
Writing for publications is a different 
discipline from essay writing or writing 

professional reports, as taught at school or 
university. Companies run courses on this -

eg. the London School of Journalism. The 
London School of Journalism used to provide 

a general correspondence course for £100, 
and would refund the whole fee to people 

who were unable to make at least that 
amount of money out of creative writing. I 

did the course, and did not qualify for a 
refund! Some of these notes are based on 

their ideas.



ESSENTIAL INGREDIENTS:

 The message or theme which the story is written to prove
 At least two characters
 A beginning, development and an end.
 At least one scene with a conflict (or challenge) between at least 

two of the characters.

NB “Conflict” in this sense does not necessarily mean an argument 
or a fight.

Take examples from Aesop’s fables – eg: the “hare and the 
tortoise”. This is a very simple short story which contains all the 
necessary ingredients. 







The message: more haste: less speed.

The characters: These do not need long descriptions because 
they embody the characteristics of animals. We don’t need to 
be told that the hare is a fast runner, and that the tortoise 
moves slowly. No further elaboration is required.

The beginning: The hare and the tortoise meet.

The first conflict scene: the tortoise challenges the hare to a 
race;

The outcome and second conflict scene: the race.

The outcome: the tortoise wins the race by steady plodding, 
whereas the hare is overconfident, stops and has a rest.

Now, you try and analyse the next three stories from Aesop’s 
Fables .







THE NOVEL
The essential ingredients are the same as a short story, but 

there are more characters and more conflict scenes or 
“chapters”. However, because novels are more complex than 
short stories, attention has to be given to the following 
additional features:

 Cliff  Hanging

 Message

 Viewpoint 

 Plot

 Catharsis



Some people say that the cover sells the book. It certainly 
helps. The binding may be all the reader will see on the 
bookshelf.

So the binding should encourage the buyer to pick the book off 
the shelf and look at the front cover.

If that appeals, he will look at the back, and if the back 
interests him, there’s a good chance he will read the first few 
paragraphs of the first chapter.

He may then make up his mind if he wants to buy the book.



A MESSAGE (or theme) is essential for every story, whether it is a short story or a long historical 
novel:

TYPICAL MESSAGES:

Detective stories: “Murder will be found out”

“Crime doesn’t pay”

War stories: “It is sweet and honourable to die for your country”

“War is ugly and horrible”

“Who dares wins”

“No man has greater love than to lay down his life for his friends”

The spy thriller: “Fortune favours the bold”.

The romantic or general novel: “ A man will do anything to win the woman he loves” and vice versa

“A woman will do anything for the man she loves” and vice versa

“It is better to have a happy life than a miserable marriage”

“A sense of duty should prevail over temptation”.

Novels can have more than one message, provided they are consistent and related to each other. 
For example, my novel the Loner  has two: “A man will do anything to win the woman he loves” 
and “The key to success is a healthy mind in a healthy body”.



CLIFF-HANGING

In order to maintain reader interest, no chapter should end 
with all the conflicts in the story resolved. There must be 
at least one unresolved conflict to make the reader want to 
start the next chapter. This is often described as a “cliff-
hanger”.  There can be many conflicts going on at the 
same time, and the skill is to keep building the pace and 
number of unresolved conflicts into an ever quickening 
and deepening crisis with a climax at the end. All the 
“loose ends” (ie the unresolved conflicts) have to be tied 
up before the end of the last chapter.

This can be seen from comic strips like this one – every 
instalment has end with a cliff-hanger to get readers to 
buy next week’s issue.











The main characters have to be carefully drawn. Some authors write a short 
biography of each of the main characters before they start writing the novel. 
Others start from a very simple sketch which builds as the plot develops.

As an example, see the following character sketches from Sixties Comic, Eagle’s “Dan 
Dare”. These characters, simply drawn, kept the Eagle comic going for nearly 
twenty years.

One of the characters has to be the key character. His/her job is to attract the 
reader’s sympathy – make the reader care for him/her, so that when threatened, 
the reader’s attention is “gripped”. So the key character has to be or become 
someone the average reader will care for.

In real life, we meet thousands of people, but in fiction it is best to limit the number 
of the main characters, otherwise readers will not have time to grasp the main 
features of each character, and there is then a danger of confusion and loss of 
interest.

Characters can be static or they can change and develop as the story progresses. 
Typical “static” characters are James Bond, Sherlock Holmes, Inspector Morse etc.











