 
Despondency and dread engulfed me when I walked into the room and was 
confronted by a computer cable and nothing more. A small window bordering 
Van Riebeek Street stood open.” 

And so we are plunged into his narrative which in due course reveals more 
deviltry and depravity in high places than the citizens of any country can ever 
possibly have deserved. 

But in the beginning, let us remind ourselves, was the word – and the word was 
beloved, and flourished and in time grew into a mighty tree of narrative that in the 
end brought down the princes of immorality. 

Well, I suppose that the oldest verities hold sway: if words were horses, beggars 
would ride. 



IT’S OUR JOB TO MAKE 
SENSE OF THE WORLD 

Richard Beynon

It’s part of the pedagogical lexicon of writing classes: don’t write just one damn 
thing after another. 

The temptation to do so is especially strong when you’re writing memoir or 
biography. But it lurks in the undergrowth for all writers, whatever their subject. 

Consider the story a biographer is writing. 

On Monday, the subject of the biography hears that she’s won the MacArthur 
Genius Prize. On Tuesday a hailstorm destroys the vegetable garden she’s been 
tenderly nurturing. On Wednesday, she learns that she is pregnant. On Thursday, 
she receives a letter from a long-lost suitor who declares himself still madly in 
love with her. On Friday, her father dies. On Saturday… 

Now, these events might all have been true – but the problem is that they simply 
happen, one after another. There’s no connective tissue binding them into a 
single, compelling narrative. This creates real problems for the non-fiction writer. 
What to do about random unrelated events? 

The non-fiction writer has to select. She decides that of the five incidents that 
occurred in this momentous week, only three serve her purpose. There’s the 
enormous and exhilarating news of the MacArthur award. It comes (as the 
MacArthur prize always does) without warning. It is implicit recognition of the 
work she’s done in the field of performance art. Her most loyal supporter through 
the lonely years of obscurity, was her father. He’s the first person she phones to 
tell the good news. They make ecstatic plans about how she’s going to use the 
money to embark on her most ambitious work yet… 

Then she learns she’s pregnant. Her first reaction is, ohmigod, what’ll this mean 
for my project? Her second thought is: joy. She tells her boyfriend the news. He 
responds with appropriate enthusiasm and support. She phones her father… and 
discovers that he’s had a cardiac episode and has been airlifted to hospital. Her 
personal roller-coaster is about to plunge into the abyss. 

Then, with her at his side, he dies – but not before he tells her that he believes in 
her and the audacious target she has set herself, and not before she has told him 
of her pregnancy… 



IT’S OUR JOB TO MAKE SENSE OF THE WORLD 

Now we have a story. The apparently unrelated events flow from one to the next. 
The winning of the prize affects the way in which she responds to the news of her 
pregnancy. Her relationship with her father affects the way in which she responds 
to the winning of the prize. His death is, of course, a deeply wounding blow – but 
it serves to feed her ambition to prove herself a daughter worthy of his love and 
support. 

What of the suitor with his unwelcome declaration of eternal love? What of the 
devastation caused by the hailstorm? Well, the fact is, they might well be part of 
her life, but they are not part of the story the writer is telling. 

Stories make sense of reality. They provide the emotional, or causal links between 
incidents. I love my father, therefore I will share my good news with him first. 

Poor journalists give you the facts of a story. Great journalists explain how those 
facts are related. They help us make sense of the world. 

Whether we’re writers of fiction or of fact, that is our job. We tell stories to help 
people make sense of… love. Of betrayal. Of ambition. Of disaster. Of crime. Of 
conspiracy. Once we understand this, we understand the need to show the links 
between cause and effect, between the dancer and the dance, between the 
archer and his target. 

P.S.  These thoughts were inspired by my re-reading of a long article by Rian 
Malan concerning the extraordinary career of the 2i/c of the National Prosecuting 
Authority, Nomgcobo Jiba. The tale of her rise and rise and fall is extremely 
complicated. In the article, first published in Good Governance Africa, Malan 
navigates his way through the thickets to make sense of her career, her 
allegiances, and her sometimes inexplicable decisions.  The article has been 
rightly praised by many. 



