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Welcome to Independent Project, the second of OCA’s two advanced courses in creative 
writing. Like Retrospect and Prospect, Independent Project is designed to help you develop 
whatever piece(s) of writing you wish to work on. It’s not a detailed, prescriptive course 
that lays down a step-by-step syllabus of work for everyone to follow. Rather, it offers a 
flexible framework that will help facilitate each individual’s unique body of work. The 
course is based on the mentoring model. This means that it’s up to each individual, in 
discussion with their tutor, to negotiate the particular pathway they’ll take through the 
pages that follow.  

Not only do Retrospect and Prospect and Independent Project share a lot of common 
ground – inevitably, given that their fundamental concern is identical – there is also an 
important sense in which each course implies the other. In Retrospect and Prospect it 
was assumed that students were working on an independent piece or pieces of writing; 
in Independent Project it remains important to look back and look forward – to gain a 
periodic sense of orientation and direction for your writing. Likewise, what was said in 
Retrospect and Prospect about hard work, drafting, reading, schedules, etc., isn’t a list 
of tasks that you’ve completed and can now dispense with. On the contrary, these are 
ongoing, integral – and indispensable – parts of the fundamental process of writing.

Independent Project aims to: 

• consolidate and further develop your ability to devise and sustain extended 
independent creative work

• help you develop advanced skills in structuring longer pieces of work

• further develop your research and organisational skills

• further develop your skills of self-criticism and the ability to respond to advice.

Take a moment to reflect on the learning outcomes for the course. On successful 
completion of the course, you’ll be able to:

• plan and structure the continuation of an extended body of creative writing, 
showing an understanding of your chosen form 

• organise your materials and plan realistic schedules for writing and redrafting a 
longer work

• demonstrate thorough research and organisational skills

• form sound judgements on your own work and on responses to it, and incorporate 
that criticism in polished redrafts and revisions of your work.

Foreword Foreword
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Two practical points:

1. As with Retrospect and Prospect, it probably makes most sense to begin by reading 
through the course completely in order to gain an overview. Then you can start to 
work through Independent Project in earnest. Reading the course from beginning 
to end won’t take long – actually engaging with it, working through it in detail, 
completing the assignments, acting on the suggestions, exploring the reading 
suggested, represents a much more significant commitment of time and energy.

2. Given the course’s reliance on the mentoring model, it’s important to think carefully 
about which tutor you’d like to work with. Read the tutor profiles on the OCA website 
to see if anyone offers a close match in terms of having a particular interest in the 
kind of writing you wish to develop. Reflect on your experience of working with 
different tutors on other OCA courses you’ve taken. A good working relationship 
between student and tutor is essential for these advanced level courses to work 
properly.

It’s perhaps also worth re-emphasising a few key points covered in the Foreword to 
Retrospect and Prospect that apply to this course as well:

• Working at this level isn’t a case of following the course text slavishly – it’s much more 
a matter of taking on board what you find useful and jettisoning what you don’t. 
The important thing is to take your own writing forward. Any exercises or strategies 
suggested are optional. Try them out to see if they’re helpful for your practice. If they 
are, good, make use of them. If they’re not, don’t waste time on them, move on to 
something else.  

• Please ensure that whatever work you submit – whether to your tutor as you’re 
taking the course, or for assessment once you’ve completed it – meets the criteria 
spelled out below. (The assignments – like the course itself – have been designed to 
accommodate a wide variety of interests and outputs.)  

• Both courses contain many comments from writers about writing. It seemed 
important to hear from a wide range of voices, not just the single voice of the writer 
who happens to have written the courses. The frequent quotes are also intended 
as a source of reading suggestions. If a writer says something that strikes a chord, 
don’t just take that single quote on board – seek out their work and read it. Immerse 
yourself in their work.
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• An active programme of reading is very much assumed (and encouraged).  Note 
John Singleton and Mary Luckhurst’s view on the relationship between reading and 
writing (a view shared by most writers and writing teachers and certainly by the 
writer of this course): 

We believe good readers make good writers…Accomplished writers 
read as well as write because they’ve learnt their craft by imitating the 
good practice of others. Writing is something you can catch through 
reading. 

(Singleton and Luckhurst, 2000, p.vii)

It’s no accident that the cover images for Independent Project and Retrospect and 
Prospect both feature images of readers – this is a way of stressing from the outset 
how crucial reading is. In addition to the reading suggestions made in the course 
material, tutors will, naturally, make their own reading recommendations when they 
provide feedback on your assignments.

• You may have reached a stage in your writing when you’re starting to think about 
trying to get published. Whereas Retrospect and Prospect focused mostly on literary 
magazines/journals in its section on publication, Addendum 1 of Independent Project 
addresses the publication of full-length projects.

For the purposes of assessment, you must pay due attention to the assignments, reflective 
commentary and creative reading commentary, because these are the elements that will 
form the basis for your final summative mark. You’ll submit the reflective and creative 
writing commentaries with your final assignment. Each accounts for 10% of your final 
mark. For assessment, you’ll be required to submit:

• three of the five assignments that the course requires (2,500–3,000 words of prose 
or up to six poems of no more than 40 lines each), making clear where amendments 
have been made in the light of tutor feedback

• your reflective commentary on the course (1,500–2,000 words)

• your creative writing commentary (3,500 words).
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Please ensure that whatever you submit – whether to your tutor as you’re taking the 
course or for assessment once you’ve completed it – meets the assessment criteria listed 
below. 

