CREATIVE WRITING PART THREE

LESSON 1:

Research:

As in Part Two, you need to:




Keep a writer’s journal/notebook




Read as widely as possible




Rewrite

General notes:

The focusing theme of Creative Writing at level 3 will be the practice widely used in writing creatively of researching material to use in your writing. This can range from the studying of biographies of, say, historical characters, the circumstances of whose lives – or even a particular circumstance within that life – may encapsulate what you want to write about, to the studying of the flora etc of a particular landscape in order to bring a richness of texture and, perhaps, originality to your writing and everything in between.

In another sense, even your fictitious characters and their circumstances should be researched. In this way the characters, clearly, become more real but also, having this information at your fingertips will ensure that the fluency of the narrative won’t be interrupted by distractions to do with irritating particulars.

While the suggested areas for your writing may seem a little specific (i.e. as set down in the “exercise”), this is creative writing and you are free to choose your own particular topic as long as the general subject area is addressed.

Exercise:

In this first lesson I will offer you potted, partially factual biographies of a couple of characters. I want you to write a piece in which something happens between them.

Jack:

Jack is born illegitimate in 1876 on the San Francisco waterfront. When he is a child, his mother who he always believed never loved him, would lay him on the table while she conducts séances. While still in his teens he becomes an oyster pirate, seal-hunter, hobo, Klondike goldminer in Alaska, and spectacular drinker.

Jack is a socialist and after becoming famous, tours America speaking publicly in support of socialism and the Socialist Party. Nevertheless and anomalously, in a misreading of Nietzsche he believes the white race to be the superior one.

In 1896, Jack attends Berkeley University in order to learn to write. One of his fellow students describes him:

The dominating quality of Jack’s character was bigness. His clothes were floppy and careless; the forecastle had left a suspicion of a roll in his broad shoulders; he was s strange combination of Scandinavian sailor and Greek god, made altogether boyish and loveable by the lack of two front teeth, lost cheerfully somewhere in a fight…He was going to take all the courses in the natural sciences, many in history, and bite a respectable chunk out of the philosophies.

By 1900 he’s had a number of short stories, based mostly on his experiences in Alaska, published in magazines like the Overland Monthly and a book of the stories The Son of the Wolf  is published and is a huge success. On the day of its publication, 7th April 1900, Jack marries Bess Maddern who he’s previously told he doesn’t love.

At this time, Jack writes the following of writing:

….keep a notebook. Travel with it, sleep with it. Slap into it every stray thought that flutters into your brain. Cheap paper is less perishable than grey matter, and lead pencil marking endures longer than memory. And work. Spell it out in capital letters, WORK. WORK all the time. Find out about this earth, this universe, this force, this matter, and the spirit that glimmers up through force and matter from the maggot to the Giodhead. And by all this I mean WORK for a philosophy of life. It does not hurt how wrong your philosophy of life may be, so long as you have one and have it well. The three great things are: GOOD HEALTH, WORK and a PHILOSOPHY OF LIFE. I may add, nay, must add, a fourth – SINCERITY. Without this, the other three are without avail….

But success goes a little to Jack’s head and his first novel, A Daughter of the Snows  “ a badly executed jumble of current intellectual confusions” is turned down for publication. The heroin, Frona Welse, is based on a new kind of woman, women who have “started to wear shorter skirts, revealing their ankles, some play tennis, smoke cigarettes, and even have sex outside marriage.” Such a woman is Charmian Kitteridge.

Charmian:

Charmian is an orphan who has been brought up by an aunt. She is a fierce advocate of women’s suffrage. She first meets Jack when she is a secretary working at the Overland Monthly in San Francisco and Jack bursts in demanding payment for his story The White Silence. She is described as:

A vegetarian whose mouth (is) a little too wide and whose nose turns up a little too much. Her charm derives from her readiness to accept any kind of challenge. Whether it’s cribbage, fencing or boxing, she is never tired of playing whatever game or role Jack (later, after they have become lovers) assigns to her, including that of sparring partner. Though she tried to give as good as she got, Jack more often than not would win their bouts with clinical efficiency.

Unlike his wife, Charmian “adores fornication”, would expect (the man) to make her climax, and do so frequently and (not) burst into tears when the sadist in him would punch her in the mouth.”

It is said of her:

…her laughter is a little loud, her horsemanship too spectacular, her eagerness to play and sing at the piano distasteful…(people) did not fully appreciate that behind much of this exhibitionism lay a woman’s very natural desire to attract a husband before it was too late.

Later, Jack will create Dede Mason in his novel Burning Daylight. This is Jack’s fictional account of Charmian:

A mannish bluestocking who carries a copy of Browning…man-like in the saddle, she decorates her apartment with coyote skins, books, fresh flowers, and the pelt of a mountain lion.

Using these character sketches, write a piece about the two. But bear in mind that there is a third “character”: the landscape. By this I may mean the landscape of San Francisco and Oakland which, for the purposes of this exercise you may have to imagine, or interior landscapes – rooms etc.

In order to focus it, you may choose to use the morning of the rejection of Jack’s first novel. Combine this research detail with your imagination.
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