
how I wr ite: 
the process of c r eating a book

T
his is a brief overview of how I go about writing a book,

which may well be quite different from many other

writers and different to how you like to work yourself.

However, in amongst the cries of 'how could he work like that!'

there may be some useful pieces of information to help with

your own writing.

To me, there are four stages to writing a book, though they

do overlap each other, swap places at times or even take over for

far longer than they should. These stages are: thinking,

planning, writing and revising.

Thinking
Most of my books seem to stem from a single image or thought

that lodges in my brain and slowly grows into something that

needs to be expressed. That thought may be a ‘what if?’ or

perhaps just an image. Sabriel largely began from a photograph

I saw of Hadrian's Wall, which had a green lawn in front of 

it and snow on the hills behind it. Many other thoughts
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conscious or otherwise, grew out, upon and over that single

image, both before and during the writing of the book.

I seem to think about a book for a year or so before I actually

start writing. In this thinking stage, I often write a few key

points in my 'ideas' notebook. At this stage, I merely put down

bullet points or mnemonics that will remind me of what I was

thinking. This can be very useful later on, particularly if the

gestation period for a book is several years.

Planning
For all my longer works (i.e. the novels), I write chapter outlines

so I can have the pleasure of departing from them later on. A

chapter outline is a great discipline for thinking out the story

and it also provides a road map or central skeleton you can

come back to if you get lost. I often write the prologue or

initial chapter first to get the impetus for the story going and

then write the outline. Usually, I have to write a revised chapter

outline two or three times in the course of writing the whole

book, but once again it does focus the mind on where the story

is going and where you want it to go.

Writing
I write my novels longhand first. Nowadays I use a Waterman

fountain pen, though I used felt-tips earlier. The advantages of

writing longhand are several, at least for me. First of all, I write

in relatively small handbound notebooks which are much

more transportable than any sort of computer, particularly

since you can take them away for several weeks without having 

Extra ...

Sabriel changes  4/8/06  4:58 PM  Page 386



to consider power supplies, batteries or printing out. Parts of

Sabriel, for example, were written on a trip through the Middle

East. Parts of Shade's Children and Sabriel were written at the

beach.

The other major advantage is that when I type up a chapter

from my notebook, I rewrite as I type, so the first print-out is

actually a second draft. Sometimes I change it quite a lot,

sometimes not so much, but it gives me a distinctive and

separate stage where I can revise.

The first page of the first chapter of Sabriel was actually written

in a spiral-bound notebook, which I tore out and pasted into

my preferred black and red notebook. What follows are the

first five pages of my handwritten draft of Sabriel.

Garth Nix
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