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About This Issue 

November/December 2005  

Issue # 30 

 

This is the 30th issue of 

Vision and the end of our 

first five years.  Thank you 

to all our contributors, 

copyeditors, and our 

readers.  It's been a 

wonderful experience, 

though sometimes the 

deadlines are difficult! 

In this issue we have a wonderful interview with children's book author Ellen 

Jackson.  We also have several articles on character creation, and a few extras 

thrown in as well.  I hope you find them both enjoyable and helpful. 

We have another fine year planned!  Take a look at our upcoming themes and 

write something for Vision.  All writers are welcome to contribute, no matter if 

they are otherwise published or not.  Vision is about learning to write, and we all 

have things that work for us and might help others. 

Always remember that themes are only part of each issue.  I am always happy to 

get any articles on writing, no matter what the subject. 
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Upcoming Themes: 

January/February (Deadline December 10th) -- Writing the Others 

Aliens and elves, dogs, cats and birds (both anthropomorphic and not) -- what 

does it take to write something that is not just your neighbors in disguise? 

March/April (Deadline March 10th) -- Writing Nonfiction 

Overall, the nonfiction market pays far better than fiction.  But how can you tap 

into this source?  What are the differences and how do you market yourself? 

May/June (Deadline April 10th) -- Creating Descriptions 

Do you have a favorite bit of description from a book you've read?  Why not 

analyze why it works for you?  Or write about how description works, and how to 

create it. 

July/August (Deadline June 10th) -- What are The Rules? And when can 

you break them? 

Don't use 'ly' words, don't write partial sentences, don't ... there are dozens of 

rules we see in writing all the time.  What are they?  Why do they work, and when 

don't they? 

September/October (Deadline August 10th)-- Learning from other genres 

Limiting yourself to one genre, both in writing and reading, is ignoring a treasure 

trove of helpful information.  Your romance might benefit from a little mystery, 

and your science fiction from a little romance.  What can we learn from genres 

outside our own? 
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November/December -- Children aren't stupid 

Writing for children does not mean 'dumbing down' a story.  Characters, 

experiences, and voice play important roles in children's books.  What are some 

of the tricks that can help adults think like a child again, but communicate like an 

adult? 
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From the Editor: 

NaNo: No Stress, No Problems 

By Lazette Gifford 

© 2005, Lazette Gifford 

 

Most likely by the time you read this I will be deep into the throes of writing 

madness.  It strikes me every year in November, and I don't come up for breath 

until December.  My husband brings in Taco Bell food and the cats avoid my 

office.  I work harder at writing during that month than I do the rest of the year. 

And I do it for fun. 

National Novel Writing Month -- aka, NaNoWriMo or NaNo -- runs from 

November 1 through November 30 of every year.  This is my fifth year joining in 

the madness of writing at least 50,000 words in 30 days.  For someone who is 

used to writing every day, that's not a real challenge and so a few of us make the 

challenge a little harder by writing more.  I intend to write an entire novel in 

November which may be 100,000 words or more.  I have, in the past, written 

more than one complete novel, though I've never written more than 190,000 

words for NaNo. 

What motivates a person to do something so insane? 

For NaNo first-timers the lure is usually just to find out if they can write a novel.  

Many who join have never written anything that long, let alone in a single month.  
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After they've signed up their moods general range from 'let's get going!' to 'what 

the hell have I done?' 

The odd thing is that's usually the same reaction the next year... and the year 

after that.... 

People come back because NaNo is about having fun with writing.  You don't 

have to do an outline.  You might just pick and choose dares from the thread that 

pops up on the NaNo boards each year.  Some people try not to have more than 

a vague idea of what they want to write before they start.  Others do character 

sheets, outlines, drawings, maps, and all the other pre-work material that they 

enjoy. 

That's the word, you see: Enjoy.  NaNo isn't about proving anything.  It isn't about 

writing the great novel, or about perfection. It isn't, even, about winning.  It's 

about enjoying the act of writing just for itself and letting yourself fly for a whole 

month without worrying about anything else.   It's about joining in the only 

intellectual activity of its kind along with thousands of others from around the 

world. 

For some people it has rekindled the joy of writing they'd lost somewhere along 

the way.  For a few professionals who join in it's either a way to get a good push 

on a new novel they have under contract, or the chance to write something just 

for themselves. 
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I'm going to have fun during November.  While the weather turns cold and the 

leaves fall off all the trees, and everything looks bleak and dreary, I'm going to be 

typing away in my office working on a novel -- or maybe two. 

For the rest of you -- don't forget to have fun. 

And I'll see you next year for the first issue of our sixth year in production!  
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Workshop:  

Characters Beneath the Skin 

By Lazette Gifford 

© 2005, Lazette Gifford 

 

A character is more than a series of brush strokes that paint in the color of his 

hair and eyes, the tilt of his head when he's glaring, and the meticulous way he 

dresses. Those are all the outer signs of his personality.  A person is more than 

how he looks, and if you want your characters to be more than painted pictures, 

then you need to delve more deeply into their being and look at not only their 

personalities, but what created those personalities.  Some people do this 

automatically, but others may need a few pointers to create a character with 

more dimensions than just his painted exterior. 

Below are twelve points to consider when creating your characters.  These are 

motivation and background areas that you may have considered subconsciously, 

but you can still benefit from looking more closely at the different aspects and 

see if there's something more you can do -- some quirk that will make your 

character stand out.   

1. Personality (Extrovert, Introvert, etc.) 

Is your character outgoing, ready to take on any challenge?  Or is he quiet, 

thoughtful, and helping in ways that may not put him in the limelight?  There are 

a number of websites where you can study the various types of personality 
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characteristics associated with these two extremes.  Fine-tuning this aspect  can 

add subtlety to your characterization, but take care that you don't overdo it. 

http://www.literacynet.org/lp/learn2learn/students/extro-intro.html  

http://www.scientificpsychic.com/workbook/chapter8.htm  

2. Profession/Training 

Even in fantasy it's rare for the hero to have been born to the role he takes in the 

story -- or if he was, he usually lost for a few years working as something else.  

People are trained to do certain jobs in life, whether that's(in the case of fantasy) 

to follow in a parent's footsteps or apprentice to a guild.  Science fiction may 

have a slightly wider range of possibilities, but a person still needs to learn some 

craft in order to survive. If you are working in a science fiction world, what 

different work would you expect?  What work would you expect to stay the 

same?   

In real world stories the work a person does is even more important, of course, 

because we look for flaws in the logic of her job.  A kid stocking shelves at 

WalMart is not going to have a three-day weekend over a holiday.  A woman 

working as an assistant to a lawyer might well have come across some important 

information about the firm she works for. 

Think about how your character lives from day to day and what help that job 

might be in other areas. 
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3. Status (Current Position in Society) 

The present position in society not only affects how and when the character 

might deal with others, but often also brings with it a certain relationship with 

authority.  Someone high up in society is expected to have a better relationship 

with police (though this may not always be the case) than someone born in a 

slum. 

How your character is treated by others because of his status can have an 

important impact on the story. 

4. Family  

If your character came from a large family, chances are she'll be fairly good at 

handling larger groups, both in personal relationships and in feeding and caring 

for them. 

If she comes from a large family she might even have a number of relatives 

scattered around to whom she can turn.  On the other hand, the orphaned 

character may create a family out of strangers more readily and not bring the 

baggage of expectations. 

At any rate, how a person grew up is another key to his personality. 

5. Family Wealth  
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Born to the purple?  Born in a shack?  Has your character fallen from former 

glory, or worked her way up from squalor   

People who came of age during, say, an economic depression will sometimes 

swing to extremes with their possessions. Some will shed everything they can to 

stay forever unencumbered -- but in truth, quite often that is a fear that if they get 

possessions, they will lose them.  Having nothing means they have nothing to 

lose.   

Others in the same situation might have trouble parting with anything they own, 

not out of a fear they will need it, but out of a fear of diminishing their holdings in 

some way, and having less than they will need if another depression hits. 

The economic conditions under which the character grew up will often affect his 

expectations of even minor things, like clothing, food, places to stay, etc. 

6. Major Changes  

Did your character never have a care in the world until the world suddenly 

crumbled around her for this story?  That can make an interesting enough tale... 

or you may want a character who has survived some hardships and heart-

wrenching loses already. 

Or was your character someone in a lot of trouble -- who created the trouble for 

himself and didn't really give a damn until something unfortunate happened?  

Trouble is a part of everyone's life to one degree or another.  Examine the kinds 
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of trouble that changed your character's life, and how those changes now affect 

the new trouble. 

7. Fears and Phobias 

Quite often phobias are confined to the villain of the story, who has a fear of 

contamination, or cats, or any other dozen things.  Why does the hero rarely 

have a fear he can't control?  Or the sidekick? 

Phobias are the far end of the fear spectrum, but there are levels before that line 

from distaste to dislike and to fear.  A person need not become manic at the sight 

of a thundercloud to fear storms, but might have a slightly irrational reaction to 

them.   We generally dislike what we fear and fear what we dislike.  That can be 

played on many different levels in a story. 

Here are two links to lists of several phobias.  You might want to do an in-depth 

study of any you choose, especially if you want a full-blown phobia and not just 

something that creates an occasional moment of distress.  

http://www.phobialist.com/reverse.html 

http://www.psychnet-uk.com/phobia_list/phobialist.html 

8. Traits 

For anyone who has read the fifth Harry Potter novel (Harry Potter and the Order 

of the Phoenix), a certain 'phrase' immediately indicates trouble.  'Hem hem' is a 
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sound made by one of the more annoying and troublesome characters in the 

book.  The use of this little tag -- indicative of clearing one's throat -- was a 

perfect way to alert the reader to upcoming trouble. 

C.J. Cherryh used a similar method in her two book set, Heavy Time and 

Hellburner.  In these books a character had gone through a traumatic accident, 

and when he's found a question he continually asks is "What time is it?"  That 

line plays an important role in the first book, and when he utters it again in the 

second, it is a sure sign that something is wrong. 

Traits can also be physical -- running fingers through the hair when upset, 

tapping the foot when anxious, or any other little quirk.  Like other things, though, 

don't overdo it.  

9. Weaknesses  

Everyone has a weakness. Weaknesses are sometimes not flaws, but rather 

something you like too well.  In real life some of us might say that chocolate or 

kittens are our weaknesses.  In a novel, except for a little comic relief, you might 

want to look for something a little more serious. 

Is a mother's weakness her wayward son, for whom she will do just about 

anything?  Is a coworker's weakness his pride, which he lets get in the way of his 

better judgment?  

10. Relationships (Friends, Lovers, Coworkers, Neighbors) 



Vision: A Resource for Writers  16 
Lazette Gifford, Editor and Publisher 

How well does your character get along with others?  Does she have natural 

charisma, so that everyone follows her lead?  Does she have lots of friends, and 

is she a shining light to her family? 

Is he the type of neighbor that the others in the apartment building don't even 

notice?  The 'He seemed like such a nice, normal guy' sort of neighbor who turns 

up on the news when you least expect it? 

Does he have sworn enemies?  Friends who will stand with him when everyone 

else in the world has turned against him?  If so... why? Why does he have sworn 

enemies and steadfast friends? What is it in his personality that inspires that sort 

of fanaticism?  

11. Goals  

This is the character's bottom line motivation within the novel.  What does this 

character want by the end of the story? What keeps the main character, and the 

main character's companions, moving forward against the odds when it might be 

easer to run in the opposite direction and never have to deal with this trouble 

again? 

Sometimes there is no logic in doing the 'right' thing.  It becomes altruistic.  It will 

help if the character, at least on some previous occasion, works in some selfless 

way to help others even when it does nothing for him. 

12. The Hard Question 
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What could the villain of your story offer the hero that might actually tempt him to 

give up the good fight?  Is it the lives of his friends, whom he fears he might 

lose?  In a romance it might be the offer of a better life for the heroine and her 

family.  Would your fantasy heroine be tempted by her village left unharmed?  

