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Introduction

If there were a simple cure for
all forms of writer's block, there would be a heck of a lot more
people who call themselves authors, playwrights, screenwriters and
poets in this world.

Since there is no such thing as a global
panacea for this condition that keeps the words from flowing out
onto the page as they should, I wrote this book in an effort to
address the many different causes and cures of writer's block.

In December of 2008, I officially became a
blogger during a Christmas week temp assignment. While playing
secretary to a large software company, I began my website, Build
Creative Writing Ideas. The site was meant to be a haven for
creative folk who were (like me) stifled in their writing or other
creative pursuits. I had heard from brilliant happiness author
Marci Shimoff that you learn 90% of what you teach, so I started
reading, learning and spouting back everything I could learn about
motivation, writing, happiness, health, love and anything else that
could hold a creative person back from inspiration.

After two and a half years and more than 100
articles, I thought it would be fun to put some of my favorite
essays into an easy to follow collection that would help struggling
writers to push past fear, low energy and a lack of creativity and
become what all writers strive to be...legitimate.

These essays were not written to be cohesive
in any way, shape, or form, and while you can read the book
straight through (bless your heart), I see it more as a
buffet-style reading experience. Take a tip from the "Pushing
through the Fear" essay and pair it with a few of the "10 Things
You Can Do to Become Creative." Maybe you want to give back a bit
and so you read "The Power of Good" and you take a point or two
from the "Choose Your Eulogy" essay.

However you choose to experience this book,
know that you aren't alone. I have helped thousands of people
through my site and my classes to get their minds right and get
inspired to write again. Usually, it just takes a simple tweak.
There are hundreds of tweaks from cover to cover in this book, so
feel free to try one or more on for size and keep adjusting until
you've become the next J.K. Rowling (don't I wish :)).

Reading about writing is easy. Writing is
tough. If anything in here inspires you to sharpen that pencil and
start putting tip to loose leaf, use a digital dog-ear and make it
happen!

Thank you so much for buying this book and I
hope that it helps you out thoroughly. If you have any questions or
comments about it, please visit me at the Build Creative Writing
Ideas site. Happy writing!

Sincerely,

Bryan Cohen

Author of Sharpening the Pencil






LEGAL PAGE

This publication is
protected under the US Copyright Act of 1976 and all other
applicable international, federal, state and local laws, and all
rights are reserved, including resale rights: you are not allowed
to give or sell this book to anyone else.

All contents Copyright © 2011 by Bryan
Cohen. All rights reserved. No part of this document or the related
files may be reproduced or transmitted in any form, by any means
(electronic, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the
prior written permission of the publisher.

Limit of Liability and Disclaimer of
Warranty: The publisher has used its best efforts in preparing this
book, and the information provided herein is provided "as is."
Bryan Cohen and Build Creative Writing Ideas make no representation
or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the
contents of this book and specifically disclaims any implied
warranties of merchantability or fitness for any particular purpose
and shall in no event be liable for any loss of profit or any other
commercial damage, including but not limited to special,
incidental, consequential, or other damages.

Trademarks: This book identifies product
names and services known to be trademarks, registered trademarks,
or service marks of their respective holders. They are used
throughout this book in an editorial fashion only. In addition,
terms suspected of being trademarks, registered trademarks, or
service marks have been appropriately capitalized, although Bryan
Cohen and Build Creative Writing Ideas cannot attest to the
accuracy of this information. Use of a term in this book should not
be regarded as affecting the validity of any trademark, registered
trademark, or service mark. Bryan Cohen and Build Creative Writing
Ideas are not associated with any product or vendor mentioned in
this book.

Finally, use your head. Nothing in this book
is intended to replace common sense, legal, medical or other
professional advice, and is meant to inform and entertain the
reader. So have fun with the book and happy writing!






Chapter One: Writing, Life and
Fear






What is Creative Writing?

I can tell you the definition of creative
writing, but it’s going to hurt. If you want to settle for the book
definition, I’ll tell you where to stop.

What is creative writing?

The academic definition (to be said with a
snooty British accent):

“Creative writing is considered to be any
writing, fiction or non-fiction, that goes outside the bounds of
normal professional, journalistic, academic, and technical forms of
literature. Works which fall into this category include most novels
and epics, as well as many short stories and poems. Writing for the
screen and stage, screenwriting and playwriting respectively,
typically have their own programs of study, but fit under the
creative writing category as well.” - Wikipedia

Alright, if you have gotten
what you came for, feel free to exit stage right. If you are
interested in getting the definition with balls,
continue.

