
[image: Cover]


[image: image]

Complete Writing for Children Course

Clémentine Beauvais


Contents

        About the author

        Acknowledgements

        Introduction

Part One: Finding a voice

  1    Once upon a time … and other beginnings

  2    What’s it about? Theme and thesis

  3    Crafting a plot and sticking to it

  4    Perspective and tense: who speaks, and when?

  5    Children, adults, animals, monsters: characters in children’s literature

  6    Playing with language

  7    Stand-alone or series?

  8    Research

  9    Writing, writing, writing, writing

Part Two: Finding a format

10    Picturebooks: for the love of words and pictures

11    Chapter books: action!

12    Tween and young teenage literature: negotiating the high-school turn

13    Young Adult literature: the good, the dark and the broody

14    Poetry for children: rhyme and reason

15    Fairy tales – between tradition and renewal

16    Drama-free editing and polishing

Part Three: Finding a publisher

17    Almost there! Proposal, pitch and planning the next stage

18    Shopping time: from agent to editor

19    You’re in! Working with an editor and a publishing house

20    Self-publishing

Part Four: Finding readers

21    Promoting your book: the basics

22    Building an Internet presence

23    Talking to kids: the real child readers and you

24    Networking and getting stronger

        Conclusion

        Bibliography


About the author

Clémentine Beauvais is the author of 13 children’s books in French and English, from picturebooks to Young Adult fiction. She also holds a PhD in Children’s Literature from the University of Cambridge, where she is currently a junior research fellow, working on the sociology and philosophy of childhood. Her latest children’s book in English is The Royal Babysitters (Bloomsbury). Clémentine is an avid reader and critic of children’s literature in French and English. She blogs about children’s literature and academia on http://www.clementinebeauvais.com/eng and is on Twitter @ blueclementine. She frequently does school visits, writing workshops and book fairs both in the UK and in France. Clémentine also enjoys drawing, reading literature ‘for adults’, travelling, listening to podcasts and, like a good French person, all the strongest cheeses.


Acknowledgements

I am extremely grateful to Lauren Davis, who has, by amusing twists of professional fate, accompanied me ever since I started writing children’s books in English. This book is very much hers, and full of our conversations. Thank you, too, to Robert Anderson and to my agent, Kirsty McLachlan, for all their help and work on this volume.

The author and publisher would also like to express their thanks for generous permission to reprint the following illustrations:

Chapter 7: illustration by Sarah Horne

Chapter 10: illustration by Antoine Déprez, from Clémentine Beauvais, La Louve (Alice Editions, 2014).


Introduction

Many people, at some point in their lives, decide they want to write for children. This might be once they have their own children, or nieces and nephews. It might also happen if, suddenly enthralled by a film franchise drawn from a children’s book, they suddenly ‘realize’ that they could just ‘write something like that’. It might happen if they need money, and ‘realize’ they could potentially ‘earn a lot by writing a few children’s stories’.

For some people – very few of the above category – writing for children is about much more than writing down the stories that they make up on the spot for their own children. For those people, money, fame and film franchises don’t matter as much as their desire to write something beautiful, something interesting, something intriguing that hundreds of children would treasure in the isolation of their rooms or in the back of a car during a long, long family road trip. Those aspiring children’s writers imagine little children cherishing and loving these stories, just as they, the authors, cherished and loved the stories of their childhoods – Little Women, Tom’s Midnight Garden, A Little Princess. Those were good stories, real stories for children, not like the trash we get these days – and so those people long to write similar, ‘timeless classic’ stories now.

And then there are some people (even fewer) who approach children’s writing more realistically. They do have a genuine interest in writing for children, they do long for little readers to treasure and cherish their words … but they’ve also read – and would like to read more – contemporary children’s literature. Those aspiring writers want to position themselves within a resolutely contemporary strand of children’s literature. They realize that we are in an age where children’s literature is more exciting, transgressive and innovative than it ever was.

Those people are aware, albeit blurrily to start with, that a children’s book is a collective work – a work in tension, pulled in sometimes opposite directions by author, editor, illustrator, marketing team, finance team, foreign rights team … A work at the mercy of teachers, librarians, parents, booksellers, award bodies. They know, in short, that it’s not going to be an easy ride, and that they should strive to learn as much as possible both about the art of children’s literature and about the industry, if they want their dream to come true.

Given that you’ve picked up this book, you’re probably in that third category already. You care about children and about children’s literature; you want to write well, and you want your audience to be transformed by your words for the better. But you’re not a hopeless romantic, a nostalgic, old-fashioned defender of the ‘classics’, who just wants to produce rewritings of The Wind in the Willows. You are a writer of your time, keen to give children stories that reflect their experiences. You want to write stories in tune with a type of literature which – as you probably already know, or can feel – is as audacious, varied and difficult as literature for adults. You are pragmatic, professional and forward-thinking: you want to know as much as possible about the cultural industry you’ll be entering, and the people who will be helping you – or hindering you.

This book is for you. It treats children’s literature both as an art form and as a career choice, and therefore it will address you as a professional artist. It assumes that you are ready to invest time and energy into writing children’s books with the aim of getting them published. It will guide you in doing so, on several fronts, from the writing itself to the publishing process through to marketing and networking. It is a complete writing course because it addresses you as a complete professional artist, a contemporary one, with all the difficulties and frustrations that this career choice sometimes entails.

But why children’s books?

But first: why would anyone want to write children’s books?

As mentioned earlier, ‘earning money’ and ‘rewriting the classics’ aren’t good reasons to write for children. ‘Using it as a springboard to then upgrade to adult literature’ is an even worse idea. But ‘being adventurous’ is a good reason. There are seemingly no genres that children’s and Young Adult literature doesn’t cover, no styles that it forbids, no themes that it fails to tackle. It is an immensely rich field, an imaginative author’s dream playground, fervently hybrid – marrying visual and verbal elements, aesthetic and commercial imperatives, linear and fragmented storylines and characterization. Children’s literature reflects artistic evolutions of its times: it is now an infinitely flexible, transgressive, plural and innovative art. Many authors ‘for adults’ have turned to children’s literature, in fact, because they’ve realized that there are some stories they can’t tell for an audience of adults; in the famous words of Philip Pullman, ‘There are some themes, some subjects, too large for adult fiction; they can only be dealt with adequately in a children’s book.’ From Ted Hughes to Salman Rushdie, many prestigious authors have found themselves seduced by the idea of this different audience, which brings with it new demands and new possibilities.

That all sounds great, but of course children’s literature is also a literature of constraints, and this book won’t shy away from presenting them. Every time I go to an event in a bookshop that involves writers ‘for adults’, I ask them, during the Q&A session, if they’ve ever thought about writing for children. Many have, and many plan to; but others are (politely) adamant that it is out of the question. Among those, one reason frequently comes up: they don’t want to be enslaved to the commercial imperatives of children’s fiction.

And, indeed, children’s and Young Adult fiction is a commercial art form, especially in the UK and the United States. It must sell. Such demands can feel hugely bothersome to some aspiring writers: if that’s the case for you, maybe you shouldn’t get into children’s literature. Yes, children’s literature is an amazing experimental platform, but it is also codified, supervised and verified by an army of market-savvy, pedagogically minded adults. Any children’s book published now will have been edited not just for style and plot but also for its (supposed) suitability to current trends, and its (supposed) appropriateness for an audience of children of the (supposed) right age. Writing children’s literature means you implicitly agree to expose yourself to remarks such as ‘It’s not commercial enough’, and ‘It’s not suitable for children’. You may disagree with them with all your heart: I certainly do, most of the time. But this book’s premise is that you would like to be a published children’s author, so – better be warned – it will often nag you about market and pedagogy.