The return of a loved one?  

  

There are other questions you might come up with as you look these over.  Make 

a list and keep it some place so that you can go over it with your next novel.  Just 

be careful of 'laundry list' characters who have all the 'fill in the blanks' 

characteristics, but none of the depth to go with them. 
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The Importance of Not Growing Up:  

An Interview with Ellen Jackson 

By Diana Bocco 

© 2005, Diana Bocco 

 
The author of more 

than fifty books and a 

multiple award-winner, 

children's writer Ellen 

Jackson is not afraid 

to explore different 

formats -- she has 

penned picture books, 

science trade 

hardbacks, and a 12-

volume series called It Happens in the Month of... Jackson calls writing for 

children "the best job in the world. I get to go to work in my pajamas, write for a 

few hours, then spend time with my dog and husband, who also works at home 

(the husband, not the dog)." 

Jackson has been shortlisted on the John Burroughs List of Outstanding Nature 

Books for Young Readers, the Read America! Collection Choice, and Instructor 

Magazine's 71 Top Books of the Century (nonfiction). Her books have been 

 
Roger and Ellen Jackson with Abby, 
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featured on PBS, CSPAN2, and the Today show. Cinder Edna, Jackson's 

hilarious take on the Cinderella story, is now part of the recommended reading 

list for Mentoring USA. 

For up to date information about her publications, visit Ellen Jackson's web site at 

http://www.ellenjackson.net/ 

Tell us something about your upcoming book, Earth Mother. What inspired 

it?  

I was working on another picture book 

manuscript about animal behavior. In 

doing the research, I learned that sea 

otters often sleep in a kelp forest, 

anchoring themselves to the seaweed 

to keep from drifting away. An image of 

an otter being rocked on a bed of 

seaweed by an Earth goddess kept 

popping into my head. So I did what I 

often do when I have a fragment of an 

idea -- I began asking questions. Who 

is this goddess? Is she a caretaker of some kind? Who else does she protect? 

And gradually the story began to take shape in my mind. 

 
Ellen Jackson, Author 

Illustrated by Leo and Diane Dillon 
Cover copyright C. 2005 
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I’m very excited about this book. It’s received three starred reviews and was 

illustrated by Leo and Diane Dillon, two of my favorite artists. I’ve admired the 

Dillons for years but never dreamed I’d have a chance to work with them. 

 

How did you begin writing books for kids? 

I loved to write when I was a child, but my mother 

discouraged me from becoming a writer. She wanted me 

to train for something practical -- so I became a teacher. I 

read books to my class every day, and I kept thinking, "I 

could do that." Eventually I moved to a town where jobs 

were scarce. No problem -- I decided (sorry Mom!) I’d just 

make my living as a writer. I wrote a picture book that I 

thought was a work of genius (it wasn’t). I worked and 

worked on the manuscript and probably rewrote it fifty 

times. While working on book number one, another idea occurred to me. I wrote 

book number two in about fifteen minutes, and sent the first draft off to five 

different publishers. I also submitted it to a writing class, where the teacher tore it 

apart in front of everyone. I totally lost interest after that, but one of the publishers 

actually bought it. That manuscript, The Grumpus Under The Rug, is still in print 

and has done very well. 

 
It Happens in the 

Month of November 
Illustrated by Pat and 

Robin DeWitt 
Cover copyright 2002  
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Did you have an agent in the beginning or did you send the manuscript out 

yourself?  

Over the years, I’ve worked with two agents. But I’ve also sold books on my own. 

I don’t have an agent right now. It’s my belief that children’s writers who study the 

market and learn about publishing don’t really need an agent. I prefer to work 

without one these days. 

 

How do you come up with ideas for your books?  

My ideas are by-products of my life, my childhood, 

the books I’ve read, my hopes and fantasies -- 

everything that’s gone into making me who I am. 

I’ve noticed that ideas come more readily to people 

who pay attention. After I published my first book, I 

was afraid I’d never have another idea again. But I 

kept writing, and the ideas kept coming. 

I keep an idea file, and when I get an idea I write it down on a card. I always 

check Amazon or BOOKS IN PRINT to seem if anyone else has published 

something similar -- and if so, how long ago that was and in what format. If my 

idea has already been done in the same way and in the same format, I usually 

pass. 

 
It's Back To School We Go! 
Illustrated by Jan Davey Ellis 
Covercopyright c. 2003 
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I always picture a parent walking into a bookstore and looking for the perfect 

book. I want to come up with something so compelling that any parent would be 

willing to pay $18.00 (the price of an average picture book) for the book that I 

write. 

 

Have your personal background and experiences played a significant role 

in what you write?  

I think that children’s writers need to remember what it is like to be a child –- the 

smells, the tastes, as well as the fears and the misunderstandings that kids have 

about the adult world. Some of my best ideas come from my memories of how 

children think. For example, I recently sold a manuscript based on my childhood 

take of geographical names. As a child, I thought that Death Valley was full of 

skeletons and that Orange County was inhabited by lots of orange people. I took 

the core of this idea and expanded it into a picture book. 

 

What do you consider your biggest writing success?  

My books have won many awards, but the most satisfying part of being a writer is 

to get a heartfelt letter from a child. Sometimes I get letters that were "assigned" 

by a teacher, and these are not the letters I most enjoy -- although I try to answer 

every letter I get. But when I get a letter from a child who honestly enjoyed one of 
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my books -- there’s no better feeling. To me that’s success, and it’s worth more 

than all the awards and recognition from adults. I have to add, though, it’s also 

been personally satisfying that I’ve managed to make a living as a writer.  

But my guess is that’s not what you mean by 

"success." Financially speaking, several of my 

books have been quite successful. Cinder Edna is 

probably my most popular book. It continues to do 

well year after year. It’s been made into a video and 

optioned for television. Next year it will be 

performed as a musical by Stages Theatre in Minnesota. 

  

You write in a variety of genres. Is this an individual choice or do you think 

children's writers in general tend to explore more than one genre?  

I’m not sure I can speak for other 

writers, but I enjoy working in different 

genres. Houghton Mifflin has a 

marvelous series, SCIENTISTS IN 

THE FIELD. Writers for this series get 

to travel to exotic places to observe 

scientists working "in the field." I’ve 

been lucky enough to have written 

 
Cinder Edna 
Illustrated by Kevin O'Malley 
Cover copyright c. 1994 

Looking for Life in the Universe 
Illustrated by Nic Bishop 
Cover copyright c. 2002 
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two books in the series –- Looking for Life in the Universe, a book that features 

Jill Tarter and her work with SETI (a group of astronomers that use radio 

telescopes to search for signals coming from extraterrestrial civilizations), and, 

more recently, The Space Scientists: Supernovas, Black Holes, and Dark 

Energy. This book (to be published in 2007) will feature the work of Alex 

Filippenko, an astronomer who searches for supernovas using the Keck 

telescope in Hawaii. For that project, Nic Bishop (the photographer) and I went to 

Hawaii and watched Dr. Filippenko work. I know, I know -- it’s a tough 

assignment, but someone had to do it. 

 

You have an incredible number of books published. Tell us a little bit about 

them and how you manage to be so productive.  

I’m basically a generalist. I have a wide range of interests, but not enough of an 

interest in any one topic to devote my entire life to it. So I like to write short books 

-- picture books and nonfiction for young children. The nonfiction allows me to 

read about a subject I’m interested in for a few months, write the book, and then 

move on to something else. I also love stories, and that’s why I write fiction. I 

think people get hung up on the word "book." Most of my books are shorter than 

an average magazine article, and that allows me to be productive. My track 

record is good, but not extraordinary. Jane Yolen, for example, has published 

more than 200 children’s books.  
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Do you have a set schedule for writing? What is your average day like?  

There are no average days. All the books I’ve 

already published or written need managing, so my 

writing day is pretty chaotic -- broken up by phone 

calls from editors, emails, requests for rewrites, 

trips to the library, trips to the post office, 

correspondence from other writers, the need to 

check royalty statements, mass mailings to promote a new book, etc. etc. I try to 

squeeze in writing time whenever I can. 

 

Do you work on more than one project at a time? If yes, how do you 

manage?  

Yes. I like working on more than one project at a time. If I get stuck on one, I can 

always move to another. Right now, I have a book deadline and that’s a little 

different. I have to give that one project my full attention. I’ve never missed a 

deadline and I don’t want to start now. 

 

Are there common mistakes you see new writers making? What 

suggestions would you give them?  

 
The Winter Solstice 
Illustrated by Jan Davey Ellis 
Cover copyright c. 1994 
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Yes. First, many people don’t bother to learn 

the basics before they start submitting 

manuscripts. Writing for children is a 

profession and there’s a lot to learn. People 

need to get the current year’s Children’s 

Writer’s & Illustrator’s Market and study it. 

They should also read a couple of good books 

about the children’s publishing industry, such 

as The Complete Guide to Publishing Children’s Books by Harold Underdown 

and Lynn Rominger. Also, they need to read lots of books in the genre they hope 

to write for. It’s important to see what’s already been done, so they don’t submit a 

manuscript based on an idea that’s been done a thousand times before. 

Second, some new writers get so hung up on their story that they forget to polish 

their language. How someone tells a story is as important as what story it is that 

they’re telling. Writers should make sure that the language they use is fresh, 

entertaining, and compelling.  

 

What other books are forthcoming?  

Aside from The Space Scientists, which I’ve already described, I also have a 

book entitled The Worlds Around Us coming out (I believe) in 2006. That book 

uses the most recent research on the planets and moons of the solar system to 

Scatterbrain Sam 
Illustrated by Matt Faulkner 
Cover copyright c. 2001 
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describe a boy’s fictitious journey to each of them. The illustrations will be really 

unique. For the background, Ron Miller (the illustrator) is using his incredible 

paintings of each planet and moon and the foreground figure of the boy and his 

spaceship will be drawn in. Cinnamon Brown and the Seven Dwarfs, a fractured 

fairy tale, will also be released in 06. That one will be illustrated by Elbrite Brown, 

who won the Coretta Scott King and John Steptoe awards in 2004. I’m really 

excited about that one too. 

 

What new projects are you working on?  

I’m working on a historical biography and a couple of science books. I have some 

stories that need to be rewritten. One is a retelling of a myth and one is an animal 

story. 

 

Anything else you'd like to tell Vision's readers? 

Yes: don’t underestimate the power of persistence. The people who make it as 

writers are the ones who don’t give up, the ones who don’t let rejection get them 

down -- not the most talented or gifted. 

Be sure to visit Ellen Jackson's wonderful website, where you'll find more 

information on her books and helpful information for writers!  

http://www.ellenjackson.net/  
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Books mentioned in the article: 

LOOKING FOR LIFE IN THE UNIVERSE 

ISBN: 0618548866 - Publisher: Houghton Mifflin, 2002 

EARTH MOTHER 

ISBN 0802789927 - Publisher: Walker and Co  

CINDER EDNA 

ISBN: 0688162959 - Publisher: Lothrop, Lee, and Shepard 

THE WORLDS AROUND US - Millbrook Press, Fall, 2006 

CINAMMON BROWN AND THE SEVEN DWARFS - Viking Books, Fall, 2006 

THE SPACE SCIENTISTS: SUPERNOVAS, BLACK HOLES, AND DARK 

ENERGY - Houghton Mifflin, 2007 
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Studies in Lines and Shadows:  

Character Development in Short Stories 

By Carter Nipper 

© 2005, Carter Nipper 

 

Character development in novels is like painting a portrait.  You have a large 

canvas upon which you can use the full palette of colors and the full range of 

tools to create a detailed, lifelike image of a person, including his background.  In 

short stories, however, you have only a sketch pad.  You don't have the time or 

space to create much detail or depth, and virtually the only tool available to you is 

a charcoal stick. 

Short stories are focused, words and ideas sharpened to a fine point.  In a limited 

number of words, you, the writer, must create an entire world, people it with the 

appropriate characters, and still have room for a plot.  Creating believable 

characters your readers can identify with can be difficult under these conditions.  