IT MAY BE A GIFT, BUT IT 
STILL NEEDS TO BE 

UNWRAPPED 
Jo-Anne Richards

The other day, someone told me she didn’t need writing instruction because “I 
have a gift”. 

I’m sure she’s right and I’m thrilled for her. But what is it about writing that 
inspires this kind of reaction? If you discover your child has a gift for music or art, 
what do you do? You send her for classes. 

I recently came across this quote from Johannes Brahms. No doubt he was 
thinking of music, but it perfectly sums up my attitude to writing: “Without craft, 
inspiration is a mere reed, shaken in the wind.” 

Someone I know – not a writer – is keen to write a book when he retires: a 
memoir based on his sometimes funny, sometimes poignant work experiences. I 
hope he does because he has some great stories to tell. 

When I tentatively suggested a writing course to get him going, he pooh-poohed 
the idea – because he was good at English at school, and because he’s done 
plenty of academic writing. 

“I know about grammar, you don’t have to worry,” he told me. “I can use an 
apostrophe correctly.” 

Well, I am happy about that: I might abhor the death penalty, but I believe it could 
still have a place as a deterrent for serial misusers of the apostrophe. 

There’s a lot more to writing skills than learning grammar, though. 

Knowing your grammar is, let me just add, an essential. It’s not a nice-to-have. The 
days have passed when a publisher would be grateful to accept your deathless 
prose despite your egregious grammar. It costs too much to fix. 

I have a feeling the friend with the book in him will get stuck, largely because he 
doesn’t want to ask for instruction. 

The beginning can seem easy if you’ve been thinking about it for ages and are 
filled with enthusiasm. But then you take a wrong turn and get lost, or find 
yourself mired in a swamp. 



IT MAY BE A GIFT, BUT IT STILL NEEDS TO BE 
UNWRAPPED 

Not everyone realises how much preparation is necessary before the inspiration 
forces you to write the first page. 

Develop your characters. 

Consider your story arc. 

Where’s the best place to begin? 

And these preparations are not the sole preserve of fiction writers. You don’t 
automatically know and understand your story just because you’re writing non- 
fiction. 

It doesn’t stop there. 

Write in coherent scenes. 

Set things up in order to pay them off later. 

Don’t rush the drama. 

How do you keep readers turning the page? 

How should you use detail, not only to give readers a sense of the world, but to 
bring characters into sharp focus? 

How do you feed in back story, without resorting to chunks of wearying 
explanation? 

The point is that writing is a craft. Don’t ignore the skills because you are inspired 
or have been given a gift – or even because you were good at English at school 
and know your grammar. 



THERE’S A TIME TO 
WRITE AND A TIME … 
TO CONTEMPLATE 

Jo-Anne Richards

There is a time when writing requires contemplation for ideas to coalesce. To write 
you need sometimes to daydream; to allow your thoughts to roam aimlessly. 

But this is dangerous territory. When does “the need to allow my thoughts to 
coalesce” turn into “I’m procrastinating madly by gazing at the sea and having deep 
thoughts”. 

Keep a notebook in your hand when you’re day dreaming and thinking big thoughts. 
Scribble them down. It keeps the thoughts deep, rather than allowing them to drift 
into inconsequentials. It focuses the mind. 

On the other hand, don’t start writing too quickly. We’re always telling writers: don’t 
rush into that first page. Spend time developing your characters. Talk to them, ask 
them questions, let them write internal monologues. 

Allow your story to develop out of the work you do on character. Even if you don’t 
know every nuance of your narrative before you begin, it’s good to know your 
direction. 

Try to be honest about when you’re ready to start, though. If you know your 
characters backwards, have a good idea of what’s going to happen to them and 
which direction you’ll take them in, and if you know exactly what will happen in your 
first couple of scenes, then you’re ready. 