The author has to decide how the reader is to be allowed to view the action in the story. He can 
either be given an entirely objective view – he sees events as they happen through his own eyes 
only like a spectator watching a play.

Alternatively, the reader sees events through the eyes of a character  in the story. The reader finds 
himself absorbed into the character and feels the character’s emotions as the story unfolds. 

Many authors think the story becomes more dramatic and absorbing if it is written solely from the 
viewpoint of the key character. However, this does not always work, because it means that the 
key character has to witness all the actions in the book personally.

In a novel like the Loner, the key character does not become somebody the reader will care for for 
for quite some time. So for the first part of the book, the standard conventions on viewpoint 
are reversed, so that he is seen only from the viewpoint of others. To compensate, one of the 
other main characters, who does attract reader care, is given the lead role during this part of 
the story.

So viewpoint depends on the story. Some are best written from the viewpoint of the key character 
alone; some, from the viewpoint of more characters than just the key character, and some 
novels combine different viewpoints in different chapters, and include straight narrative as 
well.





















The plot has to develop through the characters. 
The characters will respond to each conflict 
(or challenge) in the way that suits their 
personality. It follows that the best way to 
allow the plot to develop is through the 
interaction of the characters. This can mean 
that the plot can sometimes twist and turn in 
ways the author did not expect when he 
started writing the book.



“CATHARSIS” – not essential, but can be very effective when used. 

This is a Greek word for a sense of an “emotional release or cleansing” 
experienced by the reader – the sort of feeling that can bring tears to a 
reader’s eyes due to pity, fear or relief.  In the case of tragic stories, this 
happens when the key character dies or is killed, largely as a result of a 
personal weakness (or even strength). In love stories, this can happen 
when the key characters finally realise they are   in love. In other stories, 
this can happen when a long lost relative or friend is found and 
recognised. In a detective story, there is the moment when the villain is 
recognised and apprehended.

NB. A story does not have to fit into one of these categories for catharsis to 
apply.  For example, in a detective story, the villain may have found 
himself in circumstances over which he has no control, and this can turn 
out to be the motive for the murder. The exposure of the villain and his 
subsequent sticky end can then be given a “tragic” dimension.



Three kinds:

Commercial publication

 Vanity publishing

 Self publishing



It is very difficult for a new author to find a publisher, no matter how good the book. 
Publishing companies, like all other companies, will always prefer a safe product 
which they know they can sell  without taking risks. So existing authors with an 
established track record, or well known celebrities from politics or show business 
will always have an advantage. There is huge competition and the market is 
saturated with books. Add to this the impact of computer DVD’s and sites like 
Amazon which force publishers to give them a huge discount, and profit margins 
have reduced as a result. This all tends to produce a downward spiral which makes 
publishers even less inclined to take risks with novels by unknown authors. 

Commercial publishers will often stick to books which fit into familiar “formulas” or 
models (eg. a “ Mills and Boon type story; a “James Bond” type thriller; a “western” 
etc.), because they know that books which follow the formula will probably sell. 
So, there is an opportunity to write to a formula which a publisher is known to 
publish a lot of books in.

Conversely, commercial publishers also like to see originality – something in your 
book which no other novel has etc. 



Let us assume you have written your book, that it’s on your computer “Word” 
programme, and you want to get it published. You are considering “self-
publishing”. 

You have spent hours and days over your personal labour of love, which you can’t 
imagine anybody could possibly NOT want to read!

There are many companies who would just love to take your money and produce a 
book for you. How do you know if it is going to be worth taking the matter any 
further? 

One first needs to recognise that readers’ judgement is entirely subjective. What 
bores one reader might  fascinate another. What pleases the author may be of 
little or no interest to anybody else. 

The best way forward is to test the book on people you know. To do this you first 
have to produce some books. This may seem a circular argument, but fortunately 
the Internet makes this possible at very little cost.



There are sites like LULU.com where you can upload your 
“Word” copy of your book, produce a cover, and order copies 
of your completed book. The quality is unlikely to be as good 
as what you would expect to find in a professional 
publication. The books are produced on a “print on demand” 
basis – ie. you can order as many or as few as you want. The 
drawback of “print on demand” is that this is far more 
expensive per book than to do a print run of say 500 or 1000 
books. However, at this stage, you don’t need more than 
thirty or so copies, and in Lulu’s case, there are no set up 
charges, and you only have to pay the price of each copy you 
order.

A copy of “The Loner” as produced by Lulu is on display.



Once you have uploaded your book, you can sell it – at least at “cost” price. You 
should then follow up on your readers – even to the extent of pestering your 
buyers until they’ve read the book and are able to let you know what they think of 
it.

