CRITICISM – giving it and taking it

It might be expected that to have one’s work discussed in public by fellow writers is to run the literary equivalent of an assault course. In practice, however, writing workshops are inclined to be not so much a verbal cockpit but, especially in the  early days, more a tepid and under-stimulating bath ( as a result of a general disinclination to say anything deemed to be ‘offensive’. For a writing workshop to function as a useful critical forum, it is important for all participants to understand that the focus of attention is not the writer himself or herself, but what he or she has written. If plaudits are to be bestowed or shortcomings identified, they should be directed always at the product and not at the producer.

Criticism from the viewpoint of the writer

Generally, two or three students per workshop session will be invited to submit work for the group’s consideration. Because it is a workshop, we don’t expect polished, completed work. It is understood that most submissions are in progress. 

· You must post work on the VLE in advance of the class as agreed. 
· Before your work is discussed, you will probably be invited to read an extract: it is useful to ‘sound’ the work and to acquaint your critics with the ‘voice’ or ‘tone’ of a piece of writing.

· Each of your fellow students will be invited to comment on your work. When your work is being discussed, listen carefully to what is being said, and try to avoid ‘defending’ your writing or ‘introducing’ it or ‘explaining’ it. The writing must speak for itself. It is natural enough to want to tell the person making a negative comment why he/she is wrong, but you are here to listen, at this stage, rather than to talk. 

· Make notes about what is said, to be sure that you don’t lose the useful points that have been made.
· After the students have had their say the tutor will comment on your work. 

· After your fellow students and your tutor have given their comments, you will have an opportunity to ask questions. These questions should be about issues that did not arise during the group discussion or about anything included in the discussion that you feel needs clarification. In this way, all of your questions and concerns about your work are answered. This is not, however, a time to refute another student’s comments. An important aspect of a workshop is to receive objective criticism. Once the writer begins to explain or defend, it becomes difficult for the other students to remain thoroughly objective. You learn more about your own writing when you listen to the comments. If, however, a critic’s point is not clear, you should ask for clarification.

Writers need to be mentally tough. Don’t let negative comments get you down. Take the ones that help, and forget the rest. You can never please everyone, so don’t make that your goal. The success or failure of this one piece of writing in this one workshop is not going to be an index of your life’s success. Taking criticism of your creations can be hard, but it’s also ephemeral: you’ll live through it.

Criticism from the viewpoint of the reader

As you read your fellow writers’ work, you will learn to be more objective about what is working, what is not working, and why. Gradually, that objectivity will seep back into your own writing and your first drafts will improve. Being part of a writing workshop means that each person has a responsibility to the others.

· You should read and comment on all the work that is presented, just as others should do the same for you. 

· When you give your comments, to offer one positive followed by one negative, always beginning with the positive. It is just as important for the writer to know what is working well in his/her piece, and why, as it is it is to learn what is not working. Think also in terms of what needs to be added, what needs to be cut, what needs more polishing, what needs to be moved, what changes to the tone or register of language might be made. Your negative comment should be about a specific aspect of the writing that is not working, and why. Comments such as ‘I didn’t like it’ or ‘I don’t think it works’ are not helpful to the writer. Similarly, positive comments such as ‘That’s ever so nice’ or ‘You’ve really got something there’ may be pleasant to hear, but they are not constructive. 

· Seek the significant to comment on and don’t dwell on the trivial, such as typos and spelling and punctuation errors. Focus on the conception of the piece, and offer views on the three main elements of just about any creative work: subject, style and structure; such aspects as clarity, tension, suspense, dialogue, point of view, setting, characterization, plot are also deserving of attention.

· Try not to repeat comments already made. Your positive and negative should be original, thus ensuring that the writer receives a wide range of suggestions, while it forces the reader to look beyond the obvious and delve into the craft.

Class time is valuable, so please avoid the temptation to engage in discussion not directly related to the piece of writing under consideration. If someone has written a polemic on, say, GM foods the argument should be about the quality of the writing and not about the pros and cons of GM foods. It is all too easy in workshop sessions to drift off into anecdotes or irrelevant discussion.

If you feel something needs to be covered in class that has not been mentioned, please let one of the tutors know, and we’ll do what we can to meet your needs.