When you’re at this stage, and you allow yourself to wonder if you shouldn’t spend a 
bit more time on yet another internal monologue, or perhaps you could pretend to 
be a psycho-analyst interviewing your protagonist (just to know her even better), it’s 
the fear talking. 

That’s when you need to sit down and stare at the screen till the first word appears. 



THE POWER OF 
TEXTURAL MEMORY 

Richard Beynon

Returning to Venice reveals the power of textural memory. You might not 
remember what palazzo lies round the next corner of the Grand Canal – but you 
do remember the groaning of the rope as it brings the tethered vaporetto to a 
stop. 

You might not remember precisely the route from San Silvestro to the square in 
which your lodgings – a grand palazzo, time-stained and shabbily imperious – are 
to be found, but you do remember the texture of those unplastered walls, or the 
washing hanging from the lines three stories up, or that faint smell of stale sea 
water as you cross one of the canals on your way. 

Textural memory is memory writ small. It’s usually not labeled nor does it come 
decorated with capitals. It’s humble. It asks no favours. It seems undistinguished 
and unremarkable. 

And yet it is the memory that lingers, so there’s no question that we did, 
somehow, without knowing, remark it. It lies somewhere in the interstices of our 
brains waiting to snap back into life, vibrant as ever it was. 

Writing that papers its walls with textural detail is, to nudge that metaphor 
another inch or two along, wraparound. It fills our senses. It stretches from 
horizon to sensory horizon. It’s evocative. It triggers cascades of associations. 

The bells are ringing in Venice as I write this line. It’s twelve o’clock on Sunday, and 
a hundred towers resound with the clamour of brass and iron. I can’t see any 
single bell from my vantage point – but I can hear them all, and together they 
constitute a three-dimensional soundscape that will live with me, I have no doubt, 
forever. 

The canny writer calls on everyday textures to complete the world and the 
characters he’s created, and to maintain their reality despite their manifest fiction. 

So don’t be ambitious. Don’t reach for the stars. Instead, describe as simply as 
you can the quotidian textures of your imaginary world – and that world will 
spring to life with all the exuberance of felt reality. 

http://allaboutwritingcourses.com/venice-retreat/


PROS AND CONS OF THE 
FAST FIRST DRAFT 

Jo-Anne Richards

“Don’t look back until you’ve written an entire draft, just begin each day from the last 
sentence you wrote the preceding day. This prevents those cringing feelings, and 
means that you have a substantial body of work before you get down to the real 
work which is all in . . . 

“The edit.” 

This is Will Self’s writing advice and I’ve always been a great believer in getting the first 
draft down. It’s how I tend to write and I know a number of other writers who swear 
by this process. 

But Richard and I have been doing a few manuscript reports recently and I’ve been 
revisiting Self’s advice and questioning my own belief in it.  It’s led me to qualify it 
here. 

Yes, write a rough first draft, but not without planning. Know your characters well, so 
they continue developing strongly through your draft. Then … know your story before 
you begin. Some writers deny they do this, but unless you’re truly exceptional, it’s 
good advice. 

Launching blind into the wilderness can end badly. You can end up at the end of 80 
000 words with the realisation that your manuscript has no arc and doesn’t go 
anywhere – and that you need to restructure your entire story. 

And that brings me to another qualification. I’m not sure about Will Self, but when I 
talk about The Edit, I don’t mean moving a few commas about the page or looking for 
hanging participles. I don’t even mean improving a scene and adding more action. 

It can mean that the manuscript you’ve spent a year writing needs to be set to one 
side as raw material. It can (and often does) mean that you need to rethink your 
story arc – at least in places – because your original plan doesn’t work quite as you 
planned or your middle sags unexpectedly. Your characters might need to be 
reworked because they don’t come across as real, complex beings, or your point of 
view is too remote for your readers to form a true attachment. 

It can mean that you need to start again, writing completely new scenes. But they’ll 
be better scenes because they’re informed by your previous draft. You’ll have learnt 
from it and you’ll draw from it as you move forward. Your next draft will be several 
steps ahead of the first – if you don’t collapse in despair and if you take good advice 
about what’s wrong with it. 