The assessment criteria are central to the assessment process for this course, so please 
make sure you take note of these criteria and consider how each of the assignments 
you complete demonstrates evidence of each criterion. The criteria are evenly weighted 
(20% of marks each). On completion of each assignment, and before you send your 
assignment to your tutor, test yourself against the criteria – in other words, do a self-
assessment, and see how you think you would do. Note down your findings for each 
assignment you’ve completed, noting all your perceived strengths and weaknesses, 
taking into account the criteria every step of the way. This will be helpful for your tutor 
to see, as well as helping you prepare for assessment.

The assessment criteria 

• Presentation and technical correctness – Grammatical accuracy, punctuation, 
layout, spelling, awareness of literary conventions, and the ability (where 
appropriate) to play with these conventions and fit them to your needs.

• Language – Appropriateness to genre, subject matter, and characters. Avoidance 
of cliché, employment of a wide vocabulary, awareness of the rhythmic powers of 
language, and an ability to make appropriate use of imagery. 

• Creativity – Imagination, experimentation, inventive exploration of subject matter, 
originality and empathy. 

• Contextual knowledge – Evidence of reading, research, critical thinking and 
reflection. Engagement with contemporary thinking and practice in the specific 
genre in which you are working.

• Craft of writing – Technical competence in your chosen genre (e.g. in prose, in areas 
such as narrative, plotting, setting, voice, tense, characterisation, etc; in poetry, in 
areas such as phrasing, idiom and rhythm). 
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Introduction 

Expertise and doom

Creative Writing 3

Peter Edwards, Portrait of Seamus Heaney, 1987 

Introduction Expertise and doom
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If you are in banking or if you fly an aircraft, you know that after you 
gain a substantial amount of expertise you are more or less guaranteed 
a profit or a safe landing. Whereas in the business of writing what one 
accumulates is not expertise but uncertainties…  In this field, expertise 
invites doom.

(Brodsky, 1986, p.17)

Even though this observation was made by a writer who won the Nobel Prize for 
Literature (in 1987), it might seem odd to begin a creative writing course with it – given 
that it seems to be saying it’s not possible, or not desirable, to acquire expertise in this 
area.  

Starting with Brodsky’s observation is intended to consolidate a point made at the outset 
of Retrospect and Prospect. Although hard work is essential for good writing (rather than 
relying on some sort of miraculous ‘inspiration’), at the same time, no matter how hard 
one works, there remains an element of unpredictability, uncertainty, and mystery in 
terms of what “ignites a certain combination of words, causing them to explode in the 
mind” (Strunk and White, 2000, p.66) while other word combinations fail to create such 
incandescence.

Retrospect and Prospect was presented as a framework intended to sustain and support 
the practice of hard work in writing – yet without losing sight of the unexpected element 
that surprises us and can’t be neatly planned for; the fact that – to quote Strunk and 
White again – writers “often find themselves steering by stars that are disturbingly in 
motion” (ibid., p.66).

Independent Project takes a similar approach, and Brodsky’s comment is a good way of 
emphasising that. However much expertise we may feel we acquire as we proceed – and 
by this stage in your writing career you’ll have acquired a considerable amount – there 
remains a potent area of uncertainty. Far from being unwanted, such uncertainty lies at 
the heart of creativity. Without it, writing would soon become quotidian, predictable and 
bland. Brodsky is not saying that writers can’t improve their craft, simply that to assume 
such improvement automatically leads to success would be unjustified. Professional 
expertise in a writer is as necessary as it is in a pilot or a banker – but it will certainly lead 
us into a cul-de-sac if, in acquiring it, we elevate craft over creativity and blind ourselves 
to the unpredictable element in writing which no amount of planning can legislate for 
or control.
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Joseph Brodsky (1940–96)

Born in Leningrad in 1940, Joseph Brodsky left school before he was 16 and held a wide 
variety of jobs in his native Russia before being exiled to the west after serving part of a 
five-year sentence in a labour camp.  After living briefly in Vienna and London he settled 
in the US, where he held various academic posts including 15 years spent teaching 
literature at Mount Holyoke College. In 1978, Brodsky was awarded an honorary degree 
of Doctor of Letters at Yale University. The following year he was enrolled as a member 
of the American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters. He was a recipient of the 
MacArthur Foundation's award for what they called his “works of genius” in 1981 and 
won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1987. According to the Academy of American Poets, 
he is “celebrated as the greatest Russian poet of his generation”. Brodsky wrote nine 
volumes of poetry, as well as several collections of essays.  

You’ll find further material on the Academy’s website: 
www.poets.org/poet.php/prmPID/4  

Brodsky’s Nobel lecture is available here: 
www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1987/brodsky-lecture.html  

Joseph Brodsky teaching at the University of 
Michigan, 1973
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The Nobel site also provides biographical and bibliographical details. In his Nobel 
acceptance speech, Brodsky makes an interesting reflection about the small readership 
for poetry:

Through recorded history, the audience for poetry seldom amounted to more than 1% 
of the entire population. That's why poets of antiquity or of the Renaissance gravitated 
to courts, the seats of power; that's why nowadays they flock to universities, the seats of 
knowledge.

