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Originality
David Almond is the author of well-known children’s books such as Skellig,
Heaven Eyes and The Fire-Eaters.

T

he word itself – ORIGINALITY – is intimidating, of course. It can hinder
us before we even start. Just as abstractions like CREATIVITY and
IMAGINATION can. When I was a kid, dreaming of being a writer, I used to look at
my friends: ‘He looks creative. She looks imaginative. But me?’ And how would I write
anything ‘original’ when already so much had been written, when I was an ordinary
kid in an ordinary place. I guess I suffered, perhaps like most of us do, from the notion
that creativity etc is reserved for strange exotic types, that to be truly imaginative is to
be somehow superhuman. All nonsense, of course. We are wired to be creative, to tell
stories. Ideas can flow spontaneously from all of us. And originality is nothing more
than telling a story (which will inevitably be like some other stories) in your own way.
Writing is a discipline, but it is also a form of play, and it can be close to magic. Pick
up a stone. Look at it. Feel its weight in your hand. Now tell yourself that this stone
was last held by a boy called Tony Muldoon. He joyfully flung the stone aside as he
ran past this place. Look at the stone. Relax, and allow the image of Tony to form in
your mind. Can you see him running? What does he yell as he runs? Can you see
him throw the stone? What’s he running from and to? What’s he wearing? What has
made him so joyful? What did he dream of last night? What is his home like? Name
his mother and father. The weird thing is, you know the answers. Tony comes to life in
your mind. His story can grow and develop. It is a mixture of daring yourself to do it,
and allowing yourself to do it. And it is strangely easy, and the more you do this kind
of thing, the easier it gets. How can you do this? Because you are human, a creative
being.
The beginning of writing – the empty blank page – can be very scary. The end result
of writing – neat lines of black words on clean white pages – can be even more so. It
all looks so neat, so accomplished, so perfect. I used to think that the writer’s mind
must look like this. How could I ever achieve such apparent perfection? An illusion, of
course. Neat printed pages are the product of editors, typesetters, designers, printers
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The creative process that leads to it is a messy, playful, sweaty, imperfect journey.
Don’t be intimidated. Get some marks on the page, even if they make no sense at all.
All would-be writers should look at writers’ notebooks and manuscripts. My own
notebooks are a mess of scribble and scrawl and doodle. I spend much of my time
scribbling (and enjoying scribbling) rubbish. I look through what I’ve scribbled and
find phrases, images, notions that I like and that seem to have some strength. I lift
them from the rubbish and begin to form them into sentences, paragraphs, stories. I
used to try to plan and plot my stories from the start, but I can’t do that. The stories
grow, like living things.
Often I go into schools and ask, ‘Who here writes good stories?’ A couple of timid
hands might be raised. Then I ask, ‘Who writes awful stories?’ And often there’s an
immediate forest of hands. It’s too easy to say, ‘I don’t write well.’ We have to train
ourselves to be brave enough to say that some of our writing is really good, to find the
good bits and to throw out or change the bad.
All writers are different, of course. There is no single secret or technique. But to
find your own approach, it’s important to experiment and play. I keep going back
to the notion of play. Yes, writing can be difficult, deep etc etc but it’s also a playful
occupation. Play in notebooks, on scraps of paper, on envelopes. Your mind has an
endless store of images, tales, memories, dreams, speculations. Relax and allow your
imagination to work. Yes, have a plan/framework, but don’t plan your story to death.
Allow yourself to be surprised and to make discoveries as you scribble and write.
Allow your story and its characters to have their own life. Don’t give up after a few
sentences. Write longer than you think you can. Keep going and you’ll begin to be
absorbed by your tale. Be brave. Enjoy yourself.
David Almond (2006)
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Creative Qualities 2
■

As a class, discuss what qualities David Almond seems to think make
someone creative.

A big company once employed some researchers to study various people who were
considered to be very creative in their jobs. They wanted to know if studying what
qualities these people had would provide useful information to help other people
to be creative. When the researchers had finished their study, they concluded that
the only thing all the creative people had in common was the fact that they believed
they were creative. Thinking they were creative seemed to be the key to being
creative! This is worth bearing in mind as you do the next activity.

The Stone and Tony Muldoon
Working with a partner, you are going to use David Almond’s advice to help you to
get ideas for a story. Then you are going to write the opening of the story.

1. Gathering ideas
■

In your pair, decide who is A and who is B.

■

B’s: you are going to try to follow David Almond’s instructions on getting
ideas for a story by imagining what happens to a stone. Your partner is going
to read the instructions to you twice. As they do so, close your eyes, listen,
and try to do as Almond suggests.

■

A’s: read the extract from the text (on page 83) to your partner slowly, twice.

■

B’s: when your partner has finished reading, open your eyes but do not say
anything to your partner. You have one minute to write some notes to help
you to remember the ideas you had while your partner was reading. You
could just write key words, or you could write whole phrases, it is up to you.

■

Swap roles so that the B’s now take the role of readers.
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Extract
Writing is a discipline, but it is also a form of play, and it can be close to
magic. Pick up a stone. Look at it. Feel its weight in your hand. Now tell
yourself that this stone was last held by a boy called Tony Muldoon. He
joyfully flung the stone aside as he ran past this place. Look at the stone.
Relax, and allow the image of Tony to form in your mind. Can you see him
running? What does he yell as he runs? Can you see him throw the stone?
What’s he running from and to? What’s he wearing? What has made him so
joyful? What did he dream of last night? What is his home like? Name his
mother and father. The weird thing is, you know the answers. Tony comes to
life in your mind. His story can grow and develop. It is a mixture of daring
yourself to do it, and allowing yourself to do it. And it is strangely easy, and
the more you do this kind of thing, the easier it gets. How can you do this?
Because you are human, a creative being.

2. Writing your opening
■

Use your notes to help you to write three different possible openings to a
story called ‘The Stone and Tony Muldoon’. You should write between one
and four paragraphs. Use David Almond’s advice:

I look through what I’ve scribbled and find phrases, images, notions that I like and
that seem to have some strength. I lift them from the rubbish and begin to form them
into sentences, paragraphs, stories.
■

Share your openings with your partner and get their advice about what they
like best in each opening.

■

Write a final draft opening, making use of your best ideas and the advice
from your partner.

The Whole Story
■

Continue on from your opening to write the story of ‘The Stone and Tony
Muldoon’, trying to keep all of your writing up to the quality of the opening.

■

Or, use your partner’s opening and continue it to write the rest of the story,
again trying to keep all of your writing up to the quality of the opening.
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Recycle the things that people say
Think about typical phrases people use, for instance, ‘If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a 1000
times…’
Collect them together and turn them into a poem, using the phrases as lists or a single
phrase as a refrain.
Or, collect idioms and turn them on their head, play with them and make them into
something entertaining. For instance, ‘like two peas in a pod’, or ‘get on like a house on
ﬁre’ or ‘joined at the hip.’ Try taking it literally and write a poem that plays with that idea.

Pick a favourite moment in a story and re-tell it in your own way
You know how we all love to remember that moment in a TV series, ﬁlm or an exciting novel when
this happened, or that happened?
Take that moment and re-tell it, bringing it to life again but in your own way.

Pick a favourite writer and try writing something from your life in the style of that writer
For instance, you might love Michael Horowitz’s murder mysteries, or Harry Potter books, or The
Northern Lights series.
What if...
you described your journey to school in the style of Horowitz
or your best friends as if they are Harry Potter characters
or your trip to the shops as if it is the start of an adventure in a Philip Pullman novel
(with a daemon on your shoulder)?
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