That’s why, more than anything, writing requires doggedness. 



OR WHAT’S A HEAVEN FOR? 
Richard Beynon

I listened recently to a BBC programme devoted to the subject of failure. The 
presenter wondered why heroic failures – Scott, who failed to reach the South 
Pole, Irvine and  Mallory, who failed to scale Everest, David Livingstone, who failed 
to find the source of the Nile, or to convert more than one pagan to Christianity – 
were so enthusiastically memorialized, while those who actually achieved the 
feats concerned were so often forgotten. (Who did discover the source of the Nile 
– and frankly, who cares?) 

It was a fascinating meditation. I wondered, though, why the programme didn’t 
devote any thought to the relationship between writing and failure. 

One of the acknowledged masters of failure and fiction is Michael Chabon, author 
of Wonder Boys, The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay, Moonglow and others. 
He’s won the Pulitzer Prize plus the Hugo and Nebula Awards, among many other 
honours. 

And yet he says this about his writing (and perhaps, all writing): 

“Every novel, in the moments before we begin to write it, is potentially the 
greatest, the most beautiful or thrilling ever written; but in the long dying fall after 
we have finished it (if we finish it), every novel affords us, with the generosity of a 
buffalo carcass affording meat, hide, bone, horn and fat, the opportunity to 
measure precisely, at our leisure, the distance between it and that L’Enfantesque 
dream.”* 

This insight appears on the first page of Chabon’s great unpublished book, 
Fountain City, that he began writing after the critical and commercial success of 
his first novel, The Mysteries of Pittsburgh. After five years he was 1500 pages in – 
with no end in sight – and eventually abandoned the novel (despite having been 
paid some impressive advances by his publisher) – and got to work on Wonder 
Boys. 

It’s true. Any writer who believes in the magic of his craft, will write sentences that 
she knows are only pale Platonic reflections of the real thing. The story as it 
unfolds (or unravels) will not carry the punch, or the conviction, or the authority 
that she dreamt it would. Sometimes she’ll seek for that single word that would 
bring a passage to life, that would serve as the pivot of the paragraph. 

And she won’t find it. 



OR WHAT’S A HEAVEN FOR? 

It could be that the word she’s after doesn’t exist. It could be that the sentences 
that have preceded it have, in some unfathomable way, invalidated the perfect 
word she did choose. 

Ah, well. I go with Browning on failure: Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his 
grasp/ Or what’s a heaven for? 

Because failure’s a function of ambition, isn’t it? If we’re happy to write dreck, then 
we’ll not be disappointed with what spews out on our screens. But if, au contraire, 
we value the power and the beauty of accuracy and fluency, of clarity and 
comprehension, then we are bound to fail, bound to fall short of that impossible 
ideal. 

Failure, though, although our society stigmatizes it, is not, or should not be an 
humiliation. It represents an opportunity to do better. Because, as Chabon says, 
in that same, failed novel: “Our greatest duty as artists and as humans is to pay 
attention to our failures, to break them down, study the tapes, conduct the 
postmortem, pore over the findings; to learn from our mistakes.” 

P.S. The question arises: why does Chabon devote so much thought to failure, 
when his own literary career has been so singularly successful? (He even got to 
write a draft of one of the Spiderman movies, for god’s sake – and if that didn’t 
convince him that he’d entered the writing hall of fame, what would?) He says, 
though, that “(s)uccess… does nothing to diminish the knowledge that failure 
stalks everything you do.” And I have this very sneaky feeling that he’s absolutely 
right. 

P.P.S. Chabon’s sense of failure extends to other aspects of his life. Here he is on 
fatherhood: “Being a good father is probably my major ambition in life, and yet I 
think there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t feel I failed in some way or 
another. I didn’t pay attention when I should have paid attention. I missed a cue 
my kid was giving me and there was a problem to deal with. It’s just an endless 
failure.” 



DOUBT IS A WRITER’S BEST 
FRIEND 

Richard Beynon

Doubt sits at the right hand of all writers. 

