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Is there  
a writer in 
the room?

The chances are at least one or two people in your 
English class are harbouring a secret. One of 
them might even be your teacher. For, after all 

those years of reading and criticising fiction, it’s likely 
that these people believe that deep inside them lurks a 
novel. If only they had the time, opportunities or good 
fortune, that book would burst onto the literary scene 
in a stylish dust jacket bearing their name. So how do 
they know if this hidden aspiration is a hopeless dream 
or a potential reality?

Everyone’s a writer
Martin Amis’s latest book, Inside Story (2020), is both a 
novel and a guide for the would-be novelist. The urge 
to write, Amis believes, is something we all share:

‘You’re in your early-middle teens. The age when you 
come into a new level of self-awareness or a new level 
of self-communion. It’s as if you hear a voice, which 
is you but doesn’t sound like you. Not quite — it isn’t 
what you’ve been used to, it sounds more articulate 
and discerning, more thoughtful and more playful, 
more critical (and self-critical) and also more generous 
and forgiving.’

This advanced voice, Amis suggests, is the first step 
in creating fiction. It’s natural for us to want to keep this 
voice, and to do so we write, whether poems, notebook 
jottings or diary entries.

So, you might ask, if we all have this writerly 
creativity, why do so many of us cling to the idea that 
a writer is a unique genius? Largely, I would argue, 
because of Romanticism: from the time when the self 
was primary and artistic creation was seen to spring 
from, as Wordsworth put it, ‘the spontaneous overflow 
of powerful feelings.’ In that era, the mystical qualities 
of the imagination were prized over taught skills. A 
writer didn’t take seminars, or map out a complex plot 
in which the main character has an arc of development. 
A writer was devoted to art, and was ‘inspired’. ‘Kubla 
Khan’, one of the most celebrated poems by one of 
Romanticism’s most celebrated poets, Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, was said to have appeared to him in a dream. 
After which, the story goes, all he did was write it down.

What can’t be taught
Does a writer require a special sensitivity and devotion 
to the life of the imagination, or might it be possible 
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Luke McBratney considers where fiction comes from and whether writers are born or made
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Further reading

Seminars by Robert McKee: 
https://mckeestory.com

Rules for writing, by writers: 
www.tinyurl.com/zqnhguh

Stephen King’s rules for writing: 
www.tinyurl.com/y5stksfr

Details of creative writing courses: 
www.tinyurl.com/y52mxe85

for the craft of writing to be taught? Some highly 
successful novelists were sceptical, like the Romantics, 
who scoffed at the idea of anything important being 
taught at school or university. 

Hanif Kureishi famously damned creative writing 
courses as a ‘waste of time’ despite being, at the time, a 
professor of creative writing. But, beneath the shock of 
that forthright opinion, he might not have meant that 
all aspects of writing courses are pointless. It seems he 
was referring to the difficulty of one element:

‘A lot of my students just can’t tell a story…they don’t 
know how to make a story go…all the way through 
to the end without people dying of boredom in 
between… . Can you teach that? I don’t think you can.’

Learning to write
So what can be taught? The many elements that might 
be useful include advanced skills in writing and 
editing prose. Indeed, many courses are keen to flag 
the transferability of the skills gained, citing industries 
such as journalism, public relations and publishing as 
possible destinations for creative writing graduates.

Some courses also teach you to read as a writer, 
discussing literary texts and foregrounding elements of 
technique that you might draw on in your own work. 
In other words, you learn through appreciation and 
imitation — something that many writers have done 
instinctively throughout the ages. For example, Joyce 
learnt by reading Flaubert, Beckett by reading Joyce 
and Martin Amis by reading Saul Bellow. Yet the most 
typical element of creative writing courses is learning 
by doing. They all include workshops in which your 
peers and your tutors comment on your work. For 
you to be able to participate in those workshops, the 
courses give you what many professional writers feel is 
the ultimate source of inspiration: a deadline.

Even the part that Hanif Kureishi says can’t be taught 
is sometimes learned. While many courses, which 
have sprung from English literature, concentrate on 
aspects of style, others (influenced by film studies and 
screenwriting) foreground the construction of stories. 
One course, run by Robert McKee, is so popular that its 

teachings have been used not only to produce gripping 
screenplays and novels, but also non-fiction forms, 
such as documentaries. Indeed, his course has become 
so trusted and mainstream that McKee appeared as a 
character in the Spike Jonze film Adaptation (2002).

While it’s possible to harness that writerly voice 
which Martin Amis describes on your own — and to 
nurture it through your own imagination, reading and 
writing — it’s worth considering if some element of 
tuition might help too. Sometimes people complain 
of safe, similar and barely publishable novels being 
produced by graduates of creative writing, but that’s not 
always the case. Consider the writings of Ian McEwan, 
Kazuo Ishiguro and Owen Sheers. Each has a vastly 
different style and each would probably have made it 
on their own, but they did all graduate from the same 
creative writing course from the same university.

Activity
Research creative writing courses. What do you 
think are some of the main differences between 
reading literary texts as a critic and reading as a 
writer?
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