See: www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1987/brodsky-speech.html

Sven Birkerts interviewed Brodsky for The Paris Review’s Spring 1982 issue (No.83).  Asked 
by Birkerts “What are your highest moments then – when you are working in the depths 
of language?” Brodsky replied: “This is what we begin with. Because if there is any deity 
to me, it’s language.” He also confessed to having tried his hand at fiction writing and at 
one point in his youth considered his novel was “one of the breakthroughs in modern 
Russian writing”, adding “I’m awfully glad I never saw it again.” It’s reassuring that even 
Nobel Laureates take wrong turnings, make mistakes, and disown pieces that they once 
regarded highly.  

The full text of the Birkerts-Brodsky interview is available here: 
www.theparisreview.org/interviews/3184/the-art-of-poetry-no-28-joseph-brodsky.
[all websites accessed 03/03/14]

Penguin have published two selections of Brodsky’s essays, Less Than One (1986) and 
On Grief and Reason (1995). It’s worth sampling some of the pieces contained in these 
volumes. What Brodsky says about the relationship between poetry and prose, and the 
role of poetry in fostering concision, is particularly interesting (and links in well with 
sections 2 and 3 below). In ‘A Poet and Prose’ (in Less Than One, p.177) he suggests that:

In twentieth-century literature the only case of an outstanding prose writer becoming 
a great poet is that of Thomas Hardy. In general, however, it can be said that the prose 

writer without active experience in poetry is prone to prolixity and grandiloquence.                  
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In ‘How to Read a Book’ (in On Grief and Reason, p.100) Brodsky insists that:

Poetry is not only the most concise, the most condensed way of conveying human 
experience; it also offers the highest possible standards for any linguistic operation – 
especially on paper…The more one reads poetry, the less tolerant one becomes of any 
sort of verbosity, be it political or philosophical discourse, in history, social studies, or the 
art of fiction.

Many would question Brodsky’s high estimation of Thomas Hardy’s poetic stature.  
Regardless of what you make of this, it’s worth reflecting on Brodsky’s view of writing/
reading poetry as something that makes us less tolerant of verbosity. Is what he says 
well-founded?  Does it constitute an argument for prose writers to experiment with verse 
– if only to remove “prolixity and grandiloquence” from their work?  Is Brodsky correct in 
identifying poetry as “the most concise, the most condensed way of conveying human 
experience”?

Particularly if you’re a prose writer who doesn’t normally read or write outside 
this literary mode, you might want to consider reading/writing poetry as a means 
of streamlining your prose (by making you aware of any verbosity/prolixity/
grandiloquence).
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Another Nobel laureate, Seamus Heaney, touches on the value and limitations of 
expertise/craft:

Craft is the skill of making. It wins competitions in the Irish Times or 
New Statesman. It can be deployed without reference to the feelings 
or the self. It knows how to keep up a capable verbal athletic display; 
it can be content to be vox et praeterea nihil – all voice and nothing 
else – but not voice as in ‘finding a voice’.

(Heaney, 1980, p.47)

When it comes to this key element in creative writing – “finding a voice” – Heaney defines 
it thus:

Finding a voice means that you can get your own feeling into your 
own words and that your words have the feel of you about them.

(ibid., p.43)

Independent Project is an attempt to facilitate your ‘finding a voice’ in whatever piece(s) 
of writing you wish to develop, in whatever genre.  There are some things that can help 
with this – but it’s not something that can be guaranteed after following a series of 
recommended steps. I want to avoid the doom of supposing that simply acquiring 
expertise equates to finding a voice in this sense. It doesn’t. If it did, everything we wrote 
would end up sounding just the same.
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Seamus Heaney (1939 – 2013)

Seamus Heaney, born in the year that W.B. Yeats died, is widely recognised as one of the 
leading poets of the contemporary era. Among the many prizes awarded to his work 
are the Geoffrey Faber Memorial Prize (1968), the E.M. Forster Award (1976), the T.S. Eliot 
Prize (2006), the David Cohen Prize (2009), and two Whitbread Prizes (1996 and 1999). 
He won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1995.

Heaney’s prolific output includes Death of a Naturalist (1966), Door into the Dark (1969), 
Wintering Out (1972), North (1975), Field Work (1979), Station Island (1984), The Haw 
Lantern (1987), Seeing Things (1991), The Spirit Level (1996), Electric Light (2001), District 
and Circle (2006), and Human Chain (2010).

Several volumes of Heaney’s collected/selected poems have also been published: e.g. 
Poems: 1965–1975 (1980), New and Selected Poems, 1969–1987 (1990), Opened Ground: 
Selected Poems, 1966–1996 (1998).

Seamus Heaney, photographed in 1996
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His prose output includes Preoccupations: Selected Prose, 1968–1978 (1980), The 
Government of the Tongue: Selected Prose, 1978–1987 (1988) and The Redress of Poetry 
(1995). Heaney has also edited various anthologies and contributed to a variety of 
books. His translations include Beowulf: A New Verse Translation (2000) and The Burial at 
Thebes: A Version of Sophocles' Antigone (2004).