What is creative writing to me?

Creative writing is writing from the heart.
It’s the real stuff that doesn’t rely on college tricks and complex
sentence structure; it relies on you!

I have a “Creative Writing Minor” from
college, so that means I must have improved my capacity for
creative writing throughout my four years there. Right? Wrong.

I started out with my strongest story: a
dystopia centered on malfunctioning cell phones called “Hellular.”
It was my most ambitious work of my entire college career and it
was out of my system by my freshman year. What happened then? Why
didn’t I grow? I got self-conscious about how creative writing was
supposed to be. It was all downhill from there.

Consciously or unconsciously, my stories
began to resemble the other students’ in the class. The stories had
lost their uniqueness. Or perhaps, I was dragged down by the
constant rush of my normal academic life. Either way, my stories
had lost their flavor. What was I missing?

I wasn’t listening to myself. I wasn’t
expressing my feelings. I was writing to impress or to improve my
style or to get an A. But I should have been writing to let my soul
breathe a little bit.

Creative writing is an expression of who you
are. If you are closed off from yourself, if you hide the person
that you are for fifteen to twenty four hours per day, and if you
have locked yourself in to a dream that is no longer yours, you
will be hard pressed to write creatively.



My philosophy about creative writing is that
in order to truly do it justice, you must become a more open person
who is really able to get in touch with the raw parts of yourself.
You need to remove from your life all of the things that are
clogging you up emotionally, physically, and spiritually. It is
only then that you can express what you are meant to.

And if you aren’t bogged down by the outside
world, what should you write about? If you are oppressed, you need
to write about your tyrant. If you are in pain, you need to put
your pain on the page. If you are in love with all of your heart
and soul, then put all of that into a poem that can be used for all
of eternity. Or at least, put most of it in there. Save a little
for yourself :).

So, what is creative writing? Creative
writing is in you. Are you going to let it out?






Give Yourself the Gift

One of my favorite movie
conceits is the concept of
the Chosen One. The average regular guy or gal
finding out that he or she is meant to be a hero. The problem with
those movies, however, is that they can sometimes trick us into
believing that we are without a life-altering gift ourselves. They
world around us may make every effort to make us feel mediocre, but
I’m here to tell you that it’s wrong.

In Western society, as you grow
up you are trained to repress your feelings. If you cry when you
skin your knee, the other kids will laugh at you. If you are
excited to enter womanhood with your first period, you’re a weirdo.
If you help a member of the opposite sex because you feel like it’s
the right thing to do, you must like that person. The taunts and
name-calling begin and never seem to go away. No wonder our
adulthoods are so filled with repression and restraint.

The only way to be judged as a cool and
attractive member of society is if it seems like nothing gets to
you. Emotional men are labeled “gay” or “sensitive” and emotional
women are labeled “bitchy” or “hormonal.” We are afraid that if we
share our feelings that we will be ostracized from the herd. Our
loved ones may abandon us and our co-workers and friends will avoid
us. We are trained to bottle it all up, all of our heavy feelings,
until they fade out of existence.

But that way is being constantly tested. So
many emotional moments happen in our lives. From first kisses to
horrible betrayals. Deaths, births, successes and failures. Our
lives, our memories are full of these feelings. And yet, society
often deems the sharing of these emotions as inappropriate.

I have found that learning to embrace these
emotions, also known as “giving yourself the gift to feel
something,” can be your power that makes you a hero.

I was a very socially inept child in my
youth. I was afraid of the opposite sex and the popular kids. What
I did have, however, was a copious amount of empathy and a lot of
heart. I really cared deeply about my friends, my parents and my
peers. As I grew older, I noticed that one way to ascend the “cool
person” ladder was to overflow with confidence and humor while
keeping my fears, doubts, and feelings securely locked away. I
forgot the old version of myself, and while I was still a little
bit awkward, I was a lot more socially successful.

And then a little old woman named Joan
Darling totally screwed it all up for me :).