It certainly can be done, though, so don't despair.  You just have to learn to trust 

your readers. 

The human mind is a strange and wonderful thing.  It is willing to be duped and 

deceived by a writer in order to be entertained and enlightened.  In the majority of 

cases, your readers want your story to succeed, and they are willing to stretch 

themselves a little in order to allow that to happen.  By using the power of 

suggestion, you can provide your readers with a framework of a character 
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containing the elements and information essential to the story and they will use 

their imaginations to fill in the blanks.  The hard part for you is deciding how 

much is enough. 

While each writer and each story is unique, there are some ideas and techniques 

that will be useful to you at least most of the time.  Following are some ways you 

can inspire your readers to help create your characters and bring them to life. 

Description 

Description of a character and his environment can go a long way toward filling 

out that character in the reader's mind.  Note, however, that this does not 

necessarily mean a physical description of the character, unless that description 

contributes to the story in some way.  In writing short stories, conciseness is 

essential.  Does it really matter if the character has brown hair or blonde?  Blue 

eyes?  What is the significance for the story? 

Definitely beware of the rookie mistake of having the character look at himself in 

a mirror.  There are times when this is necessary, such as when the character is 

exceedingly vain or has some physical characteristic that makes him self-

conscious.  Other than these limited uses, though, this device marks a writer 

instantly as a beginner. 

Consider this passage: 
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Scott fingered the groove on his left ring finger.  The gold band that usually 

filled that groove rested in his pocket.  Though he couldn't feel it, he knew it 

was there.  It burned in his mind, a nagging, guilty presence.  It was the first 

time in ten years of marriage that the ring had been off his finger.  He 

wondered, not for the first time, why he was sitting in this bar in a strange 

city with his wedding ring in his pocket. 

This passage serves a dual role in the story.  It sets up a conflict: this character is 

apparently trolling for womanly companionship but is also unsure and guilty 

about it.  At the same time, the passage tells us that the character is married and 

has been for ten years.  He also feels guilty about what he is doing.  The reasons 

for his guilt are not explained in this brief passage, but some possibilities will 

immediately occur to the reader.  Maybe he has a conscience.  Maybe he loves 

his wife but feels that sex with a stranger is something he has to do, for whatever 

reason.  This brief paragraph sets up conflicting feelings in the reader about this 

character.  That raises the reader's interest level, which is always good. 

Description of a character's surroundings can also contribute to his 

development.  Consider: 

Her hairbrush still lay on the bathroom vanity.  A single red hair twined 

about the bristles.  Her toothbrush still stood in its holder, a lonely sentinel 

hopelessly watching for the return of its mistress.  He reached toward the 

toothbrush, standing so tall and straight, but he could never bring himself to 

touch it, much less throw it away. 
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These four sentences tell an entire story.  The character misses a woman who is 

now gone from his life.  Who was she?  Wife?  Lover?  Mother?  Where did she 

go?  Did she leave him for another man?  Did she die?  Enquiring minds want to 

know.  Above all, this brief passage says that this character has a real problem 

letting go of whoever she was.  His feelings for her are apparently very deep and 

lasting. 

When using description in this way, remember that small details tell a lot.  If a 

character's apartment is full of pizza boxes and beer cans, that tells us a lot 

about him.  A Bloomingdale's shopping bag on the counter says something very 

different from a Wal-Mart bag in the same place. 

Backstory 

We have all heard the warnings about info-dumping and flashbacks.  So how do 

you tell a character's backstory, his history?  The shadows cast by a character's 

past are a powerful influence on him in the present.  "The child is father to the 

man," as Wordsworth said. 

A long flashback detailing a childhood filled with physical abuse can interrupt the 

flow of the story and cause a reader to lose interest.  A sudden memory of a 

father's angry face and the pain of the resulting cracked rib can have an 

immediate and compelling impact on the reader. 

When I walked into the church for my daughter's wedding, I walked back in 

time.  The last time I had been to church, Mary's coffin had dominated the 
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front of the sanctuary.  The smells of fresh flowers and old varnish were the 

same.  Though my wife was ten years in the ground, her presence in that 

room smothered me, her shadow filled my mind with darkness.  The old 

anger and bitterness flared up again.  I had hoped to get through this day 

without them. 

This man's memories evoke our own.  The shadows that lie on his mind give him 

more depth in our minds.  Our own memories provide the sights, sounds and 

smells to bring the scene to life and allow the shadows to take form. 

Dialogue and Thoughts 

What a person says and how they say it reveals a lot about them.  Take the 

following conversation, for example: 

Bonnie: Where are you going? 

Clyde: Out. 

Bonnie: That didn't answer my question. 

Clyde: What are you, my wife?  Lay off the questions, all right? 

Bonnie: I don't know why you can't answer a simple question.  What are you 

hiding? 

Clyde: Don't push me, Bonnie.  I made you; I can break you. 
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Bonnie: Get over yourself, Clyde.  You might have helped get me some gigs 

early on, but it's my voice and my looks that made my career. 

Clyde: Don't kid yourself, chickie.  There's hundreds of birds just like you out 

there drooling on themselves for the chance to jump into my bed and be a 

star.  Without me, you'll be back slinging hash in a month. 

Clyde's not a very nice person, is he?  He seems to be some kind of promoter or 

manager.  He also doesn't have a very high opinion of his client or her peers. 

How about this one: 

"Don't make the mistake of thinking I'm just another dumb blonde, Billy-boy.  

I know I'm nothing but your arm-candy trophy wife that makes you look 

good, but you'd better understand some things.  I know about the other 

women.  I also know about those two guys you have stashed in the closet.  

I'm not staying with you 'cause I love you, in case you hadn't noticed.  I've 

got a good thing going here, and I'm not going to let you mess it up.  You try 

anything stupid, like filing for divorce, and I'll not only take everything you 

have, I'll make sure you never have anything ever again." 

She's not very nice, either, is she? 

Notice in these short snippets what is not being said.  The little bit of information 

given is only a trigger for the reader's imagination.  Social conventions and 

shared images make up the majority of the knowledge about the people 
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involved.  The reader's imagination then takes over and colors in between the 

lines. 

Notice also that both of these bits of dialogue are advancing the story, showing 

conflict and action.  Since you have so few words to work with in a short story, 

each word must carry its own weight, sometimes doing double or triple duty. 

Behavior 

We all know how much we can tell about a person from their behavior.  The way 

they walk, their gestures, their body language all speak volumes.  Someone who 

jingles the coins in his pocket or twists a strand of hair constantly shows 

nervousness or anxiety.  Licking lips or drying hands on clothes also show 

nervousness, maybe even fear. 

Sam yanked the wheel, forcing his Jag to the right into a space almost big 

enough for it.  The scream of tires on pavement and the blare of a horn 

behind him brought a small smile to his lips.  When the traffic in front of him 

stopped and the traffic to his left started moving again, he repeated the 

maneuver to the left.  The rest of the drones could sit and wait.  He had 

places to go and people to see. 

Sam is impatient and arrogant.  He is the guy the rest of us despise.  In my mind, 

I know his Jaguar is red, probably a convertible.  He wears a Rolex and a 

diamond tie-pin.  He demands instead of asking, and probably sexually harasses 

his female co-workers. 
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What does your character do that reveals his inner feelings?  Maybe he keeps 

his eyes moving when he's talking to someone.  Maybe his hand trembles 

enough to slosh hot coffee into his lap.  If he yawns and stretches, he's sleepy; if 

he's out of breath and leaning on something, he might be tired from some 

physical exertion, or he may have a health problem. 

When writing a short story, the writer must always keep in mind the dictum to 

"show, don't tell."  Show your readers what your characters say, what they do, 

where they live.  Find the details that trigger their imaginations.  Have faith in 

your audience.  They know these people, too.  You just have to remind them.  

Draw the lines, show the shadows, let your readers bring your characters to life. 
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Who Is That Character? 

By Dorry Catherine Pease 

© 2005, Dorry Chaterine Pease 

 

One of the greatest challenges for any writer is to develop characters so 

compelling and so real that the reader has to know what is to come next for this 

friend, enemy or lover.  How to accomplish this becomes an over-riding desire 

and one of the major keys to success in writing, be it a short story, creative 

nonfiction or a novel. 

Examine Charles Dickens' mastery at character development.  In "Great 

Expectations," he describes Biddy, a friend to the main character Pip.  

Biddy was Mr. Wopsle's great aunt's granddaughter…She was an orphan 

like myself; like me, too, had been brought up by hand. She was most 

noticeable, I thought, in respect of her extremities; for, her hair always 

wanted brushing, her hands always wanted washing, and her shoes always 

wanted mending and pulling up at heel. This description must be received 

with a weekday limitation. On Sundays, she went to church elaborated. 

In a few short sentences, the reader sees and develops empathy for Biddy. We 

want to follow her, to know how she fits into this story, to see what happens to 

her. 
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With Miss Havisham, Mr. Dickens not only physically describes this rich and 

secluded character... 

She was dressed in rich materials -- satins, and lace, and silks -- all of 

white. Her shoes were white. And she had a long white veil dependent from 

her hair, and she had bridal flowers in her hair, but her hair was white. 

Some bright jewels sparkled on her neck and on her hands... She had not 

quite finished dressing, for she had but one shoe on -- the other was on the 

table near her hand -- her veil was but half arranged, her watch and chain 

were not put on, and some lace for her bosom lay with those trinkets, and 

with her handkerchief, and gloves, and some flowers, and a prayer-book, all 

confusedly heaped about the looking-glass. 

...but also takes it one-step further and brings Miss Havisham to life.   

It was not in the first few moments that I saw all these things... But, I saw 

that everything within my view, which ought to be white, had been white 

long ago, and had lost its lustre, and was faded and yellow. I saw that the 

bride within the bridal dress had withered like the dress, and like the flowers, 

and had no brightness left but the brightness of her sunken eyes. I saw that 

the dress had been put upon the rounded figure of a young woman, and that 

the figure upon which it now hung loose, had shrunk to skin and bone. 
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This is character description at its best.  What is it in these words that speaks 

volumes to the reader?  What is it that Dickens uses when he creates these living 

and breathing people?  

There are six individual qualities to consider when exploring and developing 

novel characters.  These include inspiration, physical aspects, personality, 

unique quirks, universal traits and dialogue.   Without incorporating each of 

these, the creation of a well-rounded story person is limited, the reader becomes 

bored, and the 'great masterpiece' remains unread.   

1.  Most people's ideas for a character begin with an inspiration. That inspiration 

can come from anywhere: a voice, a look, words spoken, or the way someone 

walks.  The connection between the author and the individual needs expansion 

and exploration. Something existed that caught the writer's attention, something 

said, 'look at me,' 'here I am.'  Find what it was that appealed, what it was that 

said, 'Use me, I am your character,' and put that down in words.  Fill the page 

with everything that pops to mind. 

2. Build a short biography, describing physical aspects, height, weight, hair, eye 

color, and age.  Outline your thoughts on characteristics exploring such things 

as: 

• personality and disposition  

• morals/ethics/beliefs  

• hobbies  
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• habits  

• quirks or eccentricities  

• likes/dislikes  

• fears or phobias  

• hopes and dreams  

As you build the physical parts of this person, give him strong traits, for either 

good or evil.  It is these underlying weaknesses that drive the person's behavior 

and in so doing the story.  

3.  Memorable characters are more than physical.  They are personalities.  It is 

the small details that give the reader insights.  Develop concrete, vivid, easily 

identifiable traits to build well-rounded people. These characters belong 

intricately in the story and in the plot.  Everything about them, the way they 

speak, think, dress, and use body language, shows them to be who and what this 

story is.  Without them, there would be no story.  

A technique for rounding out characters is to interview them.  Ask questions, 

listen to what they say and the way they say it.  You'll discover things you never 

expected, things that intrigue you and will engage the reader. 

