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Writers and readers often ask what makes 
a successful novel, and recent books like 
The Bestseller Code and The Jane Austen Writers’ 

Club: Inspiration and advice from the world’s best-loved 
novelist do their best to answer. On one level, we all 
agree: what makes a great story is a gripping narrative 
in which the protagonist overcomes challenging 
obstacles and where the action concludes in a way we 
find both surprising and plausible. Yet, the words of the 
screenwriter William Goldman also spring to mind: 
‘nobody knows anything’. Literary history is littered 
with examples of writers who broke the rules but won 
literary immortality.

Breaking the rules
Two Irish writers from successive generations in the 
twentieth century serve as good examples. James 
Joyce’s novel, Ulysses, thought to be his greatest work, 
rips up the rule book. Set on a single day in Dublin 
during which nothing much happens, it’s written 
in a variety of innovative styles and includes several 
passages that few readers can make sense of without 
the help of secondary reading.

Samuel Beckett, who once worked as Joyce’s 
assistant, moved even further from what we think of 

Next page

as a good story. His most famous work, the two-act 
Waiting for Godot, in which two tramps talk to pass the 
time and traditional action is scarce, was dubbed by an 
early reviewer as the play in which ‘nothing happens, 
twice’.

How to write
There are perhaps two main ideas of artistic production. 
One is Romantic: the author as mystical inventor, who 
feels and suffers for art and whose stories spring from 
a mysterious place deep within the anguished soul. 
The other is more taught than tortured — authors 
study how fiction works, know their genre and practise 
techniques learnt in writing classes.

The
rules of
writing Luke McBratney  

asks if good storytelling 
can be defined and, if 
so, what are the rules for 
writing successful fiction?
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Further reading
More information about Robert McKee and the 
ideas that have influenced everything from literary 
fiction to television documentaries:  
http://mckeestory.com

Times Literary Supplement article reviewing recent 
books on writing: www.tinyurl.com/gpu6n3g

The New Yorker’s eight rules for writing fiction: 
www.tinyurl.com/jl7397l

Rules for writing by the Guardian: 
www.tinyurl.com/zqnhguh 
www.tinyurl.com/hh4vbqd

Activity

Browse the websites in the ‘Further reading’ box 
and conduct some searches of your own for help 
and advice on writing. Pick up to six rules and 
follow them as you write a story. To what extent 
do you feel that these constraints help your 
writing?
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There are hundreds of creative-writing courses 
available in UK universities. The first, the masters 
offered by the University of East Anglia, is still one of 
the most sought-after. Around 38% of its students go 
on to publish and its alumni include Ian McEwan, John 
Boyne and Owen Sheers. 

Over in the USA, where such programmes 
originated, there has, according to the New York Times 
been an ‘explosive’ growth in creative writing. A 
separate postgraduate degree, the Master of Fine Arts, 
is widely available and seen by many as a necessary 
landmark on the route to making it as a writer. There 
are also many courses dedicated to the study of 
screenwriting, some of which have a broad appeal. 
One of the most celebrated teachers is Robert McKee, 
whose seminars have been attended by everyone from 
BBC documentary writers to aspiring novelists. His 
analyses of the narrative of films are compelling and 
lead to general insights on story construction such as 
‘do enough research, the story almost writes itself ’ 
and the instruction to include ‘no scene that doesn’t 
turn’ (that is, each scene should result in some kind of 
meaningful change in a character). 

Dissenting voices
So, is it possible to follow rules and write a bestseller or 
a set text? In theory, yes; but, in practice, things are more 
complicated. Some suggest that writing programmes 
stifle individualism and result in homogenous writing 
that reflects the relatively narrow experiences of 
those who can afford to pay the fees. Other naysayers 
point out that McKee, despite his eminence and the 
numerous Oscars and Emmys won by his pupils, has 
never actually had a script of his own made into a 
successful film. 

This doesn’t mean that studying writing isn’t 
helpful, but perhaps there are also roles for inspiration, 
experience and having a higher purpose. Writers like 
Tolkien and Terry Pratchett had the ambition to invent 
entire worlds. In A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, 
James Joyce’s alter ego, the fledgling writer, Stephen 
Dedalus, wasn’t so much rummaging in his picture 

box for images to yoke together in a creative-writing 
metaphor exercise as dedicating himself to his art in 
the way that some dedicate themselves to a religion. 
He wanted to write in a way that would be rooted in 
experience, strongly crafted and would benefit his 
entire people: ‘Welcome, O life! I go to encounter for 
the millionth time the reality of experience and to 
forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated conscience 
of my race.’

You can learn a lot from studying creative writing, 
but it seems there are some things that just can’t be 
taught.
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