Self criticism

Even before offering work for criticism you should be doing some important applied practical self-criticism, revising your work until it’s as nearly what you want as you can get it by yourself. In order to establish a critical distance between yourself and your work, it might be useful to allow yourself a ‘cooling off’ period, during which you attend to a checklist that might include some of the following questions:

· Does my poem/short story/article, in its form and strategy, relate an experience and offer the reader a means of sharing that experience?

· Does the work have some kind of functional tension?

· Does the work proceed via concrete, sensory imagery rather than abstract conceptions? Can I improve, anywhere, the reader’s potential to see what is going on?

· Is the diction fresh? Have I avoided clichés and archaisms? If I have used a special vocabulary (jargon or class or regional voices) are the usages clear?

· How does it sound, in terms of rhythm, alliteration, assonance, unintended rhymes?

· Is my style literate, effective, consistent? Are sentences and paragraphs varied in length and structure? Are there absurdities such as mixed metaphors?

· Is my dialogue believable, dramatic, appropriate to the characters? Is it sufficiently subtle for the deeper meanings to be read between the lines?

· Does the introduction beguile the reader? Does it focus the reader on the central controlling idea of the piece?

· Is there suspense, significance, ‘twist’, point to my story? Does my poem say something worth saying?

Revising is a species of problem solving. Once a problem is perceived, there are five basic strategies for changing things.

1. Addition

It may be best to wait until you have completed a first draft before deciding that there are things you need to add in order to clarify a passage, sharpen an image, give focus and depth to a character. You might decide that ‘Dai was sipping a pint on the sea wall’ needs more focus. A pint of what? Guinness? Shandy? Lager and blackcurrant? Orange squash? It might be important for us to know. 

2. Deletion

Mark Twain, on finishing a piece of work, was said to go through it and delete all the adjectives; then he’d go back through it and restore only those that changed the meaning. That story may be apocryphal, but it offers a useful hint – and not only with respect to adjectives. Look out for redundant words and phrases; delete every word you can without destroying the meaning; trim all deadwood. Ask what is added to your purpose by each stanza, scene, paragraph, sentence: could it be deleted without serious loss to overall meaning? If so, delete it. It might, after all, not be important for us to know that Dai was drinking a pint of Guinness.

3. Substitution

Get rid of gobbledegook, pomposities such as ‘fully cognizant of’ (= knows) and ‘give consideration to’ (= consider), and big words used incorrectly. Remove unintended Malapropisms – ‘Dai Jones transcribes to The New Welsh Review’ – but exploit startling and fresh substitutions that might enliven your writing: ‘She was such a gadfly that she never let you finish; she was always jumping to confusions.’ Replace vague passages with more specific denotations. ‘They went and got a chef from one of the nearby restaurants’ is more ‘real’ if it becomes ‘They brought in Ali who cooks at the Bengal Brasserie’. Where there is dull description, substitute vivid description; where there is inappropriately formal diction substitute informal diction; where the dialogue is unsuitably non-colloquial, substitute colloquial speech; where the references are straight-faced consider substituting ironic allusions. In short, broaden meanings; increase the reader’s enjoyment.

4. Transposition

The strongest writing is sometimes in the wrong place. It often comes after a certain amount of preparation and is then followed by too much dull material that is simply anti-climactic. The cure is to switch it around; put it elsewhere. Climactic passages belong at: the ends of sentences; the ends of paragraphs; towards the ends of poems, stories, articles. Our usual habit of thinking is to put our topic first, then follow it with illustration, argument, detail.  But in creative writing, we often want to use the opposite strategy – the strategy of induction – and lead our readers from the details and examples into the main point. Therefore, it’s possible that reversing the sequence of stanzas in a poem or of paragraphs in an argument improves the dramatic impact and heightens the meaning. Having transposed, you will need to rework the transitions and continuity for your piece to make sense.

5. Transformation
Instead of simply telling the reader about a scene, consider changing that summary into a drama, by giving it dialogue and the sparky jaggedness of events and emotions in the making. On the other hand, you could consider transforming trivial drama – such as answering doorbells, talking on the telephone, getting from place to place – into summary. ‘Realistic’ writing, in its inclusiveness and fidelity to experience, may be a good representation of events, but it can be dull, trivial and nearly meaningless. Transforming trivial detail to minor stage-business, should enable you then to enhance the real business and meaning of the scene.
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