We spend a day at work, struggling with the challenge of translating our ideas into 
words on the page; struggling, too, with the perhaps more difficult task of 
identifying the specific emotions that we imagine our protagonist will experience; 
struggling to achieve a satisfying balance between the elements of character, plot, 
description. 

And invariably, as we review what we’ve written, we feel that the perfect 
paragraph we’d sought to write has eluded us. 

Every writer starts off writing what he’s convinced is going to be a revelation, and 
is happy when it turns out not to be a cliché; it starts off, in his mind, as a 
glittering palace on a hill, shrinks during the course of composition until, at the 
end, it is no more an an unremarkable suburban house, whose corners are not 
quite square, and whose chimney stands askew, the victim of a storm that has 
not yet struck. 

Zadie Smith talks of the writer’s “map of disappointments”. She imagines a writer 
whose book, despite his best efforts  “is not the perfect novel that floated so 
tantalisingly above his computer. It is, rather, a poor simulacrum, a shadow of a 
shadow. In the transition from the dream to the real, it has shed its aura of 
perfection; its shape is warped, unrecognisable…” 

The fear of these outcomes haunts us all… Or do they? 

I came across a remark of Anne Enright’s, author of the The Gathering, which won 
the Man Booker in the noughties. She said with Irish forthrightness: Only bad 
writers think that their work is really good. 

Well, there’s a thought. 

And it put me in mind of an acquaintance who has recently written a thriller 
which, in her estimation, is the equal of some of the best in the genre. 

As good, she has suggested with some satisfaction, as John le Carre; something to 
rival the best-selling books of Michael Connelly, Kathy Reichs or Patricia 
Cornwell…  

Mmm. 



DOUBT IS A WRITER’S BEST FRIEND 

I’ve read the book, and it seems to me that it’s in need of a thorough overhaul, 
with particular attention being paid to point of view, to the use of exposition, to 
the lack of dramatic imperative in many of the scenes. Characters are 
stereotypes, the use of cliché at times marked… 

Is John le Carre in danger of eclipse? I’d say he doesn’t need to lose any sleep at 
the prospect. 

The point is not that the book needs a rewrite – all first drafts need a rewrite – 
but that the writer is convinced that what she has written is a masterpiece. It’s 
that conviction that holds her back from rethinking what she’s written; it’s that 
conviction that stops her turning a mediocre first draft into a scintillating 
manuscript ready for launch. 

Even the best of us have doubts. We should embrace them, because doubt is 
what drives our passion to improve what we write. Complacency is probably a 
great deal easier to live with – but it spells death to excellence. 



Many people tell us that, when they first come to our Creative Writing Course, we 
ruin reading for them. 

I usually say they should be so lucky. They’re learning to read like writers and, 
after a brief period of disappointment, they’ll learn to take a different kind of 
enjoyment from it. I refuse to feel guilty or let them feel hard done by. 

If you want to write, you need to read, read, read. But you need to read 
differently. I recently found this writing advice from Sarah Waters: 

“Read like mad. But try to do it analytically – which can be hard, because the 
better and more compelling a novel is, the less conscious you will be of its 
devices. It’s worth trying to figure those devices out, however: they might come in 
useful in your own work. 

“I find watching films also instructive. Nearly every modern Hollywood blockbuster 
is hopelessly long and baggy. Trying to visualise the much better films they would 
have been with a few radical cuts is a great exercise in the art of story-telling.” 

Next time you read a book, look closely at the scenes and the literary conflict in 
each. 

Take note of the point of view, and how well it works. 

Notice the effect the characters have on you, and why. 

Then see whether the writer has “shown” what needs to be put across or whether 
there are patches of explanation which the book would be much better without. 

That’s the best kind of reading, because it makes you the best kind of writer. 

READING FOR GOOD 
WRITING 

Jo-Anne Richards

http://allaboutwritingcourses.com/online-creative-writing-course-3/


Reading and writing creates a two-way exchange. It’s a matter of trust. The reader 
must trust their imagination to the writer, who in turn must trust and believe in 
their readers. 