Why would anyone want to write children’s literature in these conditions? Many children’s writers enjoy balancing the freedom of expression, story and characterization that children’s literature offers, while taking up the challenge of its limitations. It’s a tightrope-walking exercise, a risky act – but one that makes many writers very excited. You will be writing not just for one, but for two implied addressees: ‘the child’, that elusive creature who generally will not stick with you unless you show them that you deeply care about their reading; and ‘the mediators’ or ‘guardians’, those busy adults whose good will you need to conquer for the book to be published in the first place. Every children’s book in the world, by definition, has this double address. The first step in your writing career is to acknowledge that you are juggling with these different readerly categories at all times.

Children’s literature is difficult to write. It requires genuine interest in children and children’s books. It requires a generous mind, fine-tuned to the everyday reality of children’s lives. It also requires strong writing skills: a solid sense of pace, impeccable characterization, perfect dialogue, a passion for action. It is in no way ‘easier’ than literature for adults. It should be written for its own sake. It is a cruel literature, too: its primary audience of children will let you know clearly enough whether they hate it or love it.

Reading children’s books

If you want to write children’s books, you must read children’s books – contemporary ones, still warm from the printing presses. Fond memories of mushroom-smelling books from the seventies don’t count. This is a much-repeated mantra of all creative writing courses, but it’s absolutely true: you cannot hope to write good children’s books without reading a vast number of the books produced by your future colleagues. In particular, you must read books in similar genres and writing styles, and for similar age ranges, as the ones you’d like to write. If you don’t, you will inevitably end up reinventing the wheel. Only once you are fully familiar with a specific genre can you legitimately aspire to write in that genre.

How can you keep up to date with what’s being published? There are many easy ways:

•  On Twitter and Facebook (more on that much later in this book), follow children’s publishers. They will post about their new books regularly.

•  Still on social media, or more traditionally through good old RSS feeds, follow blogs that review children’s and Young Adult books.

•  Make a point of always reading the books that win major awards: the Carnegie, the Newbery, the Caldecott, Michael Printz, the Branford Boase, the Roald Dahl Funny Prize, the Waterstones, UKLA and Costa book awards. Sometimes the same book wins several of those.

•  Go to your local bookshop and library often and ask, ask, ask. What’s selling? What’s good? What should I read now? It’s the bookseller’s and librarian’s job to help you with that. These people are immensely knowledgeable; and making friends now could very well help in the future (we’ll get to that in due course).

•  Read the books which are mentioned throughout this volume. I’ve tried to pick a variety of exciting, interesting books, relatively recent, that any new author would benefit from reading.

•  To avoid tut-tuts from your bank, don’t buy all these books. Borrow them from public libraries1 or from friends.

This keenness to discover, to learn, to read, will be invaluable to you as a future writer and will help your writing grow more mature. This reading experience will stratify into stronger structure, better characterization, more elegant writing. And you will be more likely to know what editors want, and what children like.

What children like? Really? Can anyone ever know that? In fact, wait a minute …

What’s a child?

It might sound ludicrous, but we do need to define what ‘a child’ is when we think thoroughly about writing for children (this is me speaking with my academic mortarboard propped on my head now). There’s no universal definition of ‘the child’. This is because childhood is a socio-historical construct: it has no reality. Childhood isn’t a ‘thing’ until society starts giving it attributes and separating it from adulthood. The existence of this separate category – of those people we call ‘children’ – is the condition for the existence of the category of literature we call ‘children’s literature’. The same goes, of course, for ‘adolescence’, and very recently for a new category, ‘New Adult’. All these ‘ages’ have no biological basis: they’re entirely made up by society. They therefore reflect attitudes, fears, beliefs and desires about what ‘childhood’ and ‘adolescence’ should mean, from people who have a vested interest in the constructs.

Every time we talk about children, every time we talk to them, we consciously and unconsciously transmit values and beliefs about what children should be like. Children’s literature is made of those values and beliefs. Children’s books are a vehicle for cultural and literary representations of childhood, whether conservative or transgressive. And the children who read children’s literature will of course adopt and reject some of these representations, and in turn perform their own childhood with them or against them. ‘A child’ can only be loosely defined as a young person who, for a given amount of time, performs what is expected by a given society of the concept of ‘childhood’.

This is very important to keep in mind as a children’s author: you will be addressing a vast array of different individuals who are simply connected by the fact that, socially, politically, economically and culturally, they are categorized by ‘us’ adults as ‘them’ children. The differences that we attribute to this category of people, their specific traits – innocence, ignorance, purity, creativity, insight, energy, etc. – are constructed. By us. If you are a children’s writer, then you are by default partaking in this differentiation of childhood from adulthood, and you are by definition contributing to a pool of representations of these differences (and, sometimes, similarities).

This also means that you have to acknowledge – and make do with – editors, parents and teachers’ expectations of what ‘a good book for a child of X years old’ might be. The editorial world is very strict, not just about what it sees as ‘children’, but also about supposed ‘gender differences’ and ‘age differences’. There are conventions: child characters should be a year or two older than the intended audience; boys will not read books that are designed for girls and/or have girl main characters; some themes and writing styles should not be adopted until ‘a certain age’, etc.

These conventions can be irritating and, more importantly, they can have negative effects. You may profoundly disagree with the idea that some themes are ‘not suitable for children’, on the basis that such assertions make it sound like ‘children’ are one monolithic group. And goodness knows I’m on your side. But tough luck – such ideological dilemmas will be ubiquitous in your career as a children’s writer. You’ll have to react to them cleverly. Commercial imperatives govern the definition of what ‘a child’ is, in children’s literature publishing terms. If you’re brave enough to oppose them, be canny about it.

What’s a children’s book?

Just as many varied individuals are grouped under the label ‘children’ or ‘teenagers’, many different books are called ‘children’s books’ (‘Young Adult’ literature is now also its own category, and this book covers it as well). Children’s literature is an ever-changing body of texts, and I think the safest way of defining it for now is to say, like children’s literature scholar Perry Nodelman, ‘I happily accept the pragmatic definition that children’s literature is the literature published as such’. Indeed, it is the publishing industry which regulates what we come to see as children’s literature. Some books are reclaimed as children’s books – for instance, Stephen Kelman’s Pigeon English, after being published for adults, was published for teenagers. Other books progressively leave the ‘canon’ of children’s literature: who, now, apart from adult scholars, really reads Isaac Watts’s poetry for children?

This definition is important to you because the closest you can keep to current conceptions of children’s literature, the better your chances of getting published. This doesn’t mean forsaking all creativity and dignity, but simply being aware of trends. Young Adult literature is much racier now than it was 30 years ago; a book like Judy Blume’s Forever, which achieved cult status in the 1980s, would probably not be published as such now. It’s a literature in constant evolution: picturebooks are turning into apps, novels are becoming more graphic, and who knows where poetry for teenagers might take us in the next few years? Keep reading to keep up to date.

