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The writer’s ultimate workspace
Arranging for a space to write in a domestic environment can be a mammoth challenge for some

people. Rib Davis gives the benefit of his experience of writing from home.

This is a work of fiction. It is based on fact – as much of the best fiction is – but there is
certainly more of the wish than the accomplishment in what follows. I have been asked to
write an article giving advice to the prospective writer about some of the day-to-day ma-
terial conditions and habits of mind that one should attempt to establish in order to be
able to work happily and efficiently. I assume that I was chosen on the basis that I have,
over 25 years, failed to do these so spectacularly that I am now considered an expert in the
field. I may not have learned much from my mistakes but at least I can list some of them,
and let the reader do the learning.

Finding the ideal workspace
Where should the workspace be located? When we have to, we can write anywhere. At my
most desperate I have written parts of scripts on trains, in crowded offices, in pubs and
even leaning on a car steering wheel while waiting for the AA to rescue me. Such is the
power of the deadline. Sometimes, strangely, I have produced some rather good work
while battling with the distractions and other limitations of the immediate environment;
I would hesitate, however, to recommend the practice too highly.

So what would be the ideal workspace location? It seems to be generally agreed that a
writer (or writers, if you are working collaboratively) should work in a place where dis-
tractions are minimal. Some highly successful writers have taken this to the extreme of
working in a shed or a caravan at the bottom of the garden, with only elves for company.
I have never owned a caravan, and unless I learn to write seated on a bicycle I will always
have trouble squashing into our slowly rotting shed, so that has never been an option. But
where possible a degree of isolation – and particularly isolation from family activities and
domestic duties – does seem desirable. Sustained concentration is extremely important for
any sort of creative work, and such a location helps to facilitate it. In my own case, when
I am actually scripting (as opposed to researching or planning) I usually find that I have
to read my notes and then the latest part of the script for about an hour before I can even
begin to put new words onto the page, so anything that breaks the concentration is un-
welcome.

At the same time, though, we are only as strong as our will-power. Many of us could
stick ourselves in an arctic igloo to write and yet still manage to find distractions (examining
snowflakes can be so fascinating). For about a year I did my writing in a room at the back
of a bookshop in Milton Keynes, well away from my home. It seemed to offer the ideal
combination of relative isolation along with a congenial, supportive and vaguely arty en-
vironment. But the lure of the books and the customers ultimately proved too much; I
soon found myself helping out at the till rather then tapping away at my magnum opus.

Perhaps my need to write was not sufficiently urgent. Certainly it is true that in those
days I was driven by blind hope rather than deadlines, but I don’t think that was the
problem. The problem was (and is) fear: fear of writing badly, of not living up to one’s
own – and others’ – expectations. For me, at least, it is this fear above all that gets in the
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way of creativity. First I fear the blank page (of course), then the writing, and then the
finishing. This is why those awful distractions can seem, in fact, very welcome indeed. And
it is part of the reason why we should try to avoid them as far as possible.

For a few years, remarkably, I did work in a suitable location. Quite simply, this was a
room in the house that I was able to turn into my study. It was not totally cut off from the
rest of Life, but it was sufficiently separate to allow generally uninterrupted concentration.
My small son had difficulty understanding why, if I was behind the door, I refused to open
it, but apart from that it worked well. I am shortly to return to that blissful state of having
a personal study, but for years now I have done most of my writing on the living room
table. My laptop and notes are moved away at meal times; people traipse through the living
room to get to the kitchen (why didn’t we think of this when we bought the house?); the
television is in the same room. In short, my workplace is set in the teeming hub of the
house. Big mistake. Even with a family that has been whipped into acknowledging the
needs of a writer, it is still a big mistake.

Cordial domestic relations
A word on educating one’s family. A writer’s partner and/or children will generally recog-
nise and respect the writer’s need to focus on the work in hand, but there is at least one
point which needs clarifying. When I write, I take breaks. These breaks can occur for a
variety of reasons. Perhaps I have reached an interim target, or I have become stuck, or I
am thirsty, or just tired. So I might stop and play the piano, or make a cup of coffee, or –
exceptionally – even do some washing up, and then return to the writing with a clearer
head. No problem, except that this might be observed, and the observing partner/child
may think, ‘Ah, so he doesn’t mind his concentration being broken after all.’ This can be
a problem. You have to be selfish. You have to make clear that you can break your own
concentration as and when you feel the need – you can wrong-note your way through a
whole Beethoven sonata if you feel like it – but that does not give others the green light to
break your concentration as and when they feel the need. Be unreasonable.

So much for location. Now, what should the workspace look like? My answer would
simply be: pleasant. It should be a welcoming place, where you will feel comfortable and
not oppressed. For me, this means well decorated in soft colours, with the desk facing out
to a window, preferably with a view, and a temperature that’s warm but not sleep-inducing.
For others, windows may present yet another distraction, colours should be severe, the
radiator should be off and the whole place should be tatty. The point is that you should
feel comfortable in it – it should feel like your space.