This is a little mantra of mine, which I’m always telling our writing participants. 
Readers are clever. Don’t insult their intelligence. 

And yet, often, we can’t help ourselves. I keep coming across instances in our 
mentoring work (and sometimes in my own – hopefully now only in my early 
drafts). A writer will show something perfectly … and then go on to hammer it 
home by explaining. 

Jane couldn’t speak. Her throat felt blocked, as though she were choking on mud. She 
was completely overcome by emotion. 

Readers are skilled in picking up the cues, just as we are in real life. When we 
read, we notice the slightest significance. I’ve been reading a book about a couple 
who met among the Armenian refugees in Aleppo, at the time of the genocide. 
The story of their grand-daughter, who researches their history, runs parallel. 

The early part of their relationship, naturally, occurs in fraught and terrifying 
circumstances, but the grand-daughter portrays their later relationship in 
America as happy and strong. Except … among the references to laughter and 
love, she makes a passing remark about their grandmother’s periodic descent 
into “moodiness”, during which times she was told to leave her alone. 

From the time it’s mentioned, we readers are primed to see this “moodiness” as 
significant. Something else happened, beyond the horrors we know she 
witnessed as a refugee camp nurse. Some secret, yet to be revealed, worried her 
to the end of her days. It’s something we’ll read on to discover. 

The lesson is that you can be as subtle as you like. You don’t have to pound home 
the fact that something bothered her, something she didn’t speak about – and 
which their descendant will discover and reveal to us. You can make the barest 
mention of a mood that descends sometimes … it’s enough. 

IT’S A MATTER OF 
TRUST 

Jo-Anne Richards



HOW TO GET UNSTUCK 
Richard Beynon

I've been thinking about getting stuck in a piece of writing, and having to work out 
what the problem is before you can push on. That “getting stuck” is a little too 
generic to be of much assistance, so, with the help of Mary Beard, I thought I’d dig 
in a little. 

Mary Beard is Professor of Classics at Cambridge and has written a number of 
books about Rome and the Romans. I’ve read one of them, SPQR, which I can 
attest is a wonderful read, written in an easy conversational tone, completely free 
of academic jargon, and which is nevertheless hugely informative and stimulating. 

She’s currently hard at work on her next book, which concerns the images that 
have been made of Roman emperors over the ages (as far as I can tell). And she 
gets stuck and has written about what she believes are the reasons for getting 
stuck. 

Her blog, by the way, is called A Don’s Life. It’s well worth following.  In it she 
confessed recently to having experienced “three days of repeatedly getting a few 
lines down on the screen, then either deleting them or transferring them to a 
separate document rather sweetly entitled ‘bits and pieces’ and starting all over 
again. 

“Writing,” she continues, “is a rum trade. Sometimes it proceeds at a satisfyingly 
steady, even if not all that speedy, pace… Other times it grinds to a halt.” 

Why? Well, she says, “it’s not that there’s anything obviously the matter with the 
damn paragraph… But you find yourself looking at it with glazed eyes and unable 
to move on (that I think is the killer: you know that a paragraph is not right if it 
doesn’t launch you into the next one). So you have another go, then another, 
then a cup of coffee, then another go, then you see if a glass of wine will help (one 
sometimes does, two never), and so on.” 

She concludes that the reason she most often gets stuck is because she’s “trying 
to say the wrong thing”. She goes on to illustrate what she means: she’d just 
written a chapter on a topic that wasn’t central to her subject. Interesting, 
perhaps, but essentially a detour. 

Recognise that? You’re telling a story about a family falling apart. You introduce 
Uncle Reginald (your protagonist’s brother) and his marriage to the despicable 
Prunella, and find yourself following their fortunes for page… after page… after 
page. 



HOW TO GET UNSTUCK 

The trouble is, Reg and Pru’s story is so interesting. You’re fascinated by the 
incredible way in which they met, when the two hot air balloons they were 
travelling in became entangled… And that son of theirs, Horatio! 