Heaney taught at Harvard University from 1985–2006 and was Oxford Professor of 
Poetry from 1989–94.

There’s an abundance of material on Heaney online. The Poetry Foundation, for example, 
provides a good overview of his work:
www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/seamus-heaney

Included in the profile is Blake Morrison’s comment that Heaney is "that rare thing, a 
poet rated highly by critics and academics yet popular with 'the common reader”’. Along 
similar lines, John Wilson Foster notes that “Enormous popular esteem, huge sales, and 
critical status don’t always coincide, but Heaney enjoys all three” (Foster, 1995, p.1).

The Poetry Archive provides recordings of Heaney reading his own work:
www.poetryarchive.org/poetryarchive/singlePoet.do?poetId=1392

The page also gives links to other Heaney recordings, including those at the Poetry 
Trust’s Poetry Proms at Snape Maltings, where Heaney read from Human Chain, and 
at the Woodberry Poetry Room in Harvard. Aldeburgh Poetry Festival founder Michael 
Laskey’s interview with Heaney – also linked from this page – is worth listening to.

Charlie McCarthy’s brilliant film Seamus Heaney: Out of the Marvellous (Icebox Films 
production for RTÉ) was broadcast on BBC4 on January 22 2014. The RTÉ blurb for the 
film presents it as “both intimate and all-embracing, a fresh and original look at the man 
and the artist.”  The film:

Explores the key personal relationship in Heaney's life, that with his wife Marie, and follows 
him to Harvard, New York and London, to readings, signings and public interviews. This 
joyful and penetrating documentary digs deep into the rich store of Heaney's poetry to 
reveal a man who has lived his life fully, who has used his gifts to give expression to the 
great themes in all our lives of love, loss and longing; and who has managed, as a man 
and as a writer, to combine the simplicity of a farmer's son from County Derry with the 
sophistication of a major artist.
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The film is now available worldwide on RTÉ Player: 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=fTOZ2GBWovs&feature=share&list=PLSILV
n6LhLBc8QHZqvtN4ZGS272z4PQ

It’s also well worth reading Charlie McCarthy’s revealing reflections in the ‘director’s 
cuts’ (www.rte.ie/heaneyat70/tv_documentary.html). He concludes that Heaney, like all 
great writers, “notices everything”.
[All websites accessed 03/03/14]

If you haven’t already done so, make sure you read – and/or listen to – a selection of 
work from this major modern writer, described in the New York Times Book Review in 
1998 as “the most skilful and profound poet writing in English today”.  
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Part one 

Rules and rule-breaking

Creative Writing 3

Charles Alexandre Picart-le-Doux, Portrait of Somerset Maugham (oil on canvas)

Part one Rules and rule-breaking
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Writers clearly need to know the rules of grammar, punctuation, spelling, etc. – the 
whole technical side of language. It’s the medium we use and knowing the rules of 
usage is important. If in doubt, consult the various guides (or their equivalents) listed 
below. It’s not necessary to follow such rules slavishly, but we do need to be aware of 
linguistic conventions and expectations and the likely consequences of ignoring them. 
No usage guide of any worth sets itself up as having the final word on how we should 
write – there is, rather, a recognition that language is a flexible and changing medium; 
it doesn’t remain fixed over time and, as such, no simple set of static rules can govern it. 
As the authors of The St. Martin’s Handbook put it: 

Correctness is not so much a question of absolute right or wrong as 
a question of how a writer is perceived by an audience. As writers, 
we are all judged by the words we put on the page. We all want to be 
regarded as competent and careful, and formal errors in our writing 
work against that impression.

(Lunsford & Connors, 1989, pp.xxxiii–xxxiv)

Imagine that the opening sentence of your short story/novel reads like this: 

Its hard two know why Ellie favoured a horse-drawn caravan as a means, both of 
locomotion and accomodation, over the mechanized versions her sisters all preffered: but 
perhaps it had to do with an inate desire to ape the one person that, inexplicably, she held 
in high esteem her grandmother Rosa a formidable presence in the family encampment.  

It’s unlikely that readers (let alone publishers) would be impressed with something as 
flawed as this. It’s one thing to break the rules deliberately for stylistic reasons – one 
thinks of E.E. Cummings – quite something else to allow our writing to be strewn with 
errors.

Don’t dismiss usage guides as unhelpfully authoritarian rule books that will only cramp 
your creative impulses. Used sensibly, they’re far more likely to facilitate than to constrain. 
The best ones show more sensitivity to the fluidities of language, and the importance of 
it sounding natural, than they’re often given credit for.

1.1 Technical correctness1.1 Technical correctness
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In H.W. Fowler’s A Dictionary of Modern English Usage, for example, the entry on 
‘Preposition at End’ is worth looking at:

It is a cherished superstition that prepositions must, in spite of the incurable English 
instinct for putting them late, be kept true to their name and placed before the word they 
govern. ‘A sentence ending in a preposition is an inelegant sentence’ represents a very 
general belief.