In a life changing acting class, we tapped
into some deep, deep feelings in our brains. We didn’t try to find
sad or happy moments and sentimentally recall them. We literally
let our senses do the work and saw what it triggered in our
brains.

She said that we should “give ourselves the
gift” of actually letting our senses take over and guide us through
our performances. There were some skeptics, but I wanted to give it
a try. Anything to help my acting. So, I went for it full force. I
did not expect what happened next.

That repressed Bryan came bubbling to the
top. I became obsessed with finding as many of those locked away
parts of myself as I could. I did something like fifty to sixty
scenes in two semesters. Nearly three to four times as many as most
of the other students. My writing began to drastically change as
well as I turned toward my own life.

It took me a few years to completely shake
away the closed off version of myself. I still have a hard time
remembering a good chunk of middle and high school. But ever since
I started opening up again, my creativity has shot through the
roof.

I now believe that one of my gifts to the
world is my great capacity of feeling understanding of the emotions
of others. It’s not an easy gift, as a lot of people are turned off
by my honesty and compassion. Most people just aren’t used to it.
But that’s OK.

Really embracing your emotions can be a gift
for the greater good if you are a writer. By letting yourself get
in touch you can more easily understand the characters you write
and the audience you write for. Nothing brings readership like an
emotion that people can relate to. And if you are able to convey
your feelings, I guarantee you that some of your potential readers
will feel the same way.

Flip the switch. Turn the corner. Give
yourself the gift! It is one surefire way to bolster both your
writing and yourself. Try it. That is all I ask.






Applying the Gift: Substitution

There are lots of differences between an
autobiography and a work of fiction. That being said, one of the
creative writing tips I can share is the substitution of your own
life into your own fictional work can be invaluable. By including
details, emotions, locations, skills and characters based on your
own life, you can elevate your boring story or script to both
interesting and believable levels.

People are generally pretty self-conscious.
Writers are typically a little less so but they are often under so
much scrutiny that it is hard to be revealing of themselves. I took
a few fiction writing classes in college and it was always
interesting to see the autobiographical denials.

“Well, that character isn’t me!”

At first, it seems silly that you would feel
a need to defend your own persona from the potential barbs of your
readers. But think about it for a second. We live in a very
accusatory society. There are tabloids and gossip websites; we can
track people’s every move with the Facebook news feed and Twitter.
Hell, you can immediately comment on someone’s change in
relationship status on Facebook. The information you put out is
being judged constantly.

And to all of that I say…who cares?

Seriously, who cares? I know that you may
have reason to be self-conscious, but in my opinion it really
doesn’t matter. All great writers have made sacrifices. If you have
material you can draw from or even risqué material that does not
involve you, then one of your sacrifices will have to be your
self-consciousness.

When it comes to being motivated, your
friends can potentially be a poison to getting your creative work
done. It is no different with the peer pressure or
self-consciousness of your work.

“Dude, did that really happen to you? That’s
gross! Nobody wants to read that!”

It would feel awful to hear that phrase
after pouring your heart into one of your works. And here is why
you should ignore it.

Your friend is not a publisher. Your friend
is not a world-renowned author. Your friend is probably not in your
target audience. (In fact, he sounds kind of like a douchebag.)

If you can sacrifice your self-consciousness
and not worry about what your “friends” think, you will open
yourself up to so much potential material.

But then, what to do with that material?

Let’s take a look at one of my favorite
shows: Six Feet Under.

Alan Ball, the creator, was asked to come up
with a concept behind a family and their funeral home shortly after
winning an Academy Award for American Beauty. He said that
something just clicked when he heard the idea.

Alan Ball’s life was shaped by the death of
his sister in a car accident. He used a death in a car accident as
the inciting incident for the entire series. Mr. Ball is both a gay
male and an activist for the gay community. He used this knowledge
and perspective to create aspects of the two characters David and
Keith and the other homosexual people with whom they interact. In
several DVD commentaries, Alan Ball refers to the character of
Claire as having a lot of his personal qualities. In the pilot
episode alone he uses a personal story of a childhood toy and a
habit of peeling glue off of his hands to add depth and action to
Claire’s character.

How you decide to apply your substitution is
up to you. Whether it be a story for a character monologue or a way
a bad guy likes to dress, you can add a new dimension to the pieces
you write.

Your life and your experiences are your own
and you can choose to use them however you see fit. Happy
substituting!






