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How do you get your ideas and inspiration for your work?

For my longer fiction, it’s all about creating moments. I use music a great deal. I’ll

immerse myself in a piece of music that moves me, until I’m high on it; then I try to

really inhabit the moment of the song, look around, be able to understand its

architecture. I then let my subconscious and my not-so-subconscious look for shared

resonances between the different experiences. It’s about finding the pain, the

emotional core, so music with integrity is important, be it Purcell or Antony and the

Johnsons. My process is first about self-elimination, and then a sort of sadism.

How has your life changed since you started your writing journey?

I’ve always written, as far back as my memory stretches. Well, not quite: I can

remember looking at the words of a hymn and not being able to read them, because it

was my first day at school and I didn’t know how – it blows my mind to recall a time

when I had no relationship with words. Point is, my life and my writing journey are
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one and the same thing. My life keeps changing, and I hope it doesn’t stop doing so. I

feel like I’ve lived two dozen lives already, and that’s invaluable, for a writer.

What writing achievement are you most proud of?

An (unpublished) novella I wrote that got to the bottom of my terrible relationship

with my father. Maybe one day it will see the light of day, but that’s not the point. It

was the moment when I was properly able to take a hammer to the mirror of my work

and release, once and for all, the image of myself. It was very liberating. From that

point on, my characters ceased to be facets of myself. At least, that’s how it seems to

me right now. I suspect that in twenty years I’ll look back on that comment (in the

framed print-out of my Creative Edge Q+A, over the fireplace of my condemned

clifftop bungalow) and think what a self-deluding whippersnapper I once was.

How did you set about getting your work published?

I used a Lexmark LX600 printer (packing authorised XL cartridges), connected to a

Fujitsu FJ27 desktop PC running Vista, service pack 2. My envelopes were A4

windowed self-seal from Rymans, with a large first-class stamp upper right. The

stories and enquiry letters were printed on white A4 80gsm luxury-grade paper. I

used a bog-standard black Bic medium Biro for the signature. That’s what you meant,

right?

Are there any stereotypes about the writing industry you would like to smash

with a big stick?

Yes indeed: the idea that there’s any money in it. I haven’t bought a new pair of socks

since 1998. Of the writers I’ve met and worked with over the last couple of years,

only Phillip Pullman looked like he’d eaten recently, but even he started his writing life

working in a shed. The Ed Reardon image of the writer seems, on the whole, to be far

more accurate than the Jessica Fletcher one.

Which writers have inspired you most?

I take constant inspiration from the writers I work with in critique workshops and

tuition groups. Being around writers at all career stages who are passionate about

their craft fires me up and forces me to keep a critical distance from my own work.



Are you comfortable with exploring one genre or do you try and push the

boundaries?

I started out writing sci-fi and it took me about ten years to realise that there wasn’t

the freedom I’d hoped. The rules are well-established and the conventions very tight.

Most of my contemporary work involves adjustments to reality that aren’t magic

realism but generally take the story a step away from this real life I’ve been hearing

so much about. The older I get, the more interesting I find the depths of ordinary

existence. Left to my own devices, I reckon I’d eventually end up writing about a guy

sitting on a beach looking at a pebble, or something.

If we were to start stalking you, were would we begin?

I’ve been turning this weird question over in my mind for quite a while. It’s made all

the more sinister from being the only question to refer to an unseen ‘we’. You mean

your entire readership? Surely I’d spot that many people tailing me. Perhaps this

whole questionnaire is the work of a particularly cunning gang of housebreakers. Hm.

Let’s see whether ‘we’ can turn this to ‘our’ advantage. If you wanted to stalk me,

you’d look at my blog www.nquentinwoolf.com, where a number of creative writing

classes and critique groups are listed, thus revealing my whereabouts. You’d come

along to one such group. To look inconspicuous, you’d want to pay the course fee too.

Then you’d have uninterrupted access to me on a regular basis, and I’d never suspect

your devilish cunning, you clever thing.

Is there a book you wish you’d written first?

The Koran. I’m all about the complex conflict.

Truth is, I wish I’d written the book I’m working on at the moment first. It is far better

than the ones I spent years on in the past, and I could have saved myself a lot of

time. That’s usually my feeling until just about the end of the first draft; then I wish

I’d hurry up and write a new one, because I’m disillusioned with the last. Do I wish I’d

written another writer’s work? No. That way madness lies. The aspiration must surely

be to be oneself as fully as possible, always. There are certainly writers I admire –

hundreds of them, for as many reasons – but none whose work I’d want to have

created (nor, in all probability, would have been capable of producing). The plot of a

story hinges on the character of the protagonist; the choice of character turns on the

character of the writer. I couldn’t have written someone else’s book, only my own.
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Which is most important to your writing: creativity or technique?

You gotta get the basics right. You might have the most important thing in the world

that you want to say, but no-one’s gonna hear you if the phone’s switched off.

That’s the sort of question that adds fuel to the bonfire of all I hold dear. Technique

and creativity are not mutually exclusive. Your ability to imagine great characters isn’t

diminished if you learn how to communicate them to a reader. It’s not an either/or.

What’s more important to your continued existence, the circulation of blood in your

body, or respiration? Don’t buy into the inverse snobbery. Learn to f**king write!

Do you ever get writers block and do you have any tips to help overcome it?

Writer’s block? What does that mean? There are times when I should be writing but

find excuses not to do so, and there are times when I find it much more difficult to

find a flow in my production, or struggle to like my work at the time of writing it, or

feel that I am not being sufficiently inventive or original – sometimes rightly,

sometimes not. I often don’t write fast enough. But writer’s block? Do I find myself

starting at a blank screen, unable to type a single word relating to my story or

subject? Do I then elevate this pathetic state of inertia to the status of a recognised

ailment, and whinge about it to others, craving absolution? Christ, no. What other

profession tolerates this behaviour? Imagine your doctor staring vacantly at you,

muttering something about having lost his mojo. We’d do well to learn from the

performance professions – the show must go on! Imagine an audience is sitting there,

having paid to come and see you write. You have a commitment to them. Write

something. That’s all that’s expected of you, as a writer. Just write. Of course the

quality of your performance may vary from one day to the next, but it’s better for

everyone that you do the show unimpressively rather than sit in the dressing room

blubbing into your lime cordial.

If you could describe your work with four words, what would they be?

Pass the biscuits, Rhonda.

You can read more about N Quentin Woolf, his writing and his Creative Writing classes

at www.nquentinwoolf.com
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