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INSTRUCTIONS 

1. This paper contains FOUR printed pages and THREE sections. 
2. You may use a dictionary 

 
SECTION A 

Read Juliet Gardiner’s “On writing non-fiction” and answer the questions set on 
it: 

Lots of the rules for writing non-fiction are just the same as they are for writing fiction ("Put one 
word after another", 20 February). Whether it's biography, history, astronomy or anything else 
that comes in the category of factual, you need to be at your desk just as early (or at least as 
long) as if you live by your imagination. And you need to turn up there every day (unless you are 
somewhere else, of which more later). 

You need to avoid exclamation marks and clichés (like the plague), you should use adverbs as 
if they were rationed and remember that in real life – which is where non-fiction writers are – 
people say things, or possibly argue them, or occasionally insist on them. They do not proclaim, 
or aver, or laugh them (as celebrity magazines would have us believe) – or mull them, for 
heaven's sake, as I read recently. And if you ever start a sentence with "meanwhile", you have 
literally lost the plot. 

Non-fiction writers have many advantages over fiction writers: the most profound being, as 
Richard Holmes said when he was writing his biography of the poet Shelley, "At least I always 
have the man." As I wrote The Thirties: An Intimate History, I felt grateful every day for the fact 
that I always had the decade, and even on bad writing days there was something I could spend 
time finding out that I was pretty sure I would be able to use. The crumpled ball of paper 
syndrome (or its electronic equivalent) still happens, of course, but it can usually be smoothed 
out and used somewhere. 

The other plus point is research – and that brings us to where the being somewhere else comes 
in, because writing non-fiction books requires months, if not years, in libraries and archives and 
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record offices, reading newspapers, invariably on that mind-numbing interim technology, 
microfilm. Or talking to experts, or what we now call "witnesses to events", following up leads, 
interviewing people, listening to tapes, poring over illegible scrawl in letters and diaries that, 
when you have finally managed to decipher it, might well say nothing more arresting than, 
"Rained again. Vicar called. Mother had headache." 

But at least non-fiction writers are not usually advised to "wear their research lightly", though all 
should try to, as should rather more novelists. On the whole, what you have found out, you can 
tell straight on the page, without having to invent some intermediary to be the messenger. 

Another advantage is that, if the worst comes to the worst, you can comfort yourself with the 
thought that, even if a reader finds your book boring, or thinks it is badly written, at least they 
are bound to have learned something from it. But they might have garnered little from a 
mediocre novel and be none the wiser about anything. 

So, if those are some advantages of being a non-fiction writer, what are the disadvantages? 
One is the osteopath's bills. Most writers sit cramped hour after hour over their laptops, but 
when non-fiction writers get up from their desks, it's often to go off to libraries and load 
themselves up with so many books that they develop aches in muscles they didn't know they 
had. Another is the photocopying costs. One has to be iron-willed not to photocopy that whole 
chapter, this entire article, just in case, rather than choosing the bits you really need to 
transcribe. There are digital cameras, of course, but the British Library won't allow them, and 
you have to be adept to ensure that you can read more than just the centre third of a page when 
you upload the image back at home. 

Then there is the amount of money it is all too easy to spend at AbeBooks, or increasing the 
number of books that can be borrowed from the London Library from the statutory 10 to the 
maximum 40, to assuage that insecure feeling that a long out-of-print biography, or a foxed and 
forgotten memoir, will provide just the illuminating quotation that will vivify a whole chapter for 
you. 

It is the sources that shackle a non-fiction writer: if something didn't happen, you can't say that it 
did. You can't write what you would have liked someone to have said, or even improve on how 
they said it. You can speculate a bit – Hans Magnus Enzensberger does so wonderfully in The 
Silences of Hammerstein, but then he is also a poet. Most readers get irritated if a writer 
presumes an omnipotence and tells them what someone thought when they can't possibly 
know. And the shackles are material, too: Lady Antonia Fraser invented her lady detective, 
Jemima Shore partly so that she could sit in the sun with Harold Pinter and still be writing, 
without needing to have shelves of books and tottering piles of paper surrounding her, as she 
did when producing her historical biographies. 

Literary festivals and bookshop events are harder work for the non-fiction writer: the audience 
expects a proper talk, an argument – maybe even a PowerPoint presentation. You can't get 
away with just reading a few pages of lovely prose from your latest book, as a fiction writer can. 
But perhaps the real killer is that while fiction is read and reread over generations – centuries 
even – non-fiction, even really fine non-fiction, with a very few exceptions, becomes all too soon 
outdated and overtaken. Some writers cross the boundary, of course: novelists do sometimes 
turn their hands to non-fiction, and vice versa. But not often, and not usually very successfully. I 
don't think I could. And I am not sure that I want to. My curiosity is boundless, and I don't want 
to make up characters and imagine situations; I want to find out about what exists and try to 
write about that as fluidly and as compellingly as if it were a work of fiction. 



OE 113 B OCT 2019 3 
 

Answer the following questions in about 150 words each:  (3x10=30) 

1. According to British historian Juliet Gardiner, “Non-fiction writers have many advantages 

over fiction writers: the most profound being, as Richard Holmes said when he was 

writing his biography of the poet Shelley, “At least I always have the man.” Do you think 

this applies to Gaurav Jain and Samanth Subramanian’s non-fiction/Longform writing? 

Use instances from their writing to justify your answer. 

 
2. Explain and comment on how Juliet Gardiner’s statement, “Even on bad writing days 

there was something I could spend time finding out” holds well in the context of non-
fiction/Longform writing? You could use examples from your reading experience of this 
genre. 

 

3. Juliet Gardiner concludes her article with the statement that some writers cross the 

boundary between fiction and non-fiction. Do you think authors of graphic novels are 

able to cross such boundaries? Use examples from at least two graphic novels that you 

have read (Satrapi/Bechdel/Lutes/Thompson/Sacco) to explain your viewpoints.  

 

 
SECTION B 

Answer ANY TWO of the following questions in about 200 words each:  (2x15=30) 

4. Describe the nature of story-telling that Mario Vargas Llosa employs in his fiction. What 

kind of impact do such story-telling strategies have on the reader? Use appropriate 

examples to substantiate your response. 

 

5. Explain how Milan Kundera's The Joke is both a tragic love story and an incisive political 

satire at the same time. Substantiate wherever necessary. 

 

6. 60 Indian Poets is an attempt at bridging continents and generations. Do you think this is 

what the book attempts? In doing so, how do these poets use their poetry to bring about 

“Indianness” in the English language that they use? Elaborate with examples of your 

having read some of these poems.  

 

 
SECTION C 

 

Read the following definition of World Literature: 

World literature is sometimes used to refer to the sum total of the world’s national literatures, but 
usually it refers to the circulation of works into the wider world beyond their country of origin. 
Often used in the past primarily for masterpieces of Western European literature, world literature 
today is increasingly seen in global context. Readers today have access to an unprecedented 
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range of works from around the world in excellent translations, and since the mid-1990s a lively 
debate has grown up concerning both the aesthetic and the political values and limitations of an 
emphasis on global processes over national traditions. 

 

Answer the following questionin about 150 words:  (1x10=10) 

7. Do you think the above definition of World Literature is adequate? If you think 
there is more to explain what World Literature means todaythan the given 
definition, what would it be? Use examples from your readings of World 
Literature to substantiate your answer.  

 

-----x----x----- 

 

 