Pushing Through the Fear

Using your own life as material is scary.
Hell, writing in general can be a majorly scary thing. It took me a
long time to learn how to push through the fear that surrounded my
life and my writing trade.

It was a little over three years ago that I
took a chance by asking a self-proclaimed expert of
twenty-somethings a major question about my life and self-sabotage.
The answer changed everything and it put me on a road that pretty
much eliminated all of the self-sabotage I had been inflicting.

Let me give a bit of background. While I had
had some mild success producing and writing in Chicago, I always
felt like I wasn’t putting my all into any particular thing. Not my
work, or my relationships or my personal development. I frequently
held just a little bit back. I had an idea of why.

I was afraid. I was afraid of failing. I
knew that I didn’t try my hardest and I failed, I could blame it on
my lack of giving it my all. Classic self-sabotage. I was doing
this mostly unconsciously, but once I became aware of it, I
continued to do it and I felt horrible about it.

This was around the time the web series
Quarterlife came out. For those of you who don’t know, Quarterlife
was a television show in the webisode format that also came
attached to its own social network for those in their twenties. The
show had some moments but it was mostly a rare miss from the
producers of “My So-Called Life.” The social network, as I was
about to find, was full of potential. I came across the column of a
Ms. Alexandra Robbins.

Ms. Robbins gained notoriety for the book
Conquering Your Quarterlife Crisis: Advice From Twentysomethings
Who Have Been There and Survived, which involved several clinical
trials of the successful and unsuccessful people in their twenties.
She also called Stephen Colbert a d-bag, which is pretty
hilarious.

Her e-mail was listed and she said that
anyone who was interested could submit his or her questions.

I was in the middle of a four month or so
creative lull after producing a play, and I was getting extremely
frustrated and anxious. I sent her a wordy question that had been
plaguing me for years. The question was:

I'm a twentysomething trudging through my
attempts to self-sabotage and trying to live a life in the arts. I
just read one of your articles, the one about what you "do" vs.
what you do, and I thought I'd shoot a question your way. I feel so
much pressure from myself in the way of looking on what all these
important people have done by the time they were twenty or
twenty-five and then I look back on what I've done and think "oh my
gosh, I better hurry up!" Which of course, ups the anxiety ante and
then I'm crippled before I start. This also connects (with the
subject of my first qLife video post) with my fear of putting 100%
effort into things, for fear that if I fail I will be judged as a
failure by everybody and especially myself. I guess that's not
really a question...but here we go... How do I stop all that gosh
darn fear? -- Bryan Cohen

She had already answered the “oh my gosh, I
better hurry up” portion in a previous article. She did have a
doozey of an answer, however about my fear of failure and my fear
in general.

She spoke of the reasons why my particular
generation is so afraid of failure. The major ones that struck me
were the achievement-based society that starts in school and
society’s major emphasis on prestige.

In my high school, there was some major
competition in the (nerdy) Honor’s track. If you planned ahead, you
could be taking 6 Honors or Advanced Placement classes per year
your Junior and Senior year. There were countless peers of mine who
brought on that course load in order to boost up their GPA (you got
an extra 1.0 if it was an Honors or AP class) to valedictorian
status. As a result, my school ended up with five valedictorians
and two salutatorians. I wasn’t as caught up in the hubbub, but I
couldn’t help but be influenced by the “if you get one B your GPA
is screwed” mentality. Now, while this school of thought (or
thought of school? Hehe.) kept my grades up, it also made me feel
that anything less than being at the top of my class meant that I
was a failure.

I love how Ms. Robbins put society’s desire
for prestige into words. She said, “For some reason – and I believe
the education system, the media, and society's recent ridiculous
emphasis on prestige play major roles – our generation has a broad
definition of failure and a narrow definition of success. It's no
wonder so many of us are afraid of failure; because of the way we
define it, the odds of failing are much higher than the odds of
succeeding.”She was right. I had such a huge scope of what failure
could be and I had the tiniest head of a pin sized version of
success that there was no wonder I was a bit out of my mind about
all of it. She suggested that I redefine the word for myself and
reassess my expectations.

The minor failures that I was afraid of,
should be, need to be, MUST be viewed as learning experiences. They
cannot be walls that you build up around yourself, preventing you
from doing a thing with your life. If you fail, you must keep going
and learn from your mistakes. That is the point of those
experiences.