Fowler then proceeds to show how “almost all our great writers have allowed themselves 
to end a sentence or a clause with a preposition”. He gives an impressive array of 
examples, from Bacon to Kipling, after which, to conclude the entry, he says:

If it were not presumptuous after that, to offer advice, the advice would be: Follow no 
arbitrary rule, but remember that there are often two or more possible arrangements 
between which a choice should be consciously made; if the abnormal, or at least 
unorthodox, final preposition that has naturally presented itself sounds comfortable, 
keep it; if it does not sound comfortable, still keep it if it has compensating vigour, or 
when among awkward possibilities it is the least awkward.

The Bloomsbury Good Word Guide is another helpful usage guide that has its ear well-
attuned to the shifts and changes of the living language. It is reluctant to issue the kind 
of dictatorial pronouncements on correctness that some earlier publications of this type 
attempted to impose. In her introduction to the 2000 edition, Betty Kirkpatrick notes 
that:

Language reference books these days are less didactic than they were. 
In general we have moved on from the times when they were entirely 
prescriptive in their comments on language. Now most of them adopt 
a more descriptive role, restricting themselves to stating what is 
actually happening in language rather than dictating what ought to 
be happening.

Inevitably there are people who are unhappy with this change of 
emphasis. There is a school of thought prevalent mainly among 
older people which seeks to impose a kind of restriction on language 
that is no longer imposed on other areas of life. It is as if, in an age 
of uncertainty and kaleidoscopic change, they look to language to 
provide a safe, unchanging structure.
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This places an impossible burden on language. It does not exist in a 
vacuum but simply reflects what is happening in society and the world 
around. If we do not like the words, we probably do not like the events 
but it is difficult to hold back the tide of change.

At the very least we cannot stem the flow of vocabulary additions 
which are created in response to new inventions, new discoveries, 
and new concepts. New labels have to be found and so are born 
camcorders, E-numbers, genetic engineering, and teleshopping, to 
name but a few of the new words that are invading the language from 
every area of human activity.

Language change is not confined to new vocabulary additions. 
Sometimes the old gets recycled in a new form as words alter their 
meaning in some way. The classic example is, of course, the word gay.

There are, however, a growing number of other instances of language 
change, several based on misconception or error.  Hopefully was an 
early example when it came to mean ‘it is to be hoped that’ as well 
as ‘with hope’. Now disinterested is frequently to be found meaning 
‘not interested’ as well as ‘unbiased’. There is now a very fine line to 
be drawn between error and alternative usage – and sometimes the 
former becomes the latter.”

(Manser, 2000, p.ix)
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Explore a range of writing guides to find one that appeals to you. Among those I’ve 
found useful are:

H.W. Fowler (1926) A Dictionary of Modern English Usage. Oxford: Clarendon Press (with 
many editions since 1926). This is “the prince of reference books for the connoisseur in 
language” according to H.A. Treble & G.H. Vallins in their An A.B.C. of English Usage (1936, 
Oxford: Clarendon Press).

Lunsford, A. & Connors, R. (1989) The St. Martin’s Handbook. New York: St. Martin’s Press 
(generally good – also useful in terms of flagging up American conventions/spellings)

Manser, M. (ed.) (2000) Bloomsbury Good Word Guide. London: Bloomsbury

New Oxford Dictionary for Writers & Editors (2005) Oxford: OUP

Strunk, W. &. White, E.B (2000) The Elements of Style (4th edition). New York: Longman 

Truss, L. (2003) Eats, Shoots and Leaves: The Zero Tolerance Approach to Punctuation. 
London: Profile Books 

By far the best online source on usage that I’ve come across is the one offered by the 
University of Chicago’s Writing Program: 
http://writing-program.uchicago.edu/resources/grammar.htm

This provides “an annotated collection of grammar and writing resources from around 
the web”. The site suggests that:

‘Rules’ in writing – unlike, say, rules in Newtonian physics – are not written in stone. They are 
established by agreement among experienced writers, even though experienced writers can 
and do disagree all the time. 

Readers are alerted to numerous useful sites and urged to “surf away, but arm yourself 
first with your native scepticism and common sense”.

The section about ‘Grammar Myths’ on this excellent site is particularly worth reading.  
This looks at (supposed) rules like not ending a sentence with a preposition (discussed 
above), or never splitting an infinitive: 

In order to avoid these ‘errors’ in writing, many people contort their prose into knots of 
meaningless verbiage. The resulting sentences don't sound right, but according to the ‘rules’, 
they are right – and what sounds right is actually wrong. Help! What should you do?
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The Chicago Writing Program answers this question with robust good sense: 

What you should do is be aware that not all the grammar advice out there is good advice. 
Some of it is outdated; it no longer reflects the consensus of educated speakers and writers. 
Some of it never reflected the consensus of educated speakers and writers. Consider, for 
example, the following frequently repeated injunction: ‘never split an infinitive’. This rule – 
an invention of nineteenth century grammarians – has been ‘broken’ by great writers since 
the Middle Ages.” (Not to mention by Star Trek’s “To boldly go…”)

A nice example is also given regarding “their”. If you tell your guests that 

‘everyone should leave their umbrella in the hall’, you may be told that you're guilty of an 
embarrassing error. ‘Everyone’ is singular, but ‘their’ is plural; in theory, you need ‘his’ or 
‘his or her’ to agree with ‘everyone’. ‘Their’, purists argue, is in such circumstances a clumsy 
modern innovation that would shock great writers of the past.