It’s also a literature with its own body of criticism and theory. Many people read, review and study children’s literature for a living; I am one of them. Reading the critical literature on children’s literature can be a real eye-opener for writers, and I have tried to pepper this book with references to it. Often, reading scholarly articles and books about the type of children’s literature you’re trying to write can reveal how naive you might have been in thinking that your plot structure was original or your main character ‘completely unique’. It can give you ideas about how to play with conventions and inscribe your story within the ancestry of its genre. Children’s literature scholarship is generally highly accessible and even entertaining: I have provided a reading list of such writing in the reference list at the end of the book.

What kind of children’s writer are you going to be?

You might have a clear idea already of the type of children’s books you’d like to write, or you might be keeping your options open. This book is premised on the idea that you’re happy to conjugate literary merit with commercial imperatives, but that you’re not particularly interested in writing huge bestsellers (though, should it happen, all the better: feel free to send me a bar of sea-salt dark chocolate in the mail to thank me for my help). There are books out there that will teach you how to write a bestselling book. I’m more interested in sharing thoughts about what children’s literature is, what different types of children’s book there are, and how one can go about writing something that one cares deeply about, while being in tune with the demands of the market. I hope this book speaks to you whether you’re intending to leave your day job for a writing career, to write educational books or literary fiction, to pen picturebooks or big fat Young Adult novels. I am assuming, above all, that you are interested in writing for children both as a viable career option and as an art form.

How can this book help?

Legitimate question. You might be wondering who I am and how on earth I ended up writing this book – couldn’t they have got J.K. Rowling or someone? (I don’t blame you – I would definitely buy J.K. Rowling’s ‘How to write children’s books’ book.) I’m a young author of over ten children’s books and counting – in all different genres, for different ages, and in two different languages. I’m also an avid and methodical reader of literature, blogs, websites and articles about children’s publishing, by authors, agents and editors, and of professional reviews. I’m a voracious reader of children’s literature, for all ages and in all formats. Furthermore, I’m an academic in children’s literature – I have a PhD in the field, and I work as a full-time researcher at the Children’s Literature Research and Teaching Centre at the University of Cambridge.

All of those things put together constitute an answer to how this book might help you: I’m hoping I can lead you through children’s literature from multiple points of view. As a children’s writer, I’ll share my experiences – including bad ones! – and, though no one can, I think, ‘teach’ anyone else to write, I hope I can help you pick a voice. As a both leisurely and professional reader of children’s literature, I’ll give you a sense of what good children’s literature should entail – what to aim for. It doesn’t necessarily mean I can do it; it means I can see what’s to be done. And this book will be also full of insights into the workings of the industry, carried forward by the pragmatic view that you can’t be a published children’s writer if you don’t have any information about how the publishing world functions. Finally, I’ll be your cheerleader, motivating you relentlessly to write; as an active Internet user, blogger and Facebook and Twitter addict, I know some techniques to help you focus on your work. And as someone with a full-time job, I know how difficult it is to make time to write. It’s the plurality of those viewpoints which makes, I think, the originality of this particular writing book.

This book is designed to function as a complete writing course. It will lead you through four main parts: ‘Finding a voice’, ‘Finding a format’, ‘Finding a publisher’ and ‘Finding readers’. In other words, it will take you all the way from ‘Once upon a time’ to school visits. You don’t have to read it in order, nor use every single chapter; you could focus on just the areas you’re interested in, and the formats you intend to write in.

At the end of each chapter in the first two parts and some of the other two parts, you’ll find a workshop. These workshops are designed to get you to write; to write something, anything, and reap the benefits of your reading. Often, when I read creative writing textbooks or blog posts, I feel excited and inspired. Having this exercise there can help you channel some of that excitement into something concrete. They’re also meant to show how easy it is to write, a little bit, every day or so.

This book doesn’t cover everything, of course. You won’t find anything in this book on non-fiction for children; not only is it a field I don’t know enough about, it’s also so vast that it could constitute its own handbook. Children’s theatre and screenwriting won’t be tackled either, for the same reasons. There are guides to these, too: some are listed at the end of the book. Additionally, it’s always worth having a look at the Internet. Spend time looking at blogs, websites, Twitter feeds; watch YouTube tutorials, listen to podcasts. Go to creative writing classes, if you can. Practising and training are the key words here: you’re only a writer if you write, not if you think about writing.

Many people, especially published authors, will give you advice on the way. That’s great, but remember, they all suffer from survivorship bias. Survivorship bias means that people who are in a place to give recommendations to others, and share their own experiences, are in this place mostly through many accidents of history and twists of fate. In retrospect, they construct a narrative of how they got here – but at the beginning, they were of course clueless as to what was going to happen. There’s never just one way of getting published, of writing children’s books, of finding a voice. This book celebrates the plurality of the ways. That’s also why it doesn’t spend too long talking about what established authors think about this process: you won’t find hundreds of snippets of advice from writing superstars. Instead, I’ll focus on what children’s literature can tell us about writing for children, as it is often more revealing than what its authors have to say about it.

________________

1 Authors and illustrators, by the way, receive a small amount of money every time you borrow a book from a public library.


PART ONE

Finding a voice


1
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Once upon a time … and other beginnings
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In the beginning was the word.

Well, that’s the optimistic version of the story. Most often, in the beginning was the writer poring over a desperately pristine sheet of paper, empty Microsoft Word document, or the disciplined pale lines of a Moleskine notebook.

And the writer was thinking, ‘How shall I begin my story? How shall those words which are in my mind find their way on to the snowy emptiness of yonder page? Ah! Wouldst that there existed cookie-cutter beginnings with which to seduce the muse into speaking to me!’

And then the writer remembered that he was writing for children, and said, ‘Of course! I only need to write once upon a time, and all the rest will follow! Easy-peasy!’

So he did.

And no one saw that it was good.

Thankfully, there are ways of avoiding this tragic fate.



The first sentence

Arguably, it’s possible to judge the quality of a book and its enduring success from how easily people remember its first sentence:

‘In a hole in the ground there lived a Hobbit …’

‘Where’s Papa going with that ax?’

‘Here is Edward Bear, coming down the stairs now, bump bump bump, on the back of his head, behind Christopher Robin …’

Those first sentences are intriguing: they trigger questions. What’s a Hobbit? Where is Papa going? And what position can this Mr Edward Bear possibly have adopted to be coming down the stairs in this painful-sounding fashion? Notice a trend there, too: these first sentences aren’t just intriguing, they have hints of violence to them. Whether quietly or overtly, they’re saying to the reader, ‘Look! The situation isn’t quite right …’ Of course, first sentences don’t always need to allude to underground monsters, head bumps or axe massacres, but it’s quite a good way to attract the attention of the narrative-thirsty reader. Because what the reader wants from a first sentence is primarily this: a problem that a narrative will solve.

A good first sentence is one that contains both the exposition of a situation and the intrinsic problem with that situation: a problem which will constitute, hopefully, the main drive of the narrative. This is also why an ideal first sentence should have a third characteristic: it should ‘sum up’ the story in anticipation. It should contain everything that the book is going to be about.

No pressure, right?

An excellent example of this can be found in A Monster Calls, by Patrick Ness, of which the first sentence is:

‘The monster showed up just after midnight. As they do.’