And before you know it, you’re off at a complete tangent. But entertaining as this 
detour is, your deep writerly mind is aware that that’s all it is, and slowly you find 
yourself seizing up. Writing the next paragraph becomes an ordeal. Writing the 
paragraph after that is nigh impossible. You start panicking. This isn’t the story 
you started writing! Reg and Pru and the Horatio have hijacked it! 

In film and television writing, a trope we frequently use to nudge us back onto the 
strait and narrow is this: we say that this or that little story thread is too far from 
“the spine of the story” to justify its existence. 

What you as a writer are overwhelmingly interested in is strengthening the spine 
of your story. That’s where the drama lies, that’s where the characters are most 
engaged. If the exploits of Reginald, Prunella and their son Horatio, however 
extraordinary, lead you away from the spine of your story, then it’s likely that you’ll 
start experiencing the sensation of wading through molasses. (And behind you, if 
you care to look, the skeleton of your story is listing badly to one side. It seems to 
have developed a severe case of scoliosis.) 

Mary Beard solved her problem by discarding nearly 7 000 words of the chapter 
she’d devoted weeks to writing. 

Nobody said that writing wasn’t a ruthless business. 



Stare at the screen. That’s my advice. 

You’re faced with the reality of those good intentions. And … your mind is blank. 
You can’t even think of the word for … writing with ease and putting things across 
clearly? Oh yes, eloquence. 

The easiest thing would be not to put yourself through that agony. Why should 
you? Nothing’s coming and you’re clearly not going to write anything of any worth. 

Except that, the longer you leave it, the harder it will be. You will begin to dread 
sitting down to that now familiar cloud which blocks your creative vision. 

So here’s my secret: keep staring at the empty screen. Don’t allow yourself to rise, 
except perhaps to make a cup of tea. But only one. 

Write a word, perhaps two. You will be dragging them from a morass, but keep 
dragging. After a while, three might trickle forth. 

If you keep staring at the screen and forcing the words out, one at a time, they will 
begin to flow. And when you come back later and assess your writing, you’ll see 
no difference between that and the writing which flowed so fluently. In fact, it may 
even be slightly better. 

Part of what blanks the mind is fear. Face your fear by staring at that screen. 

Set your writing times for the week. Don’t wait for inspiration. You’ll be ninety-four 
and the inspiration will finally strike … but you won’t remember what it was for. 

Ring-fence your writing time. Don’t allow anything to intrude on it. Don’t ever allow 
yourself to think: oh hell, I didn’t finish doing my tax. I’ll use … 

No, and don’t let anyone else encroach on it either. If you tell people you’ll be 
writing, they’ll think: Oh yay, she’s not working. I’ll surprise her by turning up for a 
coffee. Lie if necessary. Tell them you have this massive deadline and won’t be 
able to pay your rent unless you work Saturday morning. 

Lying is such good practice, anyway. You can feel virtuous about it. It’s an 
excellent way of developing your imagination. 

KEEP STARING AT THE 
SCREEN 

Jo-Anne Richards



We’ve had someone on our mentoring programme who has been struggling for 
months with a story, which just hasn’t been coming together. 

The main character didn’t ring true. We couldn’t understand her motivations. 
Large swathes of her life were simply rushed through or swept past, as though 
they didn’t matter at all. 

Eventually, we sat down for a heart to heart with our participant, who revealed: 
“The thing is, I thought my character would be a vehicle for issues I wanted to 
bring to light, and aspects of my own life I wanted to use. 

“I don’t really care about her. She’s a flibbertigibbet. Sometimes I don’t even know 
why I’m writing about her.” 

Ah ha. And suddenly all became clear. If you don’t care about your character; if 
you view her as a vehicle for your views; we’re not going to care about her, or 
believe in her. 

Even a comic character needs to be rounded. You, at least, still need to take him 
seriously. You might choose to create a character who epitomises what is wrong 
with contemporary society, but she’s still human. There must still be that hint of 
something we can take seriously and identify with. 