As an aside, I look for images of my character on the internet.  I also often sketch 

my characters as they take shape.  

My husband worries about me at times, because I talk to characters on a regular 

basis, ask questions, explore ideas. 
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4. Unique quirks mold the unusual aspects of a character.  Deeply held 

convictions, morals, beliefs, and mores applicable to the society in which she 

lives are all traits developed by the background and experiences of a person.  

These little things tell who this person is inside and give deep insight to the 

reader. Find the character's greatest fear, weakness, or vulnerability. Use this 

internal conflict to drive the plot, the external conflict, of your story.  

If, for instance, in an interview with your character, you discover that in childhood 

a fire destroyed all of the guinea pigs your story person was raising as pets, this 

can be emphasized to explain the overwhelming need to be a driving force 

behind the goals of PETA, a strong animal protection group.  

Look again at Dickens' words: "On Sundays, she went to church elaborated."   

This sentence delves into Biddy's beliefs and the goodness of her.  Suddenly, 

she is a personality, a well-rounded likable person. 

5. Universal traits are those most of us, as human beings, identify with and feel 

empathy for.  We all have known love, shame, humiliation, fear, grief, guilt, and 

embarrassment, and so can understand the character's reactions to these 

emotions.  Even if we have not committed murder or lost a loved one to 9/11, we 

relate to the emotions as the character does.   The sentiment is understood even 

if the event is abstract.  These, then, are common bonds and therefore traits 

universal. 
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For example, Pip describes the scene around Miss Havisham as "... all 

confusedly heaped about the looking-glass."   

We have all experienced this wandering of the mind -- a universal trait. 

 

Many authors know their characters, but often, in penning the story, they fail to 

take the time to write how the characters see the events revolving around them.  

Consequently, the reader, in trying to plow through huge chunks of descriptive 

narrative, becomes bored and quits long before the 'good' part of the story. 

 

 6. Dialogue is the answer. When characters talk to each other, they express 

more than words.  Dialogue can reveal not only thoughts, goals, and hidden 

agendas, but also can highlight conflicts, show the perspective of the characters, 

and advance the plotline all at once.  If an author wishes to show how fabulous a 

character looks and yet how shallow this person is, she should use dialogue.  Let 

shallowness come through in his words of perception and his beauty come 

through the words of others. 

A wonderful example of the use of dialogue to tell the reader enormous amounts 

about a character comes from Anne Perry in her novel The Carter Street 

Hangman.   

Her mother came in a few moments later, so quietly Charlotte did not hear 

her. 
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"Charlotte." 

It was too late to hide what she was doing. She lowered the paper and 

looked into her mother's brown eyes. 

"Yes Mama," It was an admission. 

"You know how your father feels about your looking at those things." She 

glanced at the folded paper in Charlotte's hand. "I can't imagine why you 

want to; there's very little in them that is pleasant and your father will read 

those things out to us.  But if you must look at it for yourself, at least do it 

discreetly, in Maddock's pantry, or get Dominic to tell you." 

The amount of information the reader now knows about Charlotte, her 

relationship with her mother, her father and the way he runs the household, and 

something about the level of society in which this family exists is immense and it 

all comes from a few words of dialogue.  

Dialogue also allows the story-people to view the things around them according 

to their own personal tastes and preconceived ideas. 

For instance,  

"Nancy, look at that still life hanging over there next to George Caleb 

Bingham's 'Boatmen on the Missouri.'  How lovely that would look on my 

parlor wall, don't you think?" Nancy raised her eyebrows.   
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As compared to, 

"Oh my, Nancy, take a gander at that horrible still life over there by the 

painting with the blacks rowing on the river.  I can't believe anyone would 

ever pay money for a ridiculous painting like that." Nancy raised her 

eyebrows. 

Oh my, indeed.  Those small differences in the way characters view objects 

around them add a sense of realism and bring depth to story individuals.  Story 

people must emulate real people.   

Creating someone from nothing and convincing others the creation is real is 

creative genius.  It engages the reader to the point of an inability to put the story 

down, and, after all, this is for what all writers strive. 

Sources 

Great Expectations, Charles Dickens, London, Published 1861, Chapter 7,  

http://www.online-literature.com/dickens/greatexpectations/7/    

Great Expectations, Charles Dickens, London, Published 1861, Chapter 8,  

http://www.online-literature.com/dickens/greatexpectations/8/    

The Carter Street Hangman, Anne Perry, Published, Ballantine Books, New 
York, Chapter 1, page 7. 

George Caleb Bingham's "Boatmen on the Missouri" 1846  

http://arthistory.about.com/od/namesbb/p/bingham.htm   

Lee Masterson, "Adding Character Depth Through Perception" copyrighted 2003  
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Who is Mary Sue? 

By Kat Feete 

© 2005, Kat Feete 

 

Many of us have heard the term "Mary Sue" floating around writing communities. 

A Mary Sue is a character that the author identifies with so strongly that the story 

is warped by it. Sometimes male Sues are called "Gary Stus," but more often the 

name is used for both sexes of offenders. The term was coined in fanfiction, 

made its way from there into the publishing world, and has slowly been filtering 

into the writing community as a useful shorthand for a frighteningly common error 

in characterization. 

Along the way the definition of a Mary Sue has become muddied. For some, it is 

any self-insertion of the writer; for others it is when the character is obviously 

acting as wish-fulfillment for the writer. Sometimes it is a character who is 

excessively stylish or romantic or over-traumatized, or who never does anything 

wrong.  

But these are all symptoms of the same literary crime: a character who, by the 

writer's obsession with her, subverts the truth and power of the story. Mary Sue 

fights to appear in all our stories. She is the story equivalent of the spoilt brat who 

always gets her way, with the writer-parent running before her anxiously 

smoothing her path; she is lovable to no one but that parent. Mary Sues 

sometimes appear in valid works of fiction, but more often they render the story 
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unreadable, a source of satisfaction to the writer alone. Spotting her and learning 

to discipline her is as important for writers as it is for parents. 

Mary Sues in the Wild 

There are three reasons why Mary Sue appears in a story. The first is laziness. 

"Write what you know," the fledgling writer thinks. "That means I don't have to do 

any research, right?" Shallow characters who are difficult to tell apart and main 

characters who share their author's profession, hobbies, sexual orientation, and 

gender (and in extreme cases name) are both symptomatic of the lazy Mary Sue.  

The second reason is nervousness. "This character isn't sympathetic enough!" 

thinks the writer, reading her story. "I want everyone to like her. So I'll have to 

make her better... make her special... throw in some horrible experiences so that 

everyone will feel sorry for her...."  This type of Mary Sue can be easily spotted: 

look for excessive trauma, unbelievable perfection, reams of explanation for any 

faults, and minor characters who regularly step up to defend the main character 

from criticism. 

And, finally, there is wistfulness. The third Mary Sue comes from the writer who 

thinks "I wish I could... I wish I was more like...." An overly romantic portrayal of 

her circumstances, be it lady of the manor or fighter pilot; inexplicable popularity; 

an overabundance of fashion sense, friends, parties, sex, and all the other things 

the writer feels she lacks; an abundance of minor, temporary setbacks, quickly 
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resolved in her favor; a lack of consequences for every action she takes... these 

are the signs of a wish-fulfillment Mary Sue, the most insidious of her kind. 

Mary Sues are frequently accompanied by trite plots, generic backgrounds, and a 

cast of minor characters who define their existence only through the Sue. They 

may love her or they may hate her, but no one is allowed to be indifferent.  

Why care about background, after all, when it's the main character you're writing 

for... and of course you want the reader to sympathize when you're writing about 

yourself. If we didn't want to be our characters, then they wouldn't hold such a 

fascination for us that we'd write about them. If we didn't love them, they wouldn't 

be ours. 

Avoiding Mary Sue 

We can never do without Mary Sue, but you can keep her from bending a story 

until it breaks.  Few people are able to write objectively about themselves, and 

fewer still able to do this in a way that is interesting to other people. The nearer 

and dearer our Mary Sues, the closer to our hearts, the narrower other people's 

interest becomes, until we limit ourselves to an audience of one. 

If the signs of a Mary Sue that I list are things you see in your own stories, don't 

despair. Work. Examine your assumptions. Look hard at your conflicts: how can 

you change them to serve the story, rather than the Mary Sue? Try writing a 

scene from a minor character's perspective. If she does nothing but eulogize the 

main character, start over. If she does nothing but revile the main character, start 
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over. Write from the point of view of a stranger, if you must, but create something 

that focuses on more than that character. 

Remember that what "everyone knows" about anything is wrong, and that 

everyone includes you. Do not skimp on the research. Do not cast yourself as the 

main character; chances are you don't know yourself as well as you think and will 

end up with a flat, boring shadow of you on the page -- not to mention the raft of 

minor characters who also look like you. Easy doesn't mean right. 

Afraid people won't like your character? They don't have to like her; they just 

have to respect her. Either way it's a choice they'll make for themselves, based 

not on what you tell them but on her actions. You cannot force readers to be 

sympathetic. Heaping trauma upon trauma on the main character, explaining 

away all her mistakes, and having other characters defend her against the reader 

criticisms you fear will alienate more and more people by pounding them over the 

head with what they should think, rather than standing back and letting them 

draw their own conclusions.  

Take a long hard look at your character's life and you will see the drawbacks. No 

one is perfect. No one's situation is perfect. No one is universally loved. The 

more you try to convince readers of this impossibility, the more skeptically they 

will regard your work, and the less they will trust you. You may wish to live the 

perfect life all you want, but the wish has no place in your fiction.  
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Finally, remember: you are not your characters. Their faults do not reflect on you. 

People's opinions of them are not the same as their opinions of you. Realize this, 

and you will write better fiction that touches a universal dream more poignant 

than the Mary Sue's wish that the world revolved around her.  
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Listening to the Voices in my Head 

By Carol Hightshoe 

© 2005, Carol Hightshoe 

 

"I live in my own little world -- but it's okay; they know me there." 

How many times have you, as an author, felt like the above statement 

accurately described your writing? The problem usually isn't that our 

characters don't know us; it more commonly is that we don't know them. 

Despite all the character sketches and interviews we do with our characters, 

we still don't really know them that well.  

Too many times we try to get them to do the things we want them to do in a story 

in a certain way so we can get to the ending we think the story should have. 

Characters who are forced into certain actions will come across as cardboard 

and one-dimensional to the reader. Our characters, even the secondary ones, 

need to live and breathe; they must be a part of the world, not just a plot device. 

The question: how do you, as the author, bring these characters to life? Start by 

listening to the voices in your head. Review all the information you generated 

about a character with your initial sketch and interviews, then try to become that 

character. In your day-to-day activities, ask your characters for their opinions on 

things that come up. You don't have to follow their advice, but asking will give 

you more insight into their personalities and motivations. 
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Once you have gotten used to asking your characters for advice, you should find 

yourself more able to ask them what they want to do while you're writing. 

Characters who act like real, living breathing people come across as real people; 

they respond in ways that are natural to them, not necessarily the way that works 

best for your story. 

If you want your characters to be real, you have to think of them as real. You 

have to believe they do exist in the world you are creating with your words. Allow 

them to interact with their world and the other people they meet there just as they 

would in the "real" world. 

You will find that once you begin to think of your worlds as places that do exist -- 

places you are allowed to visit, where you can meet the people whose stories 

you are telling -- those people will begin to tell you their stories and you will 

become a transcriptionist. There will be times when you are working on a scene, 

one you thought would turn out a certain way, and you find the characters have 

other ideas of their own. When this happens, you should let the characters take 

control of the story; after all it is their story. Focus on letting them talk through 

you. Don't allow yourself to get sidetracked from what they are saying or doing. 

You can go back and add the extra details later to more completely flesh out the 

scene. 

When you're done with the story, you will find that you and the characters have 

arrived at the place you expected all along -- whether they told you immediately 
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or not, you did know how the story was going to end. It was the journey that 

wasn't completely known.  