OK, that’s two sentences – but it’s the first line of the story, clearly distinct from the rest of the text on the page. The point is: those two sentences on their own can be read retrospectively as condensing the whole storyline and the whole feel of the story. The monster (‘What monster?’ Good question-raising here, Patrick Ness!) does indeed ‘show up’ after midnight throughout the whole story: that’s the leitmotiv (the recurring motif) of the narrative. But the second sentence goes further than that. The sudden generalization – what? There’s more than one monster? – leads us into a much more real, threatening, plural world of monsters which will become embodied by the young hero’s mother’s cancer. And the ineluctability of the sentence – as they do, as they always do, as they cannot help but doing – prefigures the tragic and ineluctable ending of the mother’s death from cancer, a few minutes after midnight, on the very last page.1

So this is what you are expected to produce. Ready?

Not so fast. Breathe.

Very few novels actually began with the sentence now printed on top of page 1. It’s very rare that a writer nails the first sentence literally as s/he begins to write. This is because a story is much more often tickled open than cracked open. Much more often than not, you need to beat around the bush for a while. The story hasn’t been told yet – there might be a thousand and one changes to it later on – so why trouble yourself with that first sentence now?

For now, make it quick, make it painless, and let it be absolutely erasable. It’s very likely that it will be sacrificed later on. And the most important thing, really, is to get writing – get the second sentence on the page, and then the third, and then the fourth. Get the ball(pen) rolling; you’ll come back to it later. In fact, even if you think it’s genius already, do get back to it later. You might find that it doesn’t really correspond to your conception of the book any more.
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Key idea






What ends up as the first sentence of your story can be the very last you’ll ever write in that book. In fact, it’s more likely to be the case – very rarely does it remain unchanged from draft one to book form.

[image: image]

Who, what, where, when, why: the exposition scene

How’s it going now? Are you comfortably tucked into the story, having left behind a few wobbly first sentences? Great. Now that you’ve started … Stop! Stop and think – what are you trying to achieve in these first few pages?

The automatic answer should be something like – ‘set the scene’, ‘explain what’s happening’. It seems like the logical thing to do – and it is – but there are several pitfalls to avoid when attempting to create what is known as the exposition scene (or expository scene).

The exposition scene, a term derived from classical theatre, should traditionally do what the first sentence does, but in a longer and more detailed form: namely, condense and anticipate the rest of the story. In classical theatre, the exposition scene tells the audience:

•  who on earth all these characters in costume may be, repeating their names as many times as possible

•  why they are all gathered here, and why some are looking gloomy while others are looking merry

•  where this might be taking place, without or alongside the visual help given by the papier-mâché backdrop.

•  when this masquerade is supposed to occur.

Of course, thank goodness, not all stories now follow this extremely codified pattern. It’s much easier to think of counter-examples; Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone famously begins with an entire chapter set in the Muggle world, eleven years before the rest of the narrative, and makes it sound as if the Dursleys are the protagonists of the story. This creates an interesting diversion – raising subtle questions all along the way as to who this Harry Potter may be whose name is on the cover, and why the narrative is focusing on these remarkably unremarkable people who are not him.

A novel for children with an exemplary exposition scene is Northern Lights, by Philip Pullman. In the first chapter, we meet Lyra, our heroine, and her daemon – Pantalaimon. Her what? The first few scenes bring just enough answers, for now, to this question – Pullman subtly gives hints that it is a creature which is part of Lyra’s ‘soul’ or ‘person’, and yet all seems quite normal. Ergo, this is taking place in another world. Lyra and Pantalaimon end up trespassing into a room they shouldn’t have gone into – and spy on a group of adults, most of whom will be very important for the trilogy, who are discussing the main themes of the three books: the mysterious Dust; the North; experiments on children; and danger, danger everywhere …

Granted, such beginnings can seem a little heavy-going because the reader can have the uncomfortable impression of being, like Lyra, a spectator rather than an actor in this story. This is why balance is needed. A few golden rules apply, especially for children’s literature:

•  The characters, right from the beginning, must be doing something. They must not be passive spectators: they must not be ‘explained’ things by adults. Because the reader is likely to be more interested in child characters than adults, make sure child characters have interesting roles right from the start.

•  Carefully evaluate what questions you need to raise now, and which ones you can leave for later. Don’t overload your reader with random information which isn’t needed here and now.

•  This first scene must be as mobile, agile, nimble as possible. Avoid static description, genealogy and direct descriptions – ‘Clara was a tomboyish sort of girl whose mother worked in finance and whose father was currently unemployed.’ The hackneyed advice – show, don’t tell – is perhaps nowhere more appropriate than at the beginning of a story.

In short: get on with it.

Static and latent plot elements

It can be helpful to ask yourself which elements of this beginning revolve around ‘static’ elements of the general plot, as opposed to ‘latent’ elements. What’s the difference?

•  Static plot elements are the ones that were already there when the story starts: they are, so to speak, ‘past-bound’, and they constitute the background of the story. They are how things are. They might include:

•  character names, backstories, relationships, personalities, tastes and dislikes at the beginning of the story

•  setting, both temporal and spatial

•  the social and political situation of that setting

•  tone: the tone of your story might change later, but it is a ‘static’ element of the beginning which gives an idea of how things are.

•  Latent plot elements are the ones that the story truly is concerned about. They are ‘future-bound’; they constitute the fabric of your plot. At the beginning of your story, they will be present in latency, as hints of what is to come, as unfulfilled desires or antagonistic circumstances, as problems ready to strike. They are how things will become. They might include:

•  changes in the characters’ situations, perhaps prefiguring changes in their personalities, in their course of action or choices, or in their relationships

•  what will happen to the setting – maybe we will never see it again

•  what’s at stake, the new elements that come to disturb the story.

All of the above should be conveyed, intricately interlinked, ideally at the same time: namely, the reader should be able to get a grasp both of what is and of what is to come, in no particular order. Try not to resort to two pages of description of how ‘everything was quiet in the little village of Laze-upon-Tranquillity’, before going through to ‘until the day when something unexpected happened’.

A good way of bringing latent plot elements into the static backdrop of the story is by giving hints to the reader that something isn’t quite right. For instance, a young girl lives with her parents in a quiet suburban town. She has blue eyes, unlike either of her parents. Entirely possible, of course, but … and then immediately the ‘static’ relationship of this girl to her parents becomes veiled with doubt – what if they weren’t her parents? That’s a latent plot element woven into the static description of the girl.

Balancing these two types of plot element will make for a beginning that is delightfully open to the clever reader’s anticipation of what’s going to happen.

One thing I particularly like is the introduction, as early as the beginning, of a plot element, even tiny and discreet, which will have a huge influence on the climactic scene of the book. A character might, for instance, be given an inconspicuous birthday present which reveals itself to be what saves them all from the last big battle. Or, more prosaically, a character might remember in the very last pages of the book a random piece of advice which was given to her on the first page. This kind of detail, which can be, of course, back-engineered into a finished story, leaves the reader with the satisfying feeling of having read a well-plotted, well-prepared story.