Not so. In fact the (false) rule, by which purists insist that their awkward-sounding version 
is correct, is one that was routinely ‘broken’ by one of the greatest writers in the English 
language, Jane Austen. Seventy-five instances have been found in her novels where 
‘they’ or ‘their’ is used to refer to singular collective nouns like ‘everyone’ and ‘everybody’. 
This use of ‘they’ is common in the spoken language, and it provides a gender-neutral 
alternative to ‘everyone/his’. The Chicago Writing Program reasonably concludes: “If Jane 
Austen did it, then we can too.”
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Clearly, writers need to be sensitive to the ways in which language is used – and misused.  
An acquaintance with some of the technical ‘rule books’, and an awareness of the 
limitations of rules, is a way of honing that sensitivity and ensuring that our own writing 
style is free from error and that our ear is finely attuned to the nuances of language 
and the way that language changes. But leaving aside the technicalities of grammar, 
spelling, punctuation, etc., are there any rules that might assist in creative writing?

According to a quip attributed to Somerset Maugham, “There are three rules for writing 
the novel. Unfortunately, no one knows what they are”.  

Crime writer Elmore Leonard, on the other hand, takes a less gnomic approach. He 
offered ten rules for writing.

1.2 Rules for creative writing?

Elmore Leonard, Miami Book Fair International, 1989
By MDCarchives (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)

1.2 Rules for creative writing?
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Elmore Leonard’s 10 writing rules
1. Never open a book with weather. If it’s only to create atmosphere, and not create 

a character’s reaction to the weather, you don’t want to go on too long.

2. Avoid prologues.

3. Never use a verb other than ‘said’ to carry dialogue. The line of dialogue belongs 
to the character; the verb is the writer sticking his nose in.

4. Never use an adverb to modify the verb ‘said’ … he admonished gravely. To use 
an adverb this way (or almost any way) is a mortal sin.

5. Keep your exclamation marks under control. You are allowed no more than two 
or three per 100,000 words of prose.

6. Never use the words ‘suddenly’ or ‘all hell broke loose’.

7. Use regional dialect, patois, sparingly.

8. Avoid detailed descriptions of characters. In Ernest Hemingway’s Hills Like White 
Elephants, what do the “American and the girl with him” look like? “She had 
taken off her hat and put it on the table.” That’s the only reference to a physical 
description in the story, and yet we see the couple and know them by their tones 
of voice, with not one adverb in sight.

9. Don’t go into great detail describing places and things.

10. Try to leave out the part that readers tend to skip.

There’s also an eleventh rule – which sums up all the others. Elmore Leonard 
stressed that: “If it sounds like writing, I rewrite it.”
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Thinking about the rules you follow when you write – whether these are explicit or 
implicit – can help to crystallise important aspects of your working practice, making you 
more self-conscious about the things you’re trying to do and the things you’re trying to 
avoid. Becoming aware of the influences that guide your creative practice in this way 
may also help you break free of unhelpful rules and/or adopt those better suited to 
helping you achieve your goals. A comment of Ted Hughes’s is worth bearing in mind 
when thinking about rules. He suggested that “The progress of any writer is marked by 
those moments when he manages to outwit his own inner police system”. This suggests 
that writers need to become aware of the rules that underlie and inform their writing – 
so they can learn to break free from them!1

1 Ted Hughes’s comment is quoted as epigraph to Wendy Cope’s entertaining – and beautifully crafted – 
poem ‘A Policeman’s Lot’.

Ted Hughes, 1960
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Elmore Leonard (1925–2013) 
A highly prolific novelist and screenwriter, Elmore Leonard is perhaps best known today 
for Get Shorty, Out of Sight and Rum Punch – books that led to commercially successful 
films. Get Shorty starred John Travolta; George Clooney starred in Out of Sight; Quentin 
Tarantino directed Jackie Brown, which was based on Rum Punch.  

Author of more than 40 novels (also short stories and screenplays), Elmore Leonard 
received many awards for his impressive output. Among them are the Raymond 
Chandler Award, the F. Scott Fitzgerald Award, the Mystery Writers’ Grand Master Award, 
and (in 2009) the PEN USA Lifetime Achievement Award.

The Wikipedia entry on Elmore Leonard (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elmore_Leonard) 
has a section that situates him well in relation to a constellation of other writers: 

Elmore Leonard has been called ‘the Dickens of Detroit’ because of his intimate portraits 
of people from that city; however, Leonard had said, ‘If I lived in Buffalo, I'd write about 
Buffalo.’ His ear for dialogue has been praised by writers such as Saul Bellow, Martin Amis, 
and Stephen King. ‘Your prose makes Raymond Chandler look clumsy,’ Amis told Leonard 
at a Writers’ Guild event in Beverly Hills in 1998. Stephen King has called him ‘the great 
American writer.’ Leonard often cited Ernest Hemingway as one of his most important 
influences, but at the same time criticized Hemingway for his lack of humor. 

Leonard initially wrote in his spare time and earned his living by working in an advertising 
agency. He became a full-time writer when his novel Hombre was chosen by the Western 
Writers of America in 1961 as “one of the best westerns of all time”. Paul Newman starred 
in the film adaptation of the book in 1967.