Let your characters make their journey, not yours, and you and your reader will 

find yourselves welcome guests in a world that draws you in because it is real. 

You and your reader will cry at the tragedies your characters deal with and cheer 

at their victories. 

However, before any of this can happen you have to be willing to accept your 

characters as people with real emotions, real problems, and real flaws. Only if 

you believe in them can they ever rise above being words on paper. Remember, 

you have to really listen to the voices in your head; they want you to believe in 

them enough to breathe life into them and their world so your reader can believe 

in them also.  
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The Spice and Wampum of Characters 

By Bonnie McDaniel 

© 2005, Bonnie McDaniel 

 

Characters are the meat in the novel sandwich. However, by definition, a 

sandwich needs bread and condiments to be complete. Likewise, your 

characters need realistic backgrounds and flaws, or they’re just cheap wooden 

puppets for the writer to manipulate.   

These aspects of characterization -- how a person got to where she is, and how 

many times she screwed up along the way -- are by far the most interesting to 

me. Many writing books suggest creating detailed dossiers on a character, down 

to what she had for breakfast nine years ago. I don’t think this is necessary. If I 

want to know the name of my hero’s third-grade teacher, I’ll make it up in the 

paragraph where it becomes relevant. What does matter is my character 

watching his parents divorce during that year, and how this sowed the seeds of 

his wife-beating twenty-five years later.  

Motivations don’t come from a vacuum. There are always experiences, good or 

bad, which lead to a particular viewpoint, and this viewpoint determines how a 

character acts. In this vein, instead of creating a character dossier, I think we 

need to create a character timeline -- the past events underlying his current 

actions, and when those events took place.  
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To continue the above example, let’s say your antagonist’s parents divorce when 

he’s eight years old. The character’s father, a rich, vindictive S.O.B., wins 

custody, and spends the next few years running down the child’s mother. This 

misogynistic attitude will carry over into the character’s adult life, particularly if 

he’s dumped -- unfairly, he believes -- by one or two girlfriends along the way. 

Perhaps his first love is an ardent feminist who won’t put up with his nonsense. 

Her rejection only adds to his hatred and mistrust of women, feelings which rise 

to the surface when he marries.  

Therefore, the antagonist’s first punch (and how good it makes him feel) is the 

culmination of everything that has gone before.  

I’m not saying the writer has to describe every year of a character’s life, but if 

your character is a wife-beater (or a spy, or a backwoods eccentric who has fled 

from society), the reasons for his being so need to be fleshed out. Some of them 

will obviously be revealed in the story. The fact that you, the writer, know them in 

even greater detail will lend subtext and nuance to your characterization, and 

create a person who will ring true in the reader’s mind.  

Flaws are important to both protagonist and antagonist. They make the former 

more human, and show the way the latter may be defeated. In an ideal world -- 

and not all of us get there, to be sure -- a character’s greatest strength and 

weakness is the same trait. Let’s say your character is loyal, sticking like 

Superglue to her mentor. Said mentor (to borrow themes from a book idea I’m 

playing around with) plucked the protagonist from a nasty situation that would 
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have resulted in her death. However, her mentor is a charming sociopath, with a 

deadly personality that becomes more evident as time goes on, to everyone but 

the protagonist. How long will the protagonist’s loyalty last, and what will be the 

defining event that finally opens her eyes? 

Creating a good antagonist is one of the most rewarding challenges a writer 

faces. Just mention the names Hannibal Lecter and Darth Vader and you’ll see 

what I mean. I think the antagonist -- particularly if he’s a charming sociopath -- 

should have the most detailed timeline of all your characters. The inevitable 

question everyone asks when faced with a cannibalizing, murderous monster is: 

“Why? How did you get to where you are? What made you think such actions are 

appropriate?” The writer needs to descend into the heart of darkness to answer 

those questions.  

As has been pointed out in many writing books, even a villain is the hero of his 

own story. A villain walks a fine line between sympathy and repugnance, so he 

needs bigger flaws than the protagonist. Perhaps he truly believes, by virtue of 

his intelligence, self-control, or “enlightened” personal philosophy, that he is 

superior to other people. He views the rest of Homo sapiens as weak, racist 

hatemongers (completely ignoring the same traits in himself). Eventually his ego, 

the very thing that led him to this point, will ensure he is defeated, and rightfully 

so. But the reader will know why he acted the way he did, whether or not she 

agrees with those actions.  
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A detailed background and realistic flaws are what complete the sandwich and 

makes your characters shine. Now they no longer jerk to the author’s invisible 

puppetry, but stride off the page as real people, into the hearts and minds of your 

readers.  



Vision: A Resource for Writers  57 
Lazette Gifford, Editor and Publisher 

Character Sheets as a Teaching Tool 

By Lafayette C. Curtis 

© 2005, Lafayette C. Curtis 

 

Many years ago, not long after I began researching the craft of writing in earnest, 

I found myself confronted with an intriguing idea: character sheets. Back then 

these sheets seemed to embody all there was to know about my character. Later 

I discovered that many published writers claim to be organic writers who do little 

or no outlining, much less filling out of character sheets.  I found that I fill in the 

character and plot information much more naturally when I write free-form essays 

instead of categorical lists. This led me to a question: what is the point of 

character sheets? 

The question lay dormant for some time until I stumbled upon a discussion 

comparing the processes of organic and organized writing. In the intervening 

period I have found that I tend towards the "organized" end of the spectrum; even 

though I don't always use detailed outlines and have not filled out a character 

sheet for years, I'm aware that I like to compile detailed essays and meticulous 

chronologies in addition to triple- and quadruple-checking worldbuilding 

information for consistency. Therefore, when one of the participants in the 

discussion brought up the subject, I made up a quick on-the-spot analysis of the 

merits and demerits of character sheets and arrived at the conclusion that, 

perhaps, character sheets are best viewed as teaching aids. 
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Character sheets are often misconstrued as lists to be filled from top to bottom. 

Nothing could be farther from the truth; what matters is not the categories 

themselves, but the interconnection between them. Generally, it is not very 

difficult for beginning writers to come up with a fascinating basic idea for a 

character. The problem is that they often don't know how to develop the 

character into a complex, engaging entity with a life of her own. This is where 

character sheets come in handy; writers can start by filling out one category with 

the basic idea they have in their minds and figure out how this information is 

going to affect the contents of the other categories. For example, say a character 

is fifty years old. From there we can track down to the category of "Outlook," and 

to fill this category we can ask the question, "Does she think her life has been a 

wasted one? Or a fruitful one?" By answering this question, we raise a host of 

other questions, like "What makes her think so? Is she going to do anything 

about it? How does that outlook manifest in the way she interacts with other 

people?" 

An effective teaching (or self-learning) approach would involve using character 

sheets as an aid in internalizing this pattern of interconnections. Once the pattern 

is clearly established in a student's mind, there is little or no need for the tangible 

presence of a character sheet in the process of character development. Of 

course, some writers still prefer to fill in character sheets in order to maintain 

consistency of a character as they write a particularly long work (e.g. a multi-

book series), but in such situations they generally fill in character sheets after the 

initial process of character development, not before.  
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Obviously these generalizations should be taken with a grain of salt. I know of at 

least one experienced writer who learned the pattern of interconnections without 

ever touching a single character or outline sheet. On the other end of the 

spectrum, there are highly visual writers who like the presence of character 

sheets as visual aids, and those who say that they use character sheets to 

compensate for their poor short-term memories. Yet these examples go beyond 

the scope of this discussion; suffice to say that, properly used, character sheets 

can be an excellent tool for teaching the concept of interconnections in character 

and plot development to beginning writers. 
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Did You Forget Body Language? 

By Karen Kincy 

© 2005, Karen Kincy 

 

Have you forgotten to use body language in your stories? I'm guilty of this. More 

often than I'd like to admit, my characters are "talking heads" when they speak. 

My dialogue is bare of accompanying physical description. In real life, we rely 

heavily on gestures and facial cues. All too often ambiguous e-mails cause 

misunderstandings -- yet the tone of these words would be obvious if they were 

said face-to-face. Since body language is so important for communication, it 

seems odd that I forgot this in fiction. Fortunately, its lack can be remedied.  

The easiest and probably most accurate way to add body language to your fiction 

is to observe people in real life. Whenever you're people-watching, study their 

faces, postures, and gestures. Take notes in the field or write your observations 

down later. 

When you get back to your manuscript, keep your notes nearby so you can spice 

up your writing. You might try labeling your field observations according to 

emotions -- easier when done on the computer. The “Find” feature of Microsoft 

Word is invaluable when searching for the most apt description.  

If you're like me, you might fall in love with some of your finds and use them to 

death. My poor readers sigh, "Another character is pursing her lips?" Try to mark 

off a description as "taken" after you use it. If it's ordinary enough to be used 
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again, try to keep it at least a dozen pages away from the first time it appears. If 

you're forced to cut a gem of a description from the manuscript, make sure you 

keep a copy in another place, so you can recycle it later. 

Sometimes I write dialogue so fast I don't have time for description. I throw in the 

first things that come to mind -- "she smiled," "he nodded." These simple actions 

can serve their purpose well, if not overused. While in the polishing stage, you 

might want to enhance them with character-unique descriptions or metaphors. 

"He smiled, baring yellowed teeth." Or, "Her lips curved into the smile of a Greek 

statue." 

If you've used up all your field observations, look to yourself next. You might not 

notice all your body language quirks in action. Ask a friend what you look like 

when talking, sitting, joking, and so on. Make faces in a mirror, pretending to be 

pensive, angry, sad, etc. You might find books on acting helpful. 

Finally, there's the scholarly approach to body language. Search the Internet for 

"body language," "nonverbal communication," and "kinesics" for a start. Here are 

some links I found helpful:  

The Nonverbal Dictionary: http://members.aol.com/nonverbal2/diction1.htm 

Nonverbal Communication Links: 

http://www3.usal.es/%7Enonverbal/introduction.htm 
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Examples of Body Language:  

http://www.deltabravo.net/custody/body.htm 

  

Try reading your dialogue out loud. This is an invaluable way to test its 

authenticity, and if you pay attention to your physical reactions, you can add 

them in. If a fictional argument gets your fists clenched (or you meant it to), try 

adding those clenched fists to your character. This will help the reader feel what 

the character is feeling. If you're having trouble acting out a particular scene, 

perhaps you haven't delved deep enough into the emotions of your characters. 

Another revealing exercise is having a trusted friend read your dialogue to you. If 

they're unsure of what tone to use, or say the words much differently than you 

had intended, you may want to add more body language, rewrite the dialogue, or 

both. 

Carefully season your dialogue with body language. Too much, and it will slow 

the pace to a crawl. Too little, and your readers won't be sure how the characters 

feel. Of course, these are all matters of style. Experiment until you find your 

favorite recipe.  

For example, here's an exchange between two characters that I think should be 

enhanced: 

Example #1 
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Ylva said, "Theodorik Blakkvor stopped by earlier today, while you were in the 

meadow." 

Ravelda asked, "Who?" 

"Don't you remember him? You met him when you were about five winters old. 

He's short, with a crooked nose." 

Ravelda frowned. "I don't remember anything from that long ago."  

Could Theodorik be my father? When she was little, she used to pretend her 

father was talking to her, and they would have long conversations in her head. 

But she could never truly hear his voice. 

Ravelda tried to smile. "Is Theodorik your sweetheart?" 

Ylva shook her head. "Certainly not. He's an old friend, you know that." 

If I overdid the body language, it would be something like this: 

Example #2 

Ylva swallowed a mouthful of soup and dabbed her lips with deliberation. She 

glanced at her daughter, lips tight, and released a sigh. "Theodorik Blakkvor 

stopped by earlier today, while you were in the meadow." 

Ravelda's ears pricked, her heartbeat quickening. "Who?" 
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"Don't you remember him?" Ylva furrowed her brow. Her fingers tightened around 

her spoon. "You met him when you were about five winters old. He's short, with a 

crooked nose." 