Mirrors, dreams, flashbacks? Clichéd beginnings

In children’s literature, some beginnings are better avoided. It’s worth knowing about them early on, from a strategic perspective – many agents and publishers will look at this kind of beginning and form an idea of the writer as inexperienced and unsubtle. They might even reject the manuscript on account of ‘Oh please, not that beginning again’. And before you start protesting that you never see such beginnings in published books – that’s because they’re generally awful beginnings. So they don’t get published. And yet, again and again, agents and publishers receive submissions that begin with …

A DREAM

That’s possibly the most frequent one, in many different versions. In one, the reader doesn’t know it’s all a dream – s/he thinks rather logically that s/he is being thrown into the story, until, two pages later, the treachery is revealed with a clichéd sentence of the kind – ‘Arabella awoke in a sweat.’ Sometimes the author is generous enough that s/he tells the reader it’s a dream – for instance, by putting it all in italics. In both cases, the narrative of the dream is often of this kind:

Rustling trees and white moon, sliced in half by clouds. Arabella runs. Behind her, the sound of the beast’s breathing. Breathing. Breathing. Twigs cracking under her feet. Where is Mom? Where’s Zach? Night-time, silence, breathing, and then the crack of a whip and the cold, salty water …

Arabella awoke in a sweat.

This type of beginning makes it sound as if the author missed their lifetime vocation as a Hollywood film trailer editor. It’s also extremely overdone and not very credible. If I ask you to tell me your latest nightmare, I doubt you’ll resort to monosyllabic words, sentences with no verbs and random questions – you’d sound as if you were hallucinating.

Of course, sometimes it is perfectly valid to begin a novel with a dream – especially if the theme of the novel is dreams and dreaming: someone who sees the future in their dreams, say, or who can access another dimension through them. But, in this case, be quite honest with what kind of twist you’re trying to give on the usual ‘dream narrative’. Literature is peopled with absolutely exceptional dreamers – characters who can remember smells and flavours from dreams, and always awake with a start. How many times has that actually happened to you?

As for dreams that recapitulate episodes of the character’s life – effectively functioning as flashbacks – they are even less believable, 99 per cent of the time. Yes, traumatic events do reappear in dreams, but it is strange (and shows very little knowledge of the way the mind works) to pretend that the character is reliving exactly what happened then. Avoid using dreams as a pretext to narrate ‘what happened before’ the story starts. There’s always a better way.

MIRRORS

This device is extraordinarily common in submissions for young adult literature. It generally goes like this:

I’m late for school again, and rain is pummelling the window panes. One last look at the mirror before I go – yes, it’s me, no doubt about that. Lila Mason, sixteen years old, your average dirty-blonde kid with green eyes, a bit shy, who doesn’t make anyone go stark raving romantic. Nice enough, but with the upper lip a bit smaller than the lower lip.

Not only are such beginnings extremely clichéd, they are also lazy. They allow you to unload on to the reader in one go what you should be spending the first chapter or so – and then much more – spinning out into subtle, sophisticated characterization. The mirror scene is also extremely implausible – when do you ever look at yourself in the mirror and internally sum up every aspect of your personality and personal appearance in this way?

Finally, there’s a lot to be said for adolescent fiction, specifically, which does not insist too much – or at least not too early – on physical appearance and physical description. The assumption in the mirror scene is that the young protagonists – and, by extension, the young readers – are quite self-obsessed, and need to identify with the character. The mirror seems to tell the reader – look, it’s you! But in the guise of a shy, bookish, awkward character. Try to find more interesting ways of describing teenage angst.

PROLOGUES

There’s nothing intrinsically wrong with prologues, and many extremely good books begin with them, but many agents and publishers admit that they do not like them very much and/or skip them. Purposes of prologues can vary. Ask yourself: why do I want my book to begin with a prologue?

•  To explain the background story before the actual story starts? Avoid. You can and should integrate this kind of information later in the story.

•  To give the reader a feel for what’s coming? Why not? For instance, in the Twilight series, each book begins with a very short prologue, which features a snippet of the climactic scene in the novel. Such prologues, although a bit hackneyed, can be good if done well, and whet the appetite of the reader. But beware! After an exciting prologue, the first chapter can feel a bit flat …

•  To give an extract from a letter, a newspaper article, a news report, a phone conversation, about the story to come? That can be very interesting.

The general rule seems to be that a prologue shouldn’t be long at all. A page or two is enough; more and the reader will start wondering where the story is going, and lose patience.

One last tip: if you do have a prologue … don’t call it ‘prologue’. Just call it Chapter I. Psychologically, this can have a huge impact on the people reading it – and writing is about strategy as much as it is about style. If your book ends up getting picked up by a publisher, there will always be time to ask them if, just maybe, ‘Chapter I’ wouldn’t work better as a ‘Prologue’…

Long descriptions and long dialogues

Both should be avoided, for completely opposite reasons. Long descriptions – of a place, of a character, of a situation – can quickly become boring and didactic: telling the reader too much about the story to come is the best way of losing his or her interest. On the other side of the spectrum, a long dialogue, especially with little or no signposting and between many characters, can confuse and bewilder the reader.
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Key idea






Avoiding such beginnings is easy, but of course it doesn’t mean that your not-clichéd beginning will work. A general tip would be, once again – get on with it. Show us the action, show us what is at stake, show us why we would possibly want to spend the next 30, 120, 300, 800 pages with you and with your characters.

And remember: there will always be time to rewrite that beginning entirely.
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Beginning in medias res

In medias res means ‘in the middle of the thing’. So beginning in medias res simply means – this is it, reader. You’re thrown into the story now. Deal with it.

Technically, of course, it’s very difficult to point out where in medias res starts. Clearly, this doesn’t happen, for instance, in Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince, where the story opens long before the narrator meets the otherworldly little boy – in fact, the first chapter is almost entirely devoted to the narrator’s childhood and youth. But in other cases it is more difficult to establish. One could argue that Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are begins in medias res, since we’re plunged directly into Max’s mischief, which is what leads to his being sent to his room, which is what leads to his going to visit the Wild Things. But you can see from all the ‘which is what leads’ that I’ve had to deploy here that therefore it isn’t really in medias res.

Interpretations can vary, but in medias res means, I think, ‘as close as you can get to the first bout of action of the book without completely confusing the reader’. Hardly any set-up, no build-up, barely any description – the reader dives straight into the heart of the story, even if it means that backstory will need to be reintegrated later. A book that does this very well is The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time, by Mark Haddon, which begins exactly where the title says it should: with the young autistic narrator looking straight at a dog, dead, on his neighbour’s lawn, at ‘7 minutes past midnight’, with a pitchfork sticking out of its body.

Professional readers of submitted manuscripts often tell you that beginner writers almost always begin their stories too early. Cut the first two chapters and you’ll see where your story really starts. It might not be in medias res in the proper sense of the phrase, but it’s still later than you think. The saying: ‘arrive at the last minute and leave as soon as possible’ isn’t bad advice – especially for action-packed, hugely plot-driven stories.

Beginning in medias res is a less common device in literature for older readers, in which authors often spend a lot of time building up to the story. Teenage readers seem to have patience for this, and many Young Adult novels spend the first 50 pages or so only ‘dropping hints’ as to what is to come. Teri Terry’s first novel, Slated, for instance, is narratively speaking extremely characteristic of this trend. The beginning of the story – the build-up, the descriptions of the characters and background, the hints as to what is to come – takes up almost 200 pages, in which curiosity is raised but action doesn’t truly begin. This is the kind of beginning which can work well in a book series, since the reader and the author know that there will be more books in which to develop the narrative arc of the overall storyline.

For younger readers, however – in picturebooks and chapter books – the format of the book and the narrative expectations are completely different; it’s relatively uncommon to have a long build-up. Take time to look analytically at books in the genre and age range that you’re writing for: ask yourself if the beginning of the book you’re reading is fast, drawn out, too long, too short, too action-packed, too description-heavy, confusing, or clear.