Where I have been able to, I have turned my space into an almost self-sufficient world.
This requires at the very least coffee (stimulation), Scotch (counter the extreme effects of
coffee) and a variety of non-laxative snacks (counter the other effects of coffee). Ideally I
suppose an en-suite bathroom would be a good idea, but we should keep to the feasible.
When I am really rich and famous I will also have an extra piano in my study, but for now
I make do with a stereo. I find music (at least, some music) can create a less intense
atmosphere when I am researching or planning, but when I am actually scripting I tend
to turn it off, as otherwise I find the writing being influenced moment-to-moment by every
passing mood of the music, which does not tend to improve the quality of my literary
product at all.

Working efficiently
Writing is of course more than simply tapping words onto a page. It is also thinking,
researching, planning and finally doing all the administrative work connected to the sale
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and then either publication or production of the work, whether through an agent or
otherwise. So your workspace must be able to accommodate all this too. Give yourself as
much work surface as possible, so that you can refer to as many materials as you need
simultaneously, and you can even have materials left out for more than one project at a
time. And set up an efficient filing system from the start. Or if, as in my case, this is certainly
not the start, do it now anyway. Do not simply put every new publisher’s letter, piece of
research and pizza takeaway leaflet together in an in-tray. The in-tray eventually overflows;
you get a second one; that overflows too. You will eventually be surrounded by in-trays.
File everything as it comes along, and don’t hesitate to open a new file for even the germ
of a new project.

This filing particularly applies to emails. One can make the mistake of thinking that
because something is there on the computer it has been filed. It hasn’t. Electronic docu-
ments – and emails most of all – can be just as much of a mess as a physical desktop. When
you receive an email, save it in the relevant project file elsewhere in the computer. If you
are feeling super-efficient, you could also print it off and keep it in that same project’s
hard-copy file.

Mention of emails leads me on to phones. Both can take over your whole existence if
you allow them to; they will certainly try. Deal with emails when you are at your least
productive as a writer. If you think of yourself as a ‘morning person’ then that is when you
should be writing; do the emails in the evening. Or if mornings tend to be barren periods
of grogginess and haze, those are the times for doing emails. And try to deal with all the
day’s emails in one sitting; certainly don’t let them interrupt you whenever they feel like
it. Set up your computer in such a way that it does not let you know when emails have
arrived; instead, just check them once or twice per day.

Similarly, don’t simply answer the phone whenever it rings. The phone can of course
be very useful for your writing, particularly for research, but in general – put the answer-
phone on. Better still, put it on and set it to silent. If the caller doesn’t leave a message, it
can’t be very important.

A great deal of research is now done on the web, but I still like having books around.
One of them is Jane Dorner’s The Internet: A Writer’s Guide (see page 0). Obviously a
writer should have a really good dictionary (some of the larger ones give a date for each
word usage, which is particularly helpful for period writing), and I also find a large the-
saurus very useful (the original format, not the alphabetical kind; the latter is simpler to
use but as it is necessarily so repetitive it contains far fewer options). Then there are always
the books needed for the particular project in hand, alongside Ann Hoffmann’s excellent
Research for Writers.

Most writers actually fit their research and other writing activities in with other work,
whether writing-related or not. This means that time becomes a very precious commodity.
I have always worked best when I have been able to arrange my writing time in large
chunks, preferably whole days. An hour here or there really is hardly any use. And whenever
possible I have tried to establish routines. The truth is that I have been particularly bad at
this, perhaps because I have often had too many projects at different stages simultaneously,
but I would still recommend adopting a daily routine as far as possible. It means there is
just one less decision to have to make: your writing times have been decided and that’s it.

Writer’s block
So now you are all set. You have bought yourself Final Draft software (or somethingsimilar)
and you have the workspace, the materials, the books, the filing – the lot. You write and
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write. You pin the best rejection slips onto the wall (we’ve all had them). You write and
write. And then you don’t. You get writer’s block. I have had this. It is a particularly nasty
affliction as in almost everyone else’s eyes ‘writer’s block’ translates as ‘laziness’. This is
not the place for a full discussion, but I can pass on a couple of pieces of advice I received,
which worked for me. Firstly, don’t always try to see the whole piece of work, as that may
be overwhelming to you. Try to focus on a particular section of it and nothing more.
Secondly, when you have writer’s block a whole day of writing ahead of you looks inter-
minable. So don’t do it. Strictly limit yourself to writing for two hours and no more. You
may well find yourself writing with real urgency, trying to cram all that you can into those
two allotted hours. Only much later can you gradually increase the limit back to a normal
day.

Well, it worked for me. But then there are all sorts of writers. My old friend Jack Trevor
Story had a writer’s solution for insomnia: he wrote right through the night. Every night.
It worked for him.

Now, as usual, I am going to try to learn from what I’ve written.

Rib Davis has been writing professionally for 25 years. He has over 60 credits, including scripts for radio,
television and stage, as well as two books on the art of writing scripts. He is close to sorting out his domestic
writing arrangements.