Be warned, many of your readers will have no confidence that a self-published book 
can be any good – “if it’s any good, it would have been published main stream”, is 
what most people think! So it may be a while before you get any feedback.

For example, my first attempt at the Loner was nearly 30 years ago. I did not find 
the knack of novel writing until I got half way through. This became painfully 
evident when I found that the friends who read the typed manuscript were plainly 
struggling through the first half, but finished it very quickly after they’d got half 
way through. This was also confirmed by a critic who I paid to review the book. So 
I did not take it any further.

A few years ago, whilst temporarily unemployed, I set about re-writing the Loner. I 
reduced its length by about a quarter, cut down the number of characters, 
tightened up the plot, almost completely re-wrote the first half, and re-arranged 
the second half. This time, when I sold the LuLu version, I got an enthusiastic 
response from most of the buyers. It’s always difficult to know if people are trying 
to please you because they know you, but as an unexpected enthusiasm came 
from some people who had no reason to want to please me, I was satisfied that 
generally the enthusiasm was genuine. I paid another critic to review the book, 
and received a good and encouraging report. 

I also asked readers to rate the Loner out of 10 (where 1 is awful, 5 is average and 
10 is excellent). Most readers rated the book between 6-8   - ie above average.



If you are satisfied your book deserves more, you can progress to a full publication.

There is a wide range of printers who do self-publishing. Some will produce books 
not much better presented than Lulu at an extortionate cost which leaves little 
room to make a profit or get your money back. The more respectable printers will 
call these “vanity publishers”, and their prospectuses will go to some length to 
explain why their class of self-publishing is much better than that. 

So how does one know which companies to use? There is an annual publication 
known as the “Writers and Artists Yearbook” published by A&C Black. This will tell 
you who the reputable self-publishing companies are. I chose “Matador”.

The more books you publish, the less the cost per book, but this assumes you are 
going to be able to market a massive number, when you have no idea how popular 
your book is going to be. So it is not a bad idea to start with a small run of, say,  
500 copies.



Assuming you now have a product which is as well presented as any 
published book, you are in a position to establish a track record –
and not just of sales. You can send the book away to be reviewed. 
Your local newspaper may be willing to do a review, for example. 
The Loner so far has some good reviews, including one from the 
Gazette and Herald, and another from Descent magazine, and two 
from established authors.

You can set up a web-site for the book with photographs which are 
too expensive to print in the book, and with notes of reviews and 
what readers say about the book and much else besides.

One can hope that if the track record is good enough, you might be 
able to get a mainstream publisher interested in buying the 
copyright and doing a full scale publication. If there is a track 
record, the risks of taking on that unknown author may reduce.



Most reputable self-publishing companies will retain a stock of your book. They will 
also get it an ISBN number. The ISBN number is the key to the books trade. Once 
your book has an ISBN number, it can be ordered from the publishing company at 
any time through any book shop or library – while stocks last.

Some companies will go further and actively market your book for you and sell it to 
bookshops or on-line book stores, like Amazon. Matador does this.

There are drawbacks. Most of the bookshop chains buy indirectly from a wholesaler. 
The wholesaler will require a discount. Amazon, for example, requires a 60% 
discount.  The publishing company may add their own charges. So one is unlikely 
to make a fortune out of selling a self-published book.

One way of improving your return is to market the book to smaller independent book 
shops. They can order direct from the publisher. They will still require a discount 
of between 20% and 30%, but if this and the publisher’s fee is deducted you might 
make a small profit.

If you break even, you may wish to do another print run, in which case you will not 
have to repeat the set up costs.



Unless you are a known author with a mainstream publisher 
interested in your work, you should not expect to make a 
living out of writing books. However, if you like creative 
writing and have a story to tell, and are able to write in a way 
which appeals to readers, this can be a very rewarding hobby, 
and one which can be done without wasting huge amounts of 
money.

Many famous writers started with books they have self-
published and which no self-respecting mainstream publisher 
would have wanted to accept.  



 For more information on “The Loner”, visit 
www.the-loner.co.uk

 To buy a copy of “The Loner”, visit 
http://www.troubador.co.uk/book_info.asp
?bookid=1020

 Buy your “kindle” ebook “The Loner” now at 
http://www.amazon.co.uk/The-Loner-
ebook/dp/B004KAA7FY/ref=sr_1_28?ie=UT
F8&qid=1342456072&sr=8-28
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