Don’t forget that you can always go back to the beginning of your story – and in fact, you very much should – once you have finished writing the whole book. It often takes a few chapters to truly ‘get’ the tone of the whole story.

But really pay attention to it. Publishers and agents, most often, will read only the first tenth of a submission before deciding whether or not they want to continue. A dull 30 pages at the beginning of a novel, even followed by a splendid 200 pages, might mean that the book never hits the shelves – whereas in fact, an exciting, original beginning, even if the rest lacks the same energy, might trigger the agent or editor’s request for important, but potentially fruitful, changes to the rest of the story.

Hooking the young reader: five tips

A young reader is different from an adult reader in perhaps only one respect: unless they have to read the book for school (and even then, arguably), they will not keep reading if they don’t like it. Most of them don’t care about the author’s status, the cultural stigma associated with not reading such and such a book, or the social glory of having got to the end of that difficult one. They want to be entertained and learn new things and, if the beginning doesn’t promise either, they’ll put the book down. So how do you hook the young reader at the beginning of your book?

The best books for children, I think, do these five things:

1  Confirm genre expectations: the first chapter should roughly validate what the cover and back cover blurbs are talking about, and set up expectations that the rest of the story will, too.

2  But also unsettle: slight changes to the expected tone, storyline, characters, are ingredients for a different, original, interesting reading experience. The young reader longs to be taken out of his or her comfort zone.

3  Make the reader laugh or gasp – make the reader react: the best beginnings cause a physical reaction in the child reader. A child who’s laughed already, or whose heartbeat has accelerated, in the span of the first chapter, is a child hooked to the story already. So it’s worth packing a few more ha-ha- or oh!-inducing moments in these crucial first few pages.

4  Don’t confuse the reader: although this is a debatable one (there are excellent books with incredibly confusing beginnings), it’s easy to be put off by a complicated or befuddling beginning. This is partly because children are (wrongly) told by adults, very frequently, which books are below or above their imagined ‘reading level’. They’ll thus get demotivated, or feel that a book ‘isn’t for them’, if it isn’t immediately comprehensible. Try to ease the entry of the child reader, of any age, into your book.

5  Play with language: dazzle the reader with wordplay, striking images or efficient dialogue immediately. This is a book: tell them it’s going to do as much as it can with its main weapon: words. Make them savour the language you’re giving to them – keep the clarity, but don’t sacrifice style for explanatory purposes.


	Workshop: writing an exposition scene


	This workshop exercise doesn’t need to be explained in great detail: I want you to write an exposition scene, in your chosen genre(s), format and age range, trying to integrate the advice given in this chapter. The term ‘exposition scene’ is deliberately left open: if you’re writing a picturebook, it may be the first couple of pages; if you’re writing a dark, urban Young Adult novel, it could be a whole chapter. Maybe you’ve already got one of those handy, in which case no homework for you today – you can skip directly to the ‘review’ part of the exercise.


	Review


	Now reread what you have written and evaluate yourself. How well, on a scale from 1 to 10, have you presented the following things?


	‘Static’ elements:
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	‘Latent’ plot elements:
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	Bonus: Have you been able to smuggle into the beginning a plot element which will be crucial at the very end of the story?


	If possible, find someone who can read this beginning and ask them the following questions:

  1  What do you think [main character] is like, as a person?

  2  What do you think is going to happen?

  3  What kind of a book is this? What genre? For which age range?

  4  Were you bored at any point?

  5  Was there anything that was particularly well done?


	See whether their answers correspond to what you imagine your book to be like.


	If you’re not satisfied with what you’ve done, try to reintegrate details about the different areas which you feel aren’t quite up to scratch. But not too much. It’s extremely easy to spend ages on a beginning and somehow forget to write the rest of the story – or be discouraged by the time it will take, seeing as you’ve already spent weeks on just a dozen pages. It’s perfectly normal to spend more time on the beginning of a book than on the middle bit and the end – generally, I find that the first third of the book is by far the hardest. But the more time you spend on it, the more likely it becomes that you’ll abandon the book before getting to the end of that first third. So many books with superb beginnings are left bodiless in the bottom of a drawer because the initial passion and care have gone away. Don’t let that happen to your story – don’t lose momentum. Keep writing at all costs.




	
Where to next?




In this chapter you should have gained a bit of experience in writing beginnings, and had an overview of the things you shouldn’t miss out. But there are two important aspects of beginnings – and, indeed, of whole stories – that deserve their own chapter: theme and thesis. In the next chapter you’ll hear all about them, and why they should matter to your reflection about your book.

________________

1 Yes, sorry, I should have said – this book contains countless spoilers which I won’t bother warning you about.


2
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What’s it about? Theme and thesis
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‘Oh, you’re writing a children’s book? What’s it about?’

No matter how much you try to conceal the dark truth about why you’ve been hiding in your room for the past few months, somebody is bound to find out – and to ask you the dreaded question. So prepare for it, or else you’re going to end up sounding like this:

‘It’s about, erm … a wolf … who lives in the forest … but he’s, like, sad, ’cause he eats other animals so he doesn’t have friends, you see. ’Cause, in fact, it’s about friendship, mostly. But not in a mawkish way, in a good way. Well, you know what I mean.’

No, your inquisitive acquaintance doesn’t know what you mean – and maybe you don’t either … Because you clearly don’t know what your theme is, and why it’s different from your thesis and from your story.

Thankfully, it’s not too difficult to understand.



Theme and thesis

•  A theme is what you’re talking about.

•  A thesis is what you’re saying about it

Both find themselves turned into a story.

Let’s take a simplistic example: say one of the themes of your children’s book is ‘sibling rivalry’.

Your thesis is what your book will be saying about sibling rivalry. It could be saying: ‘sibling rivalry is bad; brothers and sisters should try to get along’. Your story might be, as a result, that of a brother and a sister who hate each other at the beginning of the book, but after many adventures they learn to rely on each other and to enjoy each other’s company.

Or your thesis could be: ‘sibling rivalry is good and should be encouraged, because it helps siblings mature and be less dependent on one other’. Your story could be, for instance, about tween twin sisters who are very close to one another at the beginning, but gradually find that they need more space for their individualities to develop – and, at the end, manage to reach a healthy level of competitiveness and independence.

Bonus points if you’ve recognized the two children’s books hidden in the previous paragraphs … Anthony Browne’s picturebook The Tunnel comes first, and then Jacqueline Wilson’s teenage novel Double Act. Same theme. Different theses. (Very) different stories, using (very) different formats.

And, quite importantly, very good books. Yes, they may have a relatively clear-cut theme, and a thesis that’s relatively easy to spell out – but that doesn’t preclude subtlety and intelligence, nor stifle other aspects of the story. Bear this in mind if you’re feeling reluctant about the theme-and-thesis approach …
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Key idea






When writing your children’s book, try to be clear about what its theme(s) and its thesis are. In the long term, this reflection will pay off.
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SHOULD A CHILDREN’S BOOK BE EDUCATIONAL? QUESTIONING THE ‘MESSAGE’

Theme and thesis are controversial matters. One temptation, when writing children’s books, can be to find a theme with potential educational value. Children’s bookshelves are full of books dealing with themes that are perceived as particularly ‘relevant to children’ by adult authors and publishers. First day of school, first kiss, first adolescent rebellion – there are so many first times, so many new discoveries in a child’s or a teenager’s life, that it seems logical to want to ‘teach’ the child reader how to approach them.