His publisher provides the ‘official’ Elmore Leonard website: www.randomhouse.com/
features/elmoreleonard/  

This is particularly interesting for the information it gives about how Leonard became 
interested in writing. Apparently this happened in 1935 after reading a serialisation of 
All Quiet on the Western Front – Erich Maria Remarque’s great novel of the First World War 
– in the Detroit Times. “Touched by the story, he wrote a play based on the novel for his 
fifth-grade classroom, using the desks as ‘No-Man’s-Land’.” The site provides substantial 
detail about Leonard’s life and work. Also worth consulting is www.elmoreleonard.com/ 
[All websites accessed 03/03/14]

Read some of Leonard’s books with his ‘10 Rules for Writing’ in mind.  Are the rules 
evident in what he does?  Try using some of these rules yourself.  Do they help or hinder 
the kind of writing you want to do?
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In Mark Garvey’s book Stylized (2009), which he subtitles ‘A Slightly Obsessive History 
of Strunk & White’s The Elements of Style’, there’s an interesting section where he talks 
with writers about what he calls “the most basic of Strunk and White’s underlying 
assumptions: that creativity is empowered, rather than hampered, by working from a 
sensible set of rules” (Garvey, 2009, pp.46–56). Garvey asked a small group of writers 
about “their own conceptions of writing’s ‘rules’ and the guidelines they keep in mind 
as they do their work”. One of the writers he spoke to was Elmore Leonard.  “A Cardinal 
rule of Leonard’s style is an assiduous effort to keep himself out of his own works”, says 
Garvey. To illustrate this assertion, he goes on to quote Leonard’s own assessment of his 
approach:

I’m mostly concerned with remaining invisible. I’m not in my books. I don’t have the 
language to write what I would consider serious literature, the kind where the writers are 
confident of their voice and they’re telling the story and there’s no question about it. In my 
books, I’m not telling the story. They’re always from the point of view of a character. So 
when I write, I try not to use words that I might normally use if the character whose point 
of view I’m writing from wouldn’t know and use those words. And my characters, for the 
most part, are not very educated.

Frank McCourt – of Angela’s Ashes fame – puts a literary spin on the familiar point that if 
you want to break the rules you need to know them first:

If you’re E.E. Cummings or Joyce or someone like that, you can play around because you 
already know the rules. You’re completely disciplined in it, so you can play around. But 
you have to know the language first; otherwise it’s just a lot of blather.

Novelist and nonfiction writer Nicholson Baker emphasises that writers’ rules, like 
language itself, are subject to change. He told Garvey that:

The rules that I use have changed. I like things to sound spoken.  Now when I write, I tend 
to shed adjectives that, in the past, I would have put in, that would have been interesting 
curlicues. The thing is, as you get older, you get simpler. We’re all working toward that 
Strunk-in-the-sky ideal, but it takes us a while to get there. It’s also true that the brain 
just changes what you’re interested in: what pleases you changes. And your sense of 
what is funny and what’s playful and the right way to say things that are true. All those 
change, and you become impatient of certain things you once thought were amazingly 
impressive.
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Adam Gopnik, another of the writers Garvey talks to, describes his feelings about The 
Elements of Style as “a complicated ambivalence.” One of the reasons for that ambivalence 
is his realisation that “there are many kinds of wonderful writing that don’t conform to 
the rules in The Elements of Style”. The (counter) examples he gives provide an impressive 
list of exceptions:

Dr Johnson’s writing is full of ten-cent words and very complicated Latinate constructions, 
and Dr Johnson is a better writer than Strunk ever was – maybe even a better writer 
than White. Herman Melville doesn’t write that way. James Joyce doesn’t write that way. 
Wallace Stevens doesn’t write that way. Thomas Pynchon doesn’t write that way. They are 
not bad writers; they’re very good writers.  And it’s not just that you write in an exception 
for their genius. A writer has to find the tools that are right for him. What’s the greatest 
American novel, after all? In my mind it’s Huck Finn. Huck Finn is written in dialect; it’s 
written in ‘bad English’. And so is The Catcher in the Rye.

Gopnick concludes that “There are no rules for good writing. Good writing comes in 
as many different styles and flavours as there are good writers.” His final assessment of 
Strunk and White is that “The Elements of Style is a very good guide to writing the kind of 
prose that it’s a very good guide to writing.”

Thinking about rules for writing – and focusing in particular on Elmore Leonard’s set of 
10 – it’s useful to consult a two-part Guardian article from 2010. This begins with what 
Leonard says and then asks a series of authors for their personal lists of dos and don’ts.  

The writers involved are: (in part 1) Diana Athill, Margaret Atwood, Roddy Doyle, Helen 
Dunmore, Geoff Dyer, Anne Enright, Richard Ford, Jonathan Franzen, Esther Freud, Neil 
Gaiman, David Hare, P.D. James and A.L Kennedy; (in part 2) Hilary Mantel, Michael 
Moorcock, Michael Morpugo, Andrew Motion, Joyce Carol Oates, Annie Proulx, Philip 
Pullman, Ian Rankin, Will Self, Helen Simpson, Zadie Smith, Colm Tóibin, Rose Tremain, 
Sarah Waters, and Jeanette Winterson.
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The article is worth careful attention. There are lots of helpful hints about effective 
writing habits in what these expert practitioners say. There are also some humorous 
asides (“The first 12 years are the worst” says Anne Enright; “If you have to read to cheer 
yourself up”, Colm Tóibin advises, “read biographies of writers who went insane”).