Ravelda squinted as she thought, staring at the ceiling. She rubbed her chin. "I 

don't remember anything from that long ago."  

A familiar knot tightened in her stomach. She folded her hands in her lap and 

looked away from her mother. Could Theodorik be my father? When she was 

little, she used to pretend her father was talking to her, and they would have long 

conversations in her head. But she could never truly hear his voice. 

Ravelda bounced her leg to release nervous energy and tried to smile teasingly. 

She kept her eyes on her mother's, watching for annoyance. "Is Theodorik your 

sweetheart?" 

Ylva snorted. "Certainly not." She tugged her bowl closer and began eating 

faster. "He's an old friend, you know that." 

Here's the final version, seasoned just right, in my opinion:  

Example #3 

Ylva swallowed a mouthful of soup and sighed. "Theodorik Blakkvor stopped by 

earlier today, while you were in the meadow." 

Ravelda's ears pricked. "Who?" 
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"Don't you remember him? You met him when you were about five winters old. 

He's short, with a crooked nose." 

Ravelda squinted as she thought. "I don't remember anything from that long 

ago." 

A familiar knot tightened in her stomach. Could Theodorik be my father? When 

she was little, she used to pretend her father was talking to her, and they would 

have long conversations in her head. But she could never truly hear his voice. 

Ravelda bounced her leg to release nervous energy and tried to smile teasingly. 

"Is Theodorik your sweetheart?" 

Ylva snorted. "Certainly not. He's an old friend, you know that." 

After you've worked on your fictional body language, your characters will come 

alive. 
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Using Your Encyclopedia to Think 

Beyond Celtic 

By Valerie Comer 
© 2005, Valerie comer 

 

Looking through many of the favored fantasy novels of the past few years, I offer 

this assessment:  Celtic names and culture have overtaken the fantasy market.  

They do sound pleasing to the ear, I admit.  However, it is time to break out of 

the mold and explore other language styles and naming conventions for your 

next fantasy novel. 

I looked up several conlang (constructed language) sites on the internet, and 

backed slowly away, hands in the air.  I am not interested in taking the time or 

the energy to create a language from scratch.  I want to write one book and then 

another one, not create one language and then another.  If your hobby is building 

languages, I applaud you, but I don't want to join you. 

Existing Languages 

How then to come up with the feel of an authentic language?  The World Book 

Encyclopedia has a thorough article on language families and there I found out 

which current languages are related to each other.   

Nearly half the world's population (47%) uses languages found in the Indo-

European family.  This family includes eight branches: 1) Germanic, which 
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includes English, German, Dutch, and the Scandinavian languages; 2) Romantic, 

which includes French, Italian, Portuguese, and Spanish; 3) Balto-Slavic, which 

includes many of the languages of central Russia and its satellite countries; 4) 

Indo-Iranian, which includes languages from the northern Indian peninsula area 

such as Hindi, Urdu, and Bengali; 5) Greek; 6) Celtic, which includes Gaelic and 

Welsh; 7) Albanian; and 8) Armenian. 

These languages have much in common including inflection and a sentence 

structure that includes nouns, verbs, pronouns, etc.  Many words might be 

similar.  The English word 'mother' for example, is 'mata' in Sanskrit, 'meter' in 

Greek, 'mutter' in German, and 'mater' in Latin.  

The second largest language family (22%) is called Sino-Tibetan.  This includes 

Chinese with its many dialects as well as most, but not all, of the languages of 

south-eastern Asia.  These languages differ from the Indo-European languages 

in two main ways: the words are single syllable, and otherwise identical words 

can be differentiated by change in tone. 

Black African languages (8%) are spoken south of the Sahara and west of Sudan 

and Ethiopia. 

The Malayo-Polynesian language family (5%) covers most of the Pacific Islands. 

Another family is the Afro-Asian (4%).  This includes Arabic, Hebrew, Amharic, 

and the Berber tongues of North Africa. 
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The Japanese and Korean languages (4%) form their own language group. 

The Dravidian family (4%) covers languages from southern India, such as Tamil 

and Telugu. 

The Uralic-Altaic family (3%) consists of languages such as Finnish, Estonian, 

Hungarian, and Turkish. 

The Mon-Khmer language family (2%) covers Thailand, parts of Laos, and parts 

of southern India. 

American Indian languages (1%), which exist in pockets throughout North, 

Central, and South America vary greatly from one another, but are classed as 

one language family even so. 

Tweaking Languages 

You may not wish to use any current languages in your fantasy; I know I don't.  I 

want to use them as a foundation, to get a feel for naming conventions in my 

fantasy world.   

What do individual languages sound like?  I speak only English, but sometimes 

I've sat in a restaurant and listened to conversations around me in languages I 

could not understand.  Somehow I knew they weren't speaking French, or 

German.  What was it about the flow of words and the sounds in it that helped 

me come to that conclusion?  I've decided to find out, and then see how I can 
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use this information to give a feel of separate languages in my fantasy world.  

Perhaps the analysis that I've been doing will be helpful for you as well. 

A stack of World Book Encyclopedias anchors my dining room table.  I look up 

countries that have related languages, using the language families article as a 

guide, and answer questions about the languages.  You may find these 

questions helpful.  What do the names sound like?  What are some common 

endings for towns?  Rivers?  Lakes?  Which vowels are the most used?  The 

least?  Do the words sound soft (lots of Ls and Rs and Ns) or harsh (an 

abundance of Ks, Ts, Zs and Vs)?  Are any letters, either vowels or consonants, 

often doubled?  What letters are frequently used together?  Do you like the range 

of sounds that are part of this language grouping? 

If the sounds don't appeal to you after all, start over with another language 

group.  If they do, proceed to baby name websites.  In your search engine, type: 

baby names Hindi (or whatever language you are playing with).  Glance through 

the names offered.  The patterns shown in the map names are doubtless 

showing again.  Are they still pleasing? 

At this stage, I suggest looking at some of the common endings and giving them 

a twist.  Many towns and cities in the Indo-Iranian subgroup of the Indo-European 

family end in suffixes such as: -pur, -ganj, -anga, -abad, -agh, -awar, -odha, and -

alia.  I decide to use similar but not identical endings for towns in my primary 

fantasy country: -jur, -bunj, -ojha.  If I need more, I can adapt more.  At the 

moment, though, I only have about five towns that need names. 
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Then I do something similar with given names.  I note the common endings for 

female and male names, and which letters are commonly used together.  What 

letters are used to begin many names, and which are rarely used?  Based on this 

information I create a few names that I like the sound of, that seem basic to 

pronounce, and that are not too hard on the fingers to key in repeatedly. 

Second Country 

My land has enemies, and yours might, too.  Have your two countries at some 

point in history been one united land, but now are torn apart by civil strife?  Or 

were they once conquered by the same colonial political power?  Answering 

questions of this sort may help you to determine if they speak the same 

language, and if so, why.   

Think a little about what kinds of enmities exist between your cultures, as well as 

their physical proximity.  If your people are sailing across the sea to conquer new 

lands, odds are great that the language will be totally different, so choose a 

different language group out of your encyclopedia to work with in this second 

creation.  If both countries are well-established and next door to each other, they 

may have related languages.  Only you can decide how closely related you want 

them to be.   

Can your main character speak the secondary language?  How did he or she 

come to know it?  It's tedious to have an entire book where the folks don't 
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understand a word the other party speaks.  Make sure you build a believable 

background for your character as to how he or she has this knowledge. 

If there is regular trade between the countries, it is likely that quite a few people, 

such as merchants, have knowledge of both languages.  If slaves have been 

captured, some words will infiltrate into common usage.  Accents may introduce 

differences in an otherwise common language.  I would suggest using dialects 

and accents sparingly, as they can slow down the reading and thus jolt the 

reader out of the story.  Are gestures, or sign language, going to play an 

important part in the story?  How about misunderstood words? 

If a country has been conquered in the past, it is likely that naming conventions 

will include samples from both cultures and language groups.  Thus, in countries 

such as Guyana, a former British colony, you will find place names such as 

Georgetown and Fort Wellington not far from towns called Kwakwani and 

Dadanawa. 

Culture 

You have the option of choosing widely varying cultural idiosyncrasies.  If you are 

having trouble thinking outside the box of your own culture or the Celtic fantasy 

norm, study the habits of the countries whose languages you have just warped to 

your own ends. 

Does the real country have any similarities to the country you have drawn on 

your own map?  Is the climate similar?  Do they both have ample coastlines, or 
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perhaps none at all?  If these similarities exist, you may wish to adapt other 

ideas, such as common foods.  Have a look at their religion, at their clothing, at 

their agricultural practices.  Are these concepts that you can use as a 

springboard for your own created country? 

If there are few similarities, look through your atlas until you find a different 

country that has topography and/or climate in common with yours.  Read through 

the articles in your encyclopedia, and see what aspects of that land you can bring 

into your own.  You don't need to copy the culture verbatim any more than you 

did the language.   

The history and ways of a nation do not change much from year to year. 

Consider picking up an older set of encyclopedias at a garage sale if you don't 

already have one in your home.  It will still offer you a rich mix of adaptable ideas, 

and help you break your dependence on the current fantasy norms.  An 

encyclopedia of any vintage makes an excellent platform for your own leap into 

imagination 
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Workshopping and Critique 

By Heidi Wessman Kneale 

© 2005, Heidi Wessman Kneale 

 

Sometimes fiction writers get stuck on their manuscripts.  Other times a writer 

feels something isn't quite right with a finished piece; something he can't put his 

finger on. And all too often a problem slips by him completely.  How does one 

catch and fix these problems?  Take the piece to a workshop! 

Workshopping is a method of revising writing by which pieces are reviewed by 

peers who offer critique towards its improvement. 

A good workshop is comprised of peers who are at about the same level of 

development.  If the skill levels vary too greatly, then members may not benefit 

from the critique of others.  If some members find they are consistently teaching 

other members the craft, they should realized that it has stopped being a 

workshop -- with mutual improvement all around -- and become a class.   

Groups should contain between five and twelve people.  Any more, and there will 

not be enough time to cover everyone.  Any less, and the piece may suffer due to 

lack of a variety of readers. 

The key to a good workshop is the positive support of peers towards the 

improvement of writing.  Any negativity, whether through lack of support, 

improper critiquing methods, or simply failure to critique work, will harm the 



Vision: A Resource for Writers  74 
Lazette Gifford, Editor and Publisher 

members of the workshop and, therefore, the workshop itself.  A bad workshop is 

worse than no workshop; a good workshop is worth its weight in gold.  No two 

workshops are the same, even if they follow the same method. 

A workshop offers many things:  

�                    a sounding board for working on new ideas;  

�                    general feedback on a piece, including some proofreading 

and copyediting; 

�                    opportunity for improvement of the craft;  

�                    training in critical thinking (towards both your own work and 

that of others); 

�                    industry info and contacts; and 

�                    support of peers. 

Writing a story is creative.  Revising is analytical.  Regularly critiquing the works 

of others is the best training for revising your own material.  

Structure of a Modern Workshop  

The modern workshop was invented in Milford, Pennsylvania, in the mid-1960s, 

when a simple set of rules was devised for the structure and pattern of the 

workshop.  This is now called the Milford Method. Since then, this method has 
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been adapted and applied to many workshops all over the world, including some 

workshops on the Internet. Working by the Milford Method: 

�                    Writing is handed out and read by the critiquers. 

�                    Critiquers make their notes. 

�                    The writer listens silently while the critiquers, going around 

the circle one at a time, share their critiques. 

�                    The writer can answer only yes-or-no questions. 

�                    The writer is allowed to respond, uninterrupted, at the end of 

the circle. 

  

It's best if pieces are handed out far enough in advance that readers can give 

them a good read (preferably several times through) and can offer the best 

advice.  Handing out pieces at the beginning of the workshop may cheat the 

writer of some rather valuable advice, since readers may not have had time to 

really soak in a piece.  Some people prefer to read a piece and then set it down 

for a few days before reading it again, to allow their impressions to develop. 