There’s no intrinsic problem with that. Children’s literature, many scholars agree, is didactic by definition: it’s a type of literature written by adults for children. Therefore it always introduces children to a culture and a society. Whether the adult author is aware of it or not, s/he is transmitting values, beliefs, fears and knowledge when writing. In other words, the author is educating the child reader.

So every children’s book has a ‘message’, that is to say a thesis, however implicit it can be, and whether you like it or not. Many writers don’t like it – they’d be inclined to say, as Ernest Hemingway apparently did, ‘When I need to send a message, I go to the post office!’ Wise. But, for children’s literature at least, wrong. Every children’s book is educational to an extent, and there’s no such thing as a ‘neutral’ theme, or a book without a ‘message’.

So how can you make sure that you don’t write a dogmatic children’s book that sounds more like a textbook of (what you think is) ‘good’ behaviour than an engaging story? Have a think about how closed or open-ended your thesis is. Do you want to teach children that it’s absolutely always wrong to steal, or that there’s a possibility for some ethical ambivalence in certain cases? Your story, in the former case, risks ending up prescriptive and boring, while the latter will challenge the reader to think about moral dilemmas. And perhaps, in the process, you’ll ‘teach’ more about the imperfections of society than about categorical, inflexible obligations.

Common themes

Children’s literature, depending on the age of the targeted readership and the format of the book, has some recurrent themes – some of them clichéd and overdone, some of them so profound that their richness will never be exhausted.

Regardless of age group, here are examples of classic themes that can be tackled in an infinite number of ways through children’s literature:

DEATH

From fairy tales to Young Adult literature, death – the deaths of animals, grandparents, parents, and even children – is omnipresent in children’s literature.

And yes, even in picturebooks. John Burningham Granpa is a perfect example of a sensitive, ambivalent way of presenting death in a picturebook. At the end of the quiet, tender story – which presents a little girl’s relationship with her grandfather through dialogue – the last page of the book shows us that Granpa is simply not there any more. This leaves a large degree of freedom to the child reader, who can decide whether they want to interpret this as the grandfather’s death, or wait until they can cope with this explanation in another reading. Mourning is, of course, another common theme – intricately linked to death.

LOVE AND FRIENDSHIP

This is a very frequent theme in children’s literature, with never-ending possibilities. Children and teenagers are constantly negotiating their place in society, with and among others – and their literature reflects that.

When opting for such a theme, try to steer away from easy, benign, straightforward portrayals of relationships. Give credit to the complexities of togetherness in childhood and adolescence – try to remember how joyful-but-painful, ambiguous and contradictory your feelings towards other children were when you were a child yourself. There’s no such thing as an easy reconciliation between friends; and it’s very rare to find eternal love at 16 … Be truthful and honest with your audience. Philip Pullman broke many hearts with the ending of his trilogy, His Dark Materials; but his decision to separate the young couple was arguably the most courageous aspect of the trilogy’s thesis on the theme of love. That thesis is that at 13 or 14 years old, one can fall passionately in love; but one can’t commit to the other person for their whole lives, because there’s still so much to discover outside of that relationship. Bittersweet – but beautifully respectful of the audience’s emotional intelligence.

PLACE AND SPACE

Whether we’re just talking about nature – animals, plants, the countryside, and the place of the human on earth – or about the social environment, children’s books can deal very cleverly with the concepts of space and place. Children and teenagers are people who, by definition, don’t own any land – they’re roamers, vagabonds, borrowers of adult space. What they do with that space, how they view it, use it and transform it, is up to you to invent. Look at the first stanza of A.A. Milne’s famous poem ‘The Wrong House’:

I went into a house, and it wasn’t a house,

It has big steps and a great big hall;

But it hasn’t got a garden,

A garden,

A garden,

It isn’t like a house at all.
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Theme and thesis, anyone? Well, the poem is ‘about’ a child’s sense of place; ‘about’ a child’s judgement of what a house should be. And the thesis is that this judgement differs from the (bourgeois) adult ideals of what a house is, because – in a highly romantic fashion – the child is perceived to be closer to nature than the adults. To him, it’s the garden that grants houseness to the house, not the ‘big steps’ of what we imagine to be an impressive Edwardian staircase.

From the same theme, you also get, for instance, a whole range of ecological books that encourage the child reader to recycle and love the planet. Not exactly a very open-ended thesis, for most of them … Or you can end up with high-fantasy novels in which humans, elves, wizards and other creatures must all negotiate their territories and fight against the forces of nature.

SCHOOL LIFE

School stories are immensely popular, especially for chapter books and ‘tween’ literature; even in Young Adult literature, day-to-day life in high school is often depicted. We’ll get back to it in detail in a later chapter. School life has many aspects: learning, of course, but also relationships with other students and with teachers. What do you want to spotlight? Bullying, as in R.J. Palacio’s moving teenage novel Wonder? A child’s first day at school, as in Lauren Child’s hilarious picturebook in the Charlie and Lola series, I Am Too Absolutely Small for School? We’ll talk about the school story in more depth later; suffice it to say here that it’s a well-trodden path and you could do worse than picking it – as long as you’ve got an original thesis to do it justice.

FAMILY, AND ADULT AUTHORITY

Children and teenagers are still under the authority of their parents. Well, in theory … Children’s literature is an ideal medium to talk both about the joys of family life and about current issues, such as the breakdown of the family. Anne Fine’s Mrs Doubtfire does just that: it’s a teenage novel about divorce, but also about family love, with a solid dose of humour. Jacqueline Wilson, throughout her whole writing career, has closely followed the evolution of the family and of sometimes wobbly parental authorities, and her books can be read as a reflection of that evolution since the 1990s. Their thesis, quite often, is that the children of such families are resourceful and responsible, and can take over from the weakened parents. They become more authoritative in the process, but they are still loving and protective of their family.

Those all-encompassing themes can be developed for any targeted readership (including adults!). But there are, evidently, other themes which are strongly age-related. However much I’d love to see what they’d look like, I wouldn’t encourage you to invest all your time and energy in a Young Adult novel on potty-training or a picturebook on knife crime.

‘Taboo’ themes?

Are there themes we can’t tackle in children’s literature? Well, there are certainly themes that will make it very difficult, if not impossible for you to sell your debut work, whatever the thesis is. Publishers, especially in children’s literature and especially if you’re a complete unknown, are keen to make sure that they can promote, market and sell your book. And some themes are simply that much more difficult to promote, market and sell than usual ones, which adds to the publisher’s difficulties when you’re also a debut author with no following or notoriety. These themes include:

•  handicap and grave illness: whether it’s a child or an adult character who’s gravely ill or handicapped, this theme is likely to put off many traditional publishers

•  depression: this particular mental illness is a hard sell

•  drugs, rape, prostitution, incest: even in Young Adult literature, which, as we shall see, can be extremely dark and violent, a debut novel that tackles those themes frontally or revolves around them would need to be truly exceptional to convince a publisher to gamble on you. This is partly because your book might end up banned, notably in the United States

•  religion: a slippery theme, whether your thesis is critical or supportive of it. Ask yourself whether religion could be an aspect of your story, or a secondary theme, rather than its central theme.