You’ll find it worthwhile to read the whole article:
www.theguardian.com/books/2010/feb/20/ten-rules-for-writing-fiction-part-one
www.theguardian.com/books/2010/feb/20/10-rules-for-writing-fiction-part-two

Among many points worth stressing are the following:

Have humility. Older/more experienced/more convincing writers may 
offer rules and varieties of advice. Consider what they say. However, 
don't automatically give them charge of your brain, or anything else 
– they might be bitter, twisted, burned-out, manipulative, or just not 
very like you.

A. L. Kennedy

Description is hard. Remember that all description is an opinion about 
the world. Find a place to stand.

Anne Enright

A problem with a piece of writing often clarifies itself if you go for a 
long walk.

Helen Dunmore

Do it every day. Make a habit of putting your observations into words 
and gradually this will become instinct. This is the most important 
rule of all and, naturally, I don't follow it.

Geoff Dyer
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Remember: when people tell you something's wrong or doesn't work 
for them, they are almost always right. When they tell you exactly what 
they think is wrong and how to fix it, they are almost always wrong.

Neil Gaiman

Style is the art of getting yourself out of the way, not putting yourself 
in it.

David Hare

Ted Hughes gave me this advice and it works wonders: record moments, 
fleeting impressions, overheard dialogue, your own sadnesses and 
bewilderments and joys.

Michael Morpurgo

Forget the boring old dictum "write about what you know". Instead, 
seek out an unknown yet knowable area of experience that's going to 
enhance your understanding of the world and write about that.

Rose Tremain

Honour the miraculousness of the ordinary.
Andrew Motion

Talent trumps all. If you're a really great writer, none of these rules 
need apply. If James Baldwin had felt the need to whip up the pace 
a bit, he could never have achieved the extended lyrical intensity of 
Giovanni's Room. Without "overwritten" prose, we would have none of 
the linguistic exuberance of a Dickens or an Angela Carter. If everyone 
was economical with their characters, there would be no Wolf Hall . . . 
For the rest of us, however, rules remain important. And, crucially, only 
by understanding what they're for and how they work can you begin 
to experiment with breaking them.

Sarah Waters
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According to Philip Pullman: “My main rule is to say no to things like this, which tempt 
me away from my proper work”. But in another article for the paper, celebrating the 
launch of the Guardian children’s books website, Pullman replied at more length to 
some of his young fans.

Asked “What are your tips for aspiring novelists?” he replied:

There are several things I think it's important for an aspiring writer to know. When I was 
young I read all kinds of that sort of advice, and I thought it was all rubbish. Later on I 
found out for myself how important a few things are, and I'll tell you three of them here.

One: work every day. Get into the habit of it. Work when you don't feel like it, when you've 
just broken up with your girlfriend or boyfriend, when you're feeling ill, when you've got 
homework to do. Put your work first. Habit is your greatest ally. Get into the habit of 
writing when you're young and it'll stay with you. Sixteen is a very good age to start.

Two: find out what way of working (place, time, writing instrument, desk light, and so on) 
suits you, and insist that you get it.

Three: don't listen to anyone who tells you you should study what the public wants, and 
give it to them. They don't know what they want, or they'd be writing it themselves. It's 
not their job to tell you what to write. It's your job to write something they could never 
have thought of, and then offer it to them. Good luck!

The full interview with Pullman is available 
here: 
www.theguardian.com/culture/2011/
mar/03/philip-pullman-life-in-writing 

Poster for The Clockwork Moth's adaptation of Philip 
Pullman's Clockwork, a shadow-play for adults and 
children. It contained 239 shadow-puppets and was 
performed by six puppeteers and three live musicians. 
By Charlie Scullion (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-sa/3.0) via Wikimedia Commons
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This is a diagnostic/indicative assignment. It is not for assessment.

Make up your own set of rules for writing, or write a critique of Elmore Leonard’s 10 
rules.  Alternatively, write a journalistic article – the kind that might appear in one of the 
‘quality’ papers – under one of these titles: ‘Why writers need rules’, ‘Why writers don’t 
need rules’.

Note: If you decide to make up your own set of rules for writing, you can do this in 
a number of ways. You might use this opportunity to identify any implicit rules that 
underlie your writing – these might range from a rule that says you must write 500 
words per day, to one that forbids you to write about your family, or that insists on an 
ethnic mix in your characters. Or you might look at the importance/unimportance of 
technical correctness in creative writing and the usefulness or otherwise to novelists, 
poets, essayists, etc., of usage guides like those listed above. You might want to consider 
whether The Elements of Style does more than Adam Gopnik says – i.e. it’s “a very good 
guide to writing the kind of prose that it’s a very good guide to writing” (Garvey, 2009, 
p.xxv).

It’s possible that you might wish to adopt a tongue-in-cheek approach and come up 
with a set of rules that, whilst not serious, casts tangential light on the writing process.

Assignment oneAssignment one