Critiquers should set out with an idea of what to look for in a piece.  This can be 

presented as questions or a checklist posed by the writer.  Some critiquers tend 

to focus on voice and style while other critiquers are grammar nit-pickers.  Each 
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critiquer is different.  A good critiquer, while sometimes preferring to examine 

particular aspects of a manuscript, will keep her eye open for all aspects of 

writing. 

Critiquers make notes on the manuscript itself (when possible).  Not only will this 

help point out specifics to the writer, but can also help clarify things later. Notes 

are extremely useful to the writer, especially during rewrites. A critiquer should 

always put his name on the manuscript before handing it back to the writer, so 

the writer knows who to go to if she wishes to seek further clarification. 

At the workshop, the writer is allowed to make a brief opening statement.  This 

can be a reiteration of the brief "Authors' Notes" he may have handed out with 

the piece, or it can be to pose any final queries before the critique begins.  One 

thing the author cannot do is to explain the piece.  That is saved for the end. 

One by one, the critiquers give their critique. They remark on their notes (though 

not necessarily explaining every single one), and include further information.  

During the time this feedback is being given, the writer is not allowed to say 

anything, unless it is to answer yes-or-no questions posed by the critiquer.  

Anything else she wishes to say should be kept for the end.  Crosstalk between 

critiquers should be kept to a minimum.  If these rules are not kept, the critique 

will drag out longer than is necessary and waste everyone's time. 

Most workshops impose a time limit, say, five minutes or so, on oral remarks. 
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Each critiquer gets a turn presenting his critique.  Often a critiquer may have 

noticed the same thing a previous critiquer mentioned.  If this is the case, it is 

usually better to simply point out that they agree with a previous critiquer's 

comments, and then continue with one's own comments if they add to the 

critique.  To repeat in depth something a previous critiquer has already said (a 

"Me, Too"), only wastes time. 

At the end, the writer is allowed to speak, uninterrupted. He can comment on 

what critiquers have said, and clarify any information.  If critiquers failed to 

understand what the writer was trying to say, now is the time the writer can 

explain.  (However, if the writer finds he has to explain the piece, he hasn't 

written it as well as he should have.) 

If so desired, the group can engage in an open discussion of the piece.  When all 

is said and done, all manuscripts are handed back to the writer.  

How the Critiques Work  

Writers may include a brief sheet of "Author's Notes," that can include questions 

about the piece, requests for a specific sort of criticism, and, in the case of a 

larger piece, a brief explanation of back story that may have occurred in previous 

chapters/sections for the benefit of the reader.  One thing the writer must not do 

is try to explain what he is attempting to do with the story -- that's the story's job. 

The reader reads the piece, more than once if he desires, and offers constructive 

critique.  
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A good critique will contain the following: 

�                    What the story is about. 

�                    What was good about the story. 

�                    What could be improved. 

�                    Some useful advice.  

What the story is about 

Some people may consider this question a no-brainer, but it is very important for 

a critiquer to offer what he thinks the story is about.  The writer may have been 

trying to communicate a certain theme or get a certain point across.  Having the 

critiquer tell what he thinks the story is about may reveal how well the writer 

communicated the idea.  

What was good about the story 

Offering good critique is not just pointing out what's wrong with the story, but also 

pointing out what's right with the story.  If a writer is aware of what she does well 

she is more likely to do more of it in the future.  

What could be improved 

A good critique will also point out those foibles that creep in.  Problems aren't 

inherently bad, but they are points for improvement.  
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Some useful advice 

Often a writer may know there is something wrong with a piece but not how to 

correct it.  Offering useful advice and possible solutions is often welcome.  

Completely rewriting the piece for the author is not.  

Some things to look for when critiquing: 

�                    Opening 

�                    Conflict 

�                    Plot 

�                    Resolution 

�                    Setting 

�                    Characterization 

�                    Dialogue 

�                    Point of view 

�                    Showing versus telling 

�                    Format of the text 

�                    Grammar and spelling 
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�                    Style and voice 

  

Never, never, never criticize an author.  Not only is it bad manners and 

unprofessional, but it does not contribute in any way to the improvement of the 

piece.  Remember, it is the piece of writing, not the author, who is under scrutiny. 

When the time comes for you as the critiquer to offer advice, it helps to give a 

few moments thought to structure and presentation.  Have an idea of what you 

wish to say. 

Draw attention to what you want the reader to notice.  Don't go through every 

single nit. (This is why there is  annotation on the manuscript.)   

Even if a time limit hasn't been set in which to offer your critique, try not to 

ramble.  If you've already given your critique, and a subsequent critiquer says 

something which triggers an impression in you, it is better to note it on the script, 

rather than interrupt the critiquer.  You can always mention it later at the 

appropriate time. 

Writers need to be courteous as well.  Remember, critiquers are offering advice 

they hope is useful.  It is only fair that you listen to what they have to say.  This 

doesn't mean you have to take their advice; you are more than welcome to 

ignore as much of it as you wish.  However, if you find that several critiquers 

point the same thing out, it may be a good idea to consider what they are saying. 
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Take notes while listening to critiquers.  There is no guarantee that you will 

remember what they have had to say, and they may not have noted all their oral 

comments on the manuscript. 

Give a few moments thought before delivering your rebuttal.  Don't be harsh in 

your comments towards critiquers -- after all, they are only trying to help.  Your 

rebuttal is a good time to clarify any misconceptions, ask further questions, and 

solicit further advice.   

Workshops are a valuable tool for writers.  A good workshop fills the gap 

between feedback from your mom and selling to an editor.    
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Reverence for the Archaic Tools of Writing 

By Brendan Howes 

© 2005, Brendan Howes 

 

In recent years, technology has been steadily replacing a broad range of goods, 

services and even people. It seems that most often when calling large 

companies, you can no longer get in touch with a human being. You are instead 

routed to an automated service. Sending letters needing stamps almost seems 

outdated, even archaic. In its place, e-mail offers a faster and better (for some) 

service. Even your car is dependant on computer chips. The push for efficiency 

and speed is astounding and can sometimes be overwhelming. 

Being the sort of person who lives at his computer, I should feel happy about all 

this technology, should I not? Though I do in many senses, I still find the analog 

world holds value, and isn’t given the credit it deserves. There are a multitude of 

wonders still held in "technologies" of the past, if one only takes the time to look 

and ignore the latest and greatest tech. It is with this idea in mind that I write 

now.  

When I began my writing hobby, at least the one I carry on now with some 

seriousness, I naturally started with my computer. Now, to give you a little 

background, I have a desktop computer, which is far from portable. In fact, I 

believe the monitor, case, and components weigh more than I do, so you can see 

that typing on the go isn’t feasible. I may get a laptop in the coming days 
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(probably years), but for now, the price is too high to warrant a purchase just to 

satisfy my writing hobby. Even so, a laptop is still a computer, and wouldn’t help 

in the matters I shall discuss. 

Technology offers us newer and faster ways to produce and distribute our 

visions; just think how many thousands of words you can type each day. With all 

these new abilities which allow us to "write," should we even call ourselves 

writers anymore? More simply, do writers still write? If not, shouldn’t we start 

calling ourselves "typers" or something that would better reflect the medium 

which we use? It’s a silly idea, I know, but recently it has had me wondering. 

These days, I find myself using old school writing implements much more often. 

Yes, you heard me; I use pressed wood fiber and sticks with a graphite core. It is 

my experience with the previously mentioned materials that I’d like to share with 

you in hopes that, just maybe, the arcane skills of handwriting flow forth from our 

hands once again.  

Like a language -- something that if one does not use one forgets -- cursive had 

become hard to remember how to write. The ease with which I once could 

combine letters so effectively had all but vanished. I had even forgotten how 

some capital letters were formed. It struck me as odd that I hadn’t used cursive 

since ninth grade. In high school, if anything was to be handwritten, it had to be 

printed. Mostly we had to type things up so they could be printed from a 

computer. 
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As a writer, the loss of my handwriting skills stunned me. Could it have really 

been so long? How does one forget how to write? It was when I found myself at a 

website from which teachers could print out cursive worksheets for their grade 

school classes that I felt the truth of my situation.  

As an aside, many of you may think it’s not all that important to write in cursive, if 

writing is important at all. That’s what keyboards are for, right? I just felt sad that I 

lost a skill without realizing it. The fact I had to find a website aimed at 

kindergarteners in order to learn it again was rather embarrassing. So, you can’t 

tell anyone and I’m trusting that you won’t. 

So with my newly acquired skill, I set out mercilessly toward any piece of paper 

my scrawling could touch. For, if I was to keep the skill, I had to use it, and use it 

I did. Instead of typing away for hours at my keyboard, being what felt like a slave 

to my desk, I found myself moving about freely and still accomplishing 

something. (No, wireless keyboards don’t count.) This was the first benefit I saw 

in what was to be a cascade of revelations. 

Many of the benefits seem all too obvious to me now, but in my obstinate stint of 

anti-anything-not-technical they weren’t so clear. For one, the portability of paper 

and writing utensils is infinitely better than even the most lightweight laptop 

money can buy. You have to deal with not only the computer itself, but the 

infrastructure needed to print, send or otherwise deal with your finished work. 

Don’t forget the power and services, like the Internet, needed to accomplish 
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those feats, whereas with paper you could write under just the sun or even by 

candlelight.  

Paper and all the related materials come in many shapes and sizes; anything 

from tiny notepads and journals to posters and post-its. You can fit a small 

notepad or journal anywhere: in your pockets, a purse, or you even in a holster 

for one if you wanted to be really unique.  

Imagine: A child screams. The mother tries her best to console the girl, but not 

having brought what her daughter desires, the attempts are futile. Over muffled 

sobs, you hear the little girl requesting something to draw with. What luck! You 

swoop in with a sure grin on your face, knowing full well you’ll be the hero today. 

Reaching under your jacket you quickly extract a pencil from your modified 

shoulder holster. To both the girl's and mother's delight, you even pull out some 

paper from another holster strapped to your thigh. The mother’s headache 

averted, the girl’s whimpers hushed. It is to you that all thanks are owed. 

Quite the outlandish story indeed, but not so far removed from reality. The use 

for carrying paper and something to write with has presented itself more times 

than I can count. Any time you have something to remember or when a new 

scene idea suddenly pops into your head, even while you’re in the public 

restroom, you have somewhere to jot it down. I have all too often read or heard 

that people can’t seem to find the time to write, or at least to make much 

progress, because they are too busy. Having a notepad or even a scrap of paper 

handy can single-handedly turn that around. Whenever there is a pause in your 
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busy schedule, you have the opportunity to write. When some sort of catalyst 

sparks your memory or imagination, you have a way to record it.  

Let’s face it; we can’t always remember details perfectly. Hair and eye color of 

non-major characters, while they may be important, are tedious details to 

remember, especially if you have more than a couple to recall. I have found that 

instead of trying to keep all the extraneous information in my head, or even in a 

couple of text documents along side my other work, can be a tedious process. 

Sometimes it’s better to have physical material to sift through. Being tactile with 

my work lends me that much more incentive to get it done. I can almost touch my 

progress; I can lay it all down on the table and gaze upon its vast acreage -- and 

believe me, sometimes it almost seems I have enough notes to cover that large 

an area. It isn’t just a file sitting on your computer’s desktop. I can feel my work; it 

has to be moved and organized, reviewed or discarded, which lends an air of 

wholeness or reality to my project.  

I understand the need and desire to have your work done via a word processor. 

You can quickly delete, edit, save, etc., although that can actually be a hindrance 

in some cases. When you have the ability to delete, what I call "going back on 

your word," you can be doing yourself a disservice. When I write on my 

computer, I constantly find myself pausing to reword things or reworking a 

sentence altogether. While there is nothing wrong with that, too much is not a 

good thing. I have heard a great many writers say to write first and edit later; I 

tend to agree. Get your thoughts out and forget about everything but the need to 
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fill that page with all the ideas waiting to burst forth from your head. By pressing 

yourself to write it down on paper in pen, you are committing to an idea, whether 

good or not. Also, writing slows you down and that can mean more time to 

contemplate your thoughts and express them more clearly. I see these as 

extremely beneficial things. 