But, of course, there are always counter-examples – the main point is, ‘simply’, to write an exceptional book. Patrick Ness’s A Monster Calls is the award-winning, heartbreaking tale of a boy dealing with his mum’s cancer and death. Michael Rosen’s picturebook Sad Book, illustrated by Quentin Blake, describes his depression after his son’s death. Melvin Burgess’s Junk rocked the adolescent literature world with its representation of hard-drug addiction in teenagers.
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Key idea






Children’s literature is a powerful experimental platform. There may be ‘taboo’ themes – but only until someone finds the words to tell them right.
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Spinning the theme into ideas

At this point, you’d be forgiven for exclaiming – ‘but surely theme isn’t truly what comes first!’ What does seem to happen most often is that the plot or the central character springs to mind before everything else. It’s more natural for writers to have plot ideas or a character’s voice popping into their heads; it seems artificial to derive them painstakingly from a chosen theme and thesis. You might think it’s strangely cerebral to think about theme and thesis before thinking about the where, when and who of your story.

You might also think that you’re above writing books that are ‘about’ something, or that have a clear-cut thesis. You might be huffing and puffing reading these lines right now – you’re writing high-quality literature, theme-less, thesis-less, just art for art’s sake, thank you very much. You might be thinking, too, that most good books are ‘about’ lots of things at the same time; that a work of art would lack richness and depth if it were only ‘about’ one thing.

All of that is true. But firstly, remember you’re a debut author, trying to seduce a busy, well-oiled publishing industry that will want to be able to label your book as a ‘10–12 school story’ or as a ‘picturebook on divorce’, however much you protest that it’s far more complex and multifaceted than that. That’s the pragmatic reply.

But there’s another, more literary reply. Even if your idea for a story or character seems to arrive fully formed in your mind, think about it more closely and you’ll see that it already contains elements of theme and thesis, whether you like it or not. We all have our little obsessions – mine are time and adult authority – and these little obsessions find themselves distilled in the books we write. Theme and thesis are always already there, permeating plot and characters. And yes, there may be several themes at the same time, or one main theme and then secondary themes. And no, your thesis doesn’t need to be boringly clear-cut: that’s OK, ethical ambivalence is good; psychological complexity is good.

But identifying your theme, secondary themes and thesis, however multifarious and complex, will help you spin a story that’s coherent, intelligent and subtle.

How come? Because theme and thesis are the conceptual basis of your story. They’ll give it meaning, significance, importance and a sense of continuity. If done well, they’ll offer your young reader that lovely, intense feeling that the book speaks to them beyond the singular events in the story.

OK, but how does that happen concretely?

The challenge is to try to turn themes and theses into plot elements, vocabulary, character traits, events and symbols, which will translate into a story. Here are some tips on how to achieve that trickling-down of theme and thesis into text:

•  Think about lexical fields: brainstorm a small dictionary of words and expressions, linked to your theme(s), which you can sprinkle throughout your story, to allow for both linguistic variation and thematic continuity.

•  Make the most of imagery and symbols: in that form, you can discreetly weave the thread of your theme and thesis into descriptions, dialogues and characterization. Avoid clichéd imagery – winter to symbolize old age, storms to connote anger, bespectacled characters to evoke intelligence. Try to think creatively, magically – this is children’s literature, not your usual boring adult book …

Shaun Tan’s The Red Tree, for instance, is a picturebook partly ‘about’ depression, for which the thesis is that there’s always hope in the darkest times. A single blood-red leaf appears on every single page of the picturebook. The leaf is mentioned nowhere in the text, but it is visibly there, scintillating against the sepia colour scheme of the pictures. This single red leaf symbolizes the whole thesis of the book.

•  Strategize your uses of dialogue: dialogue is a good way of keeping track of the theme and thesis, while remaining subtle about it. During dialogues, your narrator isn’t burdened with the task of spelling out to the reader what the book is ‘about’. Your characters, instead, can organize that debate, grab on to your thematic thread, expose different points of view and plot future action in much more complex, lively and multiform ways than a singular narrative voice could have achieved on its own.

•  Optimize your beginnings and endings: the exposition scene, as discussed earlier, should give hints of theme and thesis. As for your ending, which we’ll talk about in depth later, it should tie up – or leave purposefully open – what you set out to talk about in the book. Endings, as a text’s last impression, have a powerful hold on the reader. They shouldn’t be just about fireworks, emotional closure and quickly filling up plot holes: they are your opportunity to confer a lasting sense of meaning to the text.


	Workshop: theme-to-story brainstorm


	For this workshop exercise, I’m going to put you in the apparently absurd position of having to write a story on a set theme.


	Well, not quite absurd. Because as a debut author, at the moment, there’s just you and your book idea and you’re free to do whatever you want – enjoy! But once you start getting published and stacking awards and medals all over your fireplace (move over, ghastly china dogs, scented candles and wedding pictures), it wouldn’t be out of the ordinary if your editor said to you over lunch – ‘Oh, I could really do with a fun, gripping chapter book series on friendship. It would also have secondary themes like jealousy, loss, competition, and a bit of romance … Would you be interested in doing that?’


	And then you’ll say, ‘But of course! I am terrific at turning themes into story – for, dearest editor, all those years ago, I did a workshop exercise in a book on writing children’s fiction that asked me to do precisely that!’


	Then she’ll immediately write you a big cheque and you’ll get started, unafraid of having to go from theme to story, and knowing exactly how to lend it coherence and continuity.


	I’d like you to write a two- to five-page story for early readers about moving house. I’ve given you the theme, not the thesis, nor any secondary themes. You are entirely free to say whatever you want on the matter; to have any number of human or non-human characters, and any number of secondary themes and plotlines; to set it in the past, in the future, or here and now.


	Review


	Without rereading your work, try to sum up the following in one sentence:

This story’s primary theme is ‘moving house’, and the secondary themes are _________________. The story’s thesis is that _________________.


	If you haven’t managed it, why not? If you feel that your thesis is deep, intricate and not easily ‘sum-up-able’, try to articulate that complexity to a degree. If you can’t, try to resist arguing that it’s too subtle for words, and ask yourself how to address that.


	Now reread your work once, and rate your text out of 10 according to whether you think your theme and thesis are present in:

[image: image]


	If some passages are less satisfactory, try to rewrite or rephrase them.


	Now read your work again. This time, circle the words and expressions which relate to the main theme of the story. How many different words and expressions can you find?

[image: image]


	Locate passages where the same words are repeated, or where you feel the vocabulary and imagery aren’t quite as evocative as you would like. Try to rephrase these passages.


	Now try to understand your thesis. As objectively as possible, which of the following adjectives best apply to your thesis? (You can select several.)

[image: image]


	Are you happy with defining your thesis as such, or do you think you would like to modify it? If you’re unhappy with it, try to reflect on what happened in the process of writing to make you lose track of your thesis. How could you rephrase and edit the story to make it more faithful to your wishes?


	Now reread the whole story one last time, thinking of the child reader, and rate your writing in response to the following statements:

[image: image]




	
Where to next?





Maybe you’re now feeling liberated – it’s OK to write ‘about’ something! It’s OK to have a ‘message’, as long as it’s interesting and complex! And it’s OK not to wait for the muse: it’s OK to write, like a mercenary, quite a good little story from just one little imposed theme. But for an even better, even bigger story to develop from an even better, even bigger range of themes and ideas, you now need to focus on structure – on the skeleton of your future book. The next chapter takes you to a building site.
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