If you think you’re going to write something with your tongue firmly wedged in 
your cheek, I don’t believe it will work. You may choose a sardonic tone, and have 
the intention of satirising the way we live, but you still need a character developed 
enough for you to understand. If you don’t, neither will we. And if he’s merely a 
cypher, we won’t care enough to read on. 

BELIEVE IN IT – AT LEAST, IF 
YOU EXPECT US TO 

Jo-Anne Richards



For the last three years we've ushered groups of writers into a Venetian palazzo 
for week-long writing retreat. What could be more wonderful: a week spent 
fostering creativity in an environment filled with creative stimulation. 

You’d think the setting would be a distraction. But, no. They worked according to 
their individual writing clocks. Some woke early and wrote, then wandered the 
cobbled streets and canal-sides with their notebooks, practising active 
observation and finding the right words to convey their sensual impressions of 
this vivid city. Others wrote at odd hours, popping out to experience the day-to- 
day Venetian experience. 

A couple of our Venice participants are in our mentoring programme, so I thought 
the retreat would provide more of the same for them: time to write (which they 
create for themselves at home) with some intensive mentoring to keep them on 
track. 

I was wrong though. It gave them a great deal more. Both experienced significant 
breakthroughs. 

I noted this and asked them about it. After all, they’re both disciplined writers who 
write at home anyway. “I know,” one of them said, “and I’m not quite sure why, 
except that I was lifted out of my regular life.” 

She had, she intimated, been offered something infinitely precious: time out of 
time. It seems that real life is far more distracting than Venice can ever be. 

I remember being quite scornful when, years ago, I heard that Wilbur Smith never 
had to do anything but write. His wife, apparently, did everything from research to 
household management. Surely you need to be part of life in order to write about 
it, I thought. 

At the time, I had two small children. When I sat down to write, two little faces 
were pressed to the glass door of my study – which I suppose was preferable to 
having them tramping about in the overflowing drain beside the plumbers, who 
were probably shouting across the yard at that very minute. Not to mention the 
dog, who was no doubt sicking on the carpet. 

My children wouldn’t be seen dead pressing their faces to my study door now, but 
the distractions have worsened with time and technology. 

LIFE IS A DISTRACTION 
Jo-Anne Richards

http://allaboutwritingcourses.com/venice-retreat/


 LIFE IS A DISTRACTION 

Writing involves a level of concentration that is deeper than I ever inspired in my 
university students, who seemed capable of listening to me at the same time as 
tweeting, instagramming and checking facebook. When I’m really writing well, I’m so 
deeply inside that other world that I startle if I’m disturbed. Then it takes me several 
minutes to find my way back. 

Jonathan Franzen stuffs Prestik in his USB ports when he writes and disconnects 
his computer from the internet. I’m in two minds about that, because I do 
sometimes like to check a fact or look something up. My greatest disturbance is 
probably my cell phone. It makes little sounds that impinge on your consciousness, 
and then…you just have to check, don’t you? 

Franzen is so neurotic that he wears earplugs. Not just earplugs. Over his earplugs 
he wears noise cancelling headphones that transmit “pink nose” – I didn’t know 
what it was either. Apparently it’s white noise played at a lower frequency. While 
writing The Corrections, he blindfolded himself and relied on touch typing. 

It’s lucky his fingers didn’t fall out of position. Just imagine: If only you could 
decipher off-key Qwerty, you would have several hours of deathless prose. 

I don’t know what the answer is. I always have other things I need to be alert for. I 
do have certain music that I only listen to when I write. It’s embarrassing stuff so I 
hide the cds in a desk drawer. It’s not music I really want to listen to. It has to act 
like Franzen’s pink noise. 

It forms the background to my imagination and cancels out the neighbourhood 
dogs. A bit like my maths teacher’s voice back in high school. I used to be able to 
use her voice as the white noise backdrop to extremely vivid daydreams. 

No wonder I became a writer. Anyone who could add and subtract would have 
realised it wasn’t sensible. 

Click here to read more of Jo-Anne's blogs

Click here to read more of Richard's blogs
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