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ByInvitation

Musing on
vampires
and writing a
teen novel

i withwords, this dynamic of writing
i andreadinghasalways fascinated
: me. So over the past two years |

A law professor learns to tweet
and to write from the heart

y &

Simon Chesterman

For The Straits Times

Asanacademicand asalawyer,
am paid to organise words. Given
thelimitations of the alphabet and
of space, enough monkeysat
enough typewriters would
eventually produce not only
everything that [ have ever written
but the entire works of
Shakespeare as well.

“Eventually”is a fairly long time,
however.In the interim, most of us
like to think that the words we
produce are unique expressions
of our thoughts, rather than
the random tappings of simian
scribes.

Socrates famously warned that
writing would make us lazy. If
everything could be written down,
hesaid, no one would bother to
remember or really understand
anything.

Yet writing has vastly expanded
the realm of human knowledge -
indeed, we only know what
Socrates thought because his
student Plato wrote it down. If each
generation had to come up with its
own Socrates, whole fields of
human endeavour would never
have been possible.

Today,access to computers and
the Internet has transformed the
way we interact with words. It
makesit easier and harder to write
and toread. Easier in the sense that
everyone can publish their
thoughtsand access virtually all of
human knowledge; harderin the
sense that for all practical purposes
most of whatgets “published” on
the Internet willnever be looked at
bymore than a couple of people.

Attention spans are also
shortening,leading us to skim
across the surface rather than to
read in depth.

Assomeone who makes hisliving

i decided to conduct an experiment
: of sorts. Inaddition to my usual

: academicwriting (earnestjournal ~ :
: articlesand abook or two),acouple :
: oflegal opinions and the occasional :
: newspaper piece like this one, I :
: began touse Twitter. And Iwrotea
: novel.

Twitter offered the provocative

i discipline ofits 140-character limit. :
i Tused to think that newspaper :
: columnswere confining: No :
i footnotes? Only athousand words? :
i Butreducing anything coherentto :
: twodozenwords iseven more ofa
i challenge. Theresult, of course, is

: thatmuch of Twitter isgarbage.

There are diamonds in the rough,

i however. As the Japanese poetic

: form of the haiku demonstrates, it
: ispossible to find beauty in17

¢ syllables.

Ernest Hemingway has been

. credited with writing the following
: six-word novel that reduces some

: people to tears: “For sale: baby

i shoes, never worn.”

Alas most tweets (including

mine) do notrise to suchlevels. But
: ithasbeeninteresting totry.

The novel offered a different kind

i of challenge. Asa teenager, I had

¢ written two terrible novels that -

¢ mercifully - were never published.
¢ Quarter ofa centurylater, | now :
i have children who are approaching
¢ their own teenage years; Iwanted  :
: towrite something that they would
: enjoy, but that would also appeal to
i adultreaders. I briefly toyed with

¢ theidea of alaw professor who

: teaches classes by dayand slays

¢ vampires by night, but apparently

: thatisasaturated field.

Soinstead I delved intosome of

i the most successful young adult

: fiction of recent years, ranging

i from Harry Potter to The Hunger

¢ Games, as well asaward-winning

: authorslike Michael Morpurgo and
¢ David Almond. I also re-read some
: of myfavourite stories from my

¢ youth, in particular Sir Arthur

i Conan Doyle’s stories about

¢ Sherlock Holmes and Tolkien’s

: tales of Middle Earth.

Andthen, at nightand on

weekends, onlong-haul flightsand
i ontrains, I began towrite.

NO ONENEEDSLITERATURE
: Writingagood academic pieceis

: Writing good literatureis
i impossible.Notinthe

: sensethatit cannotbe

: done, butin that thereisno
: objective measure of

: success beforethework

: findsits readership. There
. isno defined market...No

: oneneeds literature. Quite
: the opposite, agood novel
: issomething that people

: read purely for pleasure.

: hard. The best journalsand

¢ publishers demand work that is

: original, significantand impactful. :
: One must demonstrate thatonehas :

read and understood a body of

¢ literature and that one’s own piece
: makes agenuine contribution that
: isworthy of publication.

At the same time, the audience

: forwhich oneis writingisa

i professional one. Those whoread
: the published piece — other

: academics, students, a policymaker :
¢ ifyouare lucky - dosowitha

: workmanlike attitude that seeks to
¢ learn what they can from the piece
: withaview tousing it themselves.

Writing good literature is

: impossible. Not in the sense that it
: cannot be done, butin that there is
: no objective measure of success

i before the work finds its

¢ readership. Thereis no defined

i market; novels are not normally

i readas part of someone’sjob. No

: oneneedsliterature. Quite the :
: opposite,agood novel is something !
: thatpeople read purely for
: pleasure.

Adisturbing amount of middle

: gradeand young adultliterature

: pursues thisend toan extreme,

¢ with puerile jokes and absurd

: plotlines. (My survey also included
¢ Captain Underpantsand the Diary
: OfAWimpyKid and Big Nate :
¢ franchises. Itisbetter that children :
: arereading such work rather than
: nothing - but not much better.)

There are techniques to master —

i the centrality of character, “show

: don’ttell”,and so on. But the

* nagging question atevery stepis

¢ whether the reader will care

¢ enough about the story to carry on.
: Without thatreader, as Michael

ST ILLUSTRATION: ADAM LEE

Ende demonstrated so beautifully
¢ inThe Neverending Story (which
: read for the first timelast year), the

charactersand their world simply

i ceaseto exist.

Writing fiction is also hard

: because oneisvulnerable. In

¢ academic andlegal work thereisa
: certain formality,a

: professionalism. Readers might

: disagree, but theyrarelyridicule

¢ you.Thenovels that one

remembers try toget at some larger

i truth - though they do soviaan

: indirect path, raising questions

¢ about the human condition rather
: thanadvancing anargumentas

. such.Ifthose questionsare facile,
: thenovelisunmoving;if theyare

¢ irrelevant, thenitis pointless.

By the time Ihad a complete draft

i ofmyown novel, Iknew that

: needed some feedbackbeforeit
i wouldbe ready to show any

i publisher.

My son was the first toread the
manuscript of what isnow Raising

¢ Arcadia, all240 pages of which he
: devoured in onesitting,

I hadleft him toread by himself

: and came back to find him lostin
: thought after having turned the
: finalpage.

“Well?”1said at last to break the

silence. “What do you think?”

Helooked at me for amoment
and frowned. “Dad,” he said. “I

. thinkit’sabitshort.”

stopinion@sph.com.sg

i ® The writer is Dean of the National
¢ University of Singapore Faculty of

i Law.Hisfirst novel, Raising Arcadia,

¢ willbe published by Marshall

¢ Cavendish later this month.
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