My last question of “How do I stop all that
gosh darn fear?” had such a simple answer.

She said, “Here's the answer: you don't have
to.”Fear is natural. Fear is not something that you have to make
disappear before you do something. Fear is there when you are doing
attempting a task with risk, but the greatest rewards often come
from doing something risky. So if you want the greatest rewards,
you must accept the fact that you will feel fear while you go for
them. Ms. Robbins even used an example of an overtime penalty kick
which stuck out in my life (I had missed an overtime soccer penalty
kick my senior year of high school in a championship game we ended
up losing ) and reminded me of the fact that even though my fear
might have messed things up, I made it through. I’m still here.

Alexandra told me that I can’t hold back
anymore. She said that I needed to give it my all. She said, “So
put yourself out there. Put 100% into it. Get what you want, or
learn what you don't, or go fail, fail again, and fail some more,
if you have to. You don't have to be "the best”…You just have to
be.”

Over the next few months her advice really
took effect. I snapped out of my creative funk and began editing a
pilot to a television series I had put down nearly a year earlier;
I had been afraid to pursue it. And now I knew that that was Ok. I
began taking steps to make the show happen. I created a legitimate
business and a business plan to get the show produced. I recruited
a group of writers and found a producing team. I even raised nearly
thirty thousand dollars to pay legal fees and the production staff.
These are things I never would have done, if it weren’t for the end
of my self-sabotage.

Ms. Robbins showed me the way around it and
the way through my fear. What would you do if you had control of
your fear? The answer to that question should be your next goal. Go
for it, because the only thing worse than fear, is regret.






Chapter Two: Inspiration,
Motivation and Distraction






Writing without Inspiration

We writers don’t always feel like writing.
Sometimes it’s because we don’t have anything to write about.
Occasionally, it’s because some other creative project has left us
feeling drained. More often than not though, we have a lot on our
minds or we’re tired so we don’t feel like writing. But what if you
need to?

Perhaps there is a deadline at work, school,
or with a publisher. What if you feeling sort of indifferent to
your creativity but deep down you know you’d rather be writing?
Like when an old school movie is on TV during some time you have
set aside to work. Or maybe you simply haven’t felt like writing
for a while even though you consider yourself a writer. There are
different creative writing tips that can force you to start writing
depending on the situation, the time frame, and the urgency.

Let me preface this by saying
that one of the best creative writing tips used to light the fires
of writing inspiration is to create goals for yourself. If you set
a few goals to achieve, all of the methods I am about to discuss
will have a higher chance for success. For example, if you have a
big paper due tomorrow and you only kinda, sorta want to get an A
in that class, you can use as many motivation techniques as you
want. You will receive a very small payoff. If you don’t care,
there is a very low ceiling for your inspiration. On the other
hand, if you have that same paper but you need to get an A to bring up your GPA
to get into business school, we have a different story altogether.
Strong goals go hand in hand with the inspiration to
write.

Creative Writing Tips for Manufactured
Inspiration

Situation #1: You know that you want to be a
writer, but you haven’t really written anything substantial in a
long while. You’ve tried to set aside time but to no avail. You
just want to still be able to call yourself a writer.

Time Frame: Open-Ended

Urgency: Low

The buzz word for this situation is routine.
You have fallen out of practice with your writing and so it doesn’t
make it into your subconscious schedule. The same sort of situation
could occur with any daily task: flossing, washing the dishes, or
making the bed. It is also not incredibly difficult to make any one
of those tasks, including the writing, fit back into your schedule.
It just takes time.

I was extremely out of practice with my
writing a couple of years into my time in Chicago. Without school
to keep me honest, I was doing little to keep fresh with both my
acting and English degrees. I became fed up and started to look for
ways to incorporate more writing into my life.

I was beginning to coach a two-woman sketch
comedy troupe at the time and I asked if I could write them a few
scenes. They approved and for a couple of weeks, I spent about half
an hour twice a week working on these short scenes. It wasn’t much
but it was enough to make me feel like writing again. I picked up
an old sitcom pilot episode I’d written a little over a year
earlier. I started editing it and coming up with new ideas for it.
Not more than half an hour at a time, still only a few days a
week.
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