I also began to consider my health, or, rather, the health of my hands and wrists. 

I have seen large numbers of articles covering how to alter your workspace and 

yourself to reduce RSIs (or repetitive stress injuries). Anyone serious about 

writing as a hobby, passion or profession (i.e. anyone who spends hours at their 

computer), needs to heed the word found in said articles. I even taught myself 

the Dvorak keyboard layout because of some serious benefits it offers, but I shall 

let you discover them, as it’s outside the scope of this article and I’m not here to 

preach. 

With this health issue in my mind, I welcomed any method that could give me 

time away from the computer to rest my weary wrists. Next to your mind, your 

ability to write, or type, for that matter, is paramount. Taking time to write things 

on paper can be more than just fun; it offers your wrists and fingers a much 

needed vacation.  

I should warn you, however, that the analog style of writing is not without its 

pitfalls. The dreaded cup of tea, coffee, or maybe even cognac is an ever-present 

bane to a writer. No matter how far away or what precautions are taken, said 

beverage often dubiously finds its way atop your neat stack of papers. This next 
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evil I was almost too afraid to bring up. The sheer trauma of its mentioning is 

enough to send anyone into a comatose state. I speak, of course, of the most 

heinous minor injury one can receive: the paper cut. 

As you can see, there are some benefits to using ye olde style of composition. I 

encourage everyone who has trouble with time or sore wrists, or maybe just the 

boredom of staring at a computer screen pecking away, to do themselves a favor 

and get some pens, pencils and paper. Enjoy your writing, vary your routines, 

and keep things interesting. Even something you enjoy can get boring if it gets 

repetitive. Whatever your style or preference, just remember: write as if no one 

were peering over your shoulder. 
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Market Report:   

Mar's Market Report #12 

By Margaret McGaffey Fisk 

© 2005, Margaret McGaffey Fisk 

 

Publication announcements from members of online writing communities are 

valuable resources for writers at the beginning of their careers. Though the 

communities may contain members at many levels of publication, overall, 

markets listed in these announcements tend to be open to new writers. 

All the markets presented in this column came from a publication announcement. 

I receive announcements from various sources including Vision; The Critter's 

Workshop; Online Writing Workshop for Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Horror; 

and the SF and Fantasy Workshop. These announcements are all available 

online. They list markets at varying levels of payment so, if you use these 

resources, be careful to research the market yourself before submitting. Even the 

list below should be used as a signpost rather than a definitive answer about any 

market as situations do change. Reputable sites such as www.ralan.com are 

good places to get the latest news. Ralan's and Quintamid Market Database 

have been known to have information not yet listed on the publisher website. 

However, always check the publisher's guidelines as well. 

While not all the markets that appear in this column offer "pro" rates, they all 

provide some compensation.  In my opinion, offering payment is an indication of 
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the editor/publisher's commitment and so, in many cases, markets with some 

compensation are more likely to stay around because they have considered the 

economics of running a publication. 

Genre Science Fiction/Fantasy 

Title Sci Fiction 

Editor Ellen Datlow, Fiction Editor 

Address 

SCIFI.COM 
PMB 391 
511 Avenue of the Americas 
New York, NY 
10011-8436 

Sub Email None 

Specifics Looking for strongly plotted, literate, thought-provoking and mind-broadening stories that 
have strong characterization. Both fantasy and science fiction stories are accepted. 

Requirement  Stories between 2,000 and 17,500 

Payment $0.20 (20 cents) per word up to $3,500 

URL for site http://www.scifi.com/scifiction/ 

URL for guidelines http://www.scifi.com/scifiction/submit.html 

  

Genre Poetry and Essays 

Title Strong Verse 

Editor G. Michael Palmer 

Address None 

Sub Email http://www.strongverse.org/howtosubmit.html 

Specifics Looking for poems that are meaningful and accessible. Also seeking essays on poetry, 
especially that by dead poets. 
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Requirement  No stated limit 

Payment $10 per poem 

URL for site http://www.strongverse.org/ 

URL for guidelines http://www.strongverse.org/howtosubmit.html 

  

Genre Weird Speculative Fiction 

Title Fortean Bureau 

Editor Multiple Editors 

Address None 

Sub Email editors@forteanbureau.com 

Specifics 
Looking for stories about the bizarre, unexplainable and weird that contain speculative 
elements. They receive too many horror submissions though and are not seeking fiction 
with horrific elements. 

Requirement  Up to 4,000 words mostly firm. Anything over 8,000 words is not wanted. 

Payment $0.03 (3 cents) per word up to $60 per story 

URL for site http://www.forteanbureau.com/index.html 

URL for guidelines http://www.forteanbureau.com/guidelines.html 

  

Genre Dark and Twisted Tales 

Title Insidious Reflections 

Editor Chris Hedges, Editor-in-Chief 

Address None 

Sub Email http://insidiousreflections.com/SubmitToInsidiousReflections-ShortStories.htm 
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Specifics Looking for dark and twisted tales of almost any genre with no limit on topics. Erotica and 
pornography are not acceptable. 

Requirement  Up to 5,000 words 

Payment $0.05 (five cents) per word up to $25 per story 

URL for site http://insidiousreflections.com/ 

URL for guidelines http://insidiousreflections.com/SubmitToInsidiousReflections-ShortStories.htm 

  

Genre Children's Literature 

Title Dragonfly Spirit 

Editor Gisele LeBlanc, Submissions Editor 

Address None 

Sub Email submissions@dragonflyspirit.com 

Specifics Looking for content that speaks to ages 4-14 and inspires children's imagination and 
creativity. Violence, profanity and/or sexual situations are not appropriate. 

Requirement  Word count depends on age group: 150-500 words for 4-6 year olds, 300-1000 words for 
7-9 year olds and 800-2000 for 9-14 year olds. Poetry up to 25 lines. 

Payment $0.01 (1 cent) per word for stories with a minimum of $5 and a maximum of $10. Poems 
are $3 

URL for site http://www.dragonflyspirit.com/index.html 

URL for guidelines http://www.dragonflyspirit.com/submissions.html 
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Book Review: 

No Plot? No Problem! by Chris Baty 

Reviewed by Joel Arellano 

© 2005, Joel Arellano 

 

Reviewed by Joel Arellano 

I discovered National Novel Writing Month (a.k.a. NaNoWriMo or NaNo) three 

years ago. Two years ago, I participated in the event, trying to complete a 50,000 

word novel in thirty days. I failed (and fired the muse). Last year (with a new 

muse), I tried again and made the goal with plenty of words and time to spare 

(which other participants tried to buy off from me). Barring distractions such as 

family, friends, and lovers, I plan to participate in this year's event. And to better 

prepare myself, I parted with some hard-earned cash and purchased 

NaNoWriMo founder Chris Baty's book, No Plot? No Problem! so that I, too, can 

be one of those folks who cross the finish line. 

At the end of the first week. 

Legitimately, of course. 

No Plot? No Problem! is broken into three parts: Introduction, Section One, and 

Section Two. I rarely read the introductions of any novel (or anything for that 

matter), but I strongly advise you to read the one for this book. Baty discusses 

the genesis of NaNoWriMo (it is all rooted in novelists, rock stars, and scoring 
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dates); the first event beginning July 1st, 1999; and the rise in popularity since 

then.  

Section One is composed of chapters One through Four. Baty covers standard 

"how to write a novel" topics like finding time (using highlighters), place 

(bathrooms, motel bars), pace (with cheerleaders), and space (preferably with no 

spiders -- unless you like spiders). However, unlike most such works, he adds 

"race" to the equation as in "racing to meet a deadline." Also unlike similar books, 

he gives the "secret weapon" for completing that first draft in Chapter One. 

(Which I gave away in this paragraph. I am not good with secrets.) 

Making their first appearance in this section are some NaNoWriMo participants: 

three-time winner Andrew Johnson, one-time winner Michelle Booher, and 

others. Like the Introduction, I strongly recommend you read their stories; you will 

get plenty of great advice, including how to write at work without losing your job. 

Section Two breaks down the four weeks of insanity... er... NaNoWriMo. Baty 

strongly advises you to read each section as you enter the correct week. (I, 

obviously, ignored this advice for this review.) Chapters Five through Eight 

consist primarily of what I call pep talks, all based on hard-earned experience 

with the NaNoWriMo process, as well as practical issues such as how to avoid 

colds and ensure that significant others know they are important, too, during the 

month. Baty includes plenty of participants' experiences in these chapters. I won't 

spoil the rest of this section, but I found each week matching my own NaNo 

experience. (Well, except the alcohol. And the whoopee cushions.)  
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Chapter Nine ends Section Two with a discussion of what to do after 

NaNoWriMo. I liken this chapter to a bookend to Section One, for here Baty 

covers, at surprising length and in depth, how to rewrite the first draft. The 

National Novel Editing Month (NaNoEdMo, of course) makes its -- thankfully brief 

-- first appearance in these pages for those who found NaNoWriMo a brisk warm-

up. (We don't to scare people more than we have to, do we?) 

Overall, I enjoyed No Plot? No Problem! Baty's book provides plenty of prep and 

pep to participants of the event. Even folks who have no desire to participate will 

find much of the information useful for other writing. 

  

No Plot? No Problem! by Chris Baty 

Published by Chronicle Books 

ISBN 0-8118-4505-2 
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Website Review:  

Boosting Productivity 

By Erin Hartshorn 

© 2005, Erin Hartshorn 

 

(All links also listed at the end of the article) 

I do not think I am alone in the struggle to make effective use of my time. I have 

noticed that productivity is a recurring subject for writers. Rather than a single 

Website, this review is a round-up of sites with tips and advice that may be 

helpful to writers or anyone else who works at home. I love blogs, and so many 

of these references are to blog entries. 

First, some background. A recent article in the New York Times Magazine 

focused on interruption science -- studying how often interruptions happen and 

when they best fit into the workflow. The office workers in one study were 

interrupted on average every 11 minutes.  After each interruption, it would take 

25 minutes to return to a given task. 

The culprits include: 

* Our own need to feel connected to the outside world, represented by phone 

calls, instant messages, and e-mails 

* Treating all interruptions as equally important 
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* The small space available on a computer screen, which leads to many layered 

windows and a given task disappearing from sight and short-term memory 

* What point within a task we are interrupted (later in the task leads to less 

disruption) 

The complete story is available at here. 

When you work at home, it is just as easy to become distracted as it is in an 

office environment. Co-workers may not be stopping by to chat or ask your 

opinion on a file, but home has its own distractions: laundry, dirty dishes, pets, 

mail, phone calls, gardening, TV, and errands as well as e-mail, Web surfing, 

computer games, and all the distractions inherent to the computer and Internet. 

D. Keith Robinson uses his blog, To-Done, to share tips and processes for 

productivity and organization. Two good archived posts include tips on working 

from home that were submitted by his readers here, and his own summary of tips 

here. These include things like sticking to a schedule, rewarding yourself for 

accomplishments, and having a weekly plan. One tip that recurs fairly frequently 

is to get dressed every day; do not work in your pajamas and bunny slippers. 

This particular tip is also embraced by FlyLady, a decluttering guru and recently 

was featured in a Romancing the Blog column by Shirley Jump. Another recent 

entry on To-Done was on prioritizing life and dumping goals and activities that 

are taking up too much time proportional to their importance. Blog address: 

http://to-done.com/ . 
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Productivity Websites have proliferated of late. Two other blogs are 43Folders 

and the Achieve-It goal-setting blog. 43Folders, by Merlin Mann, was named for 

the tickler file advocated by David Allen in Getting Things Done -- a system of 

folders that allows you to set something aside until a particular date in the future, 

the 43 folders being one for each of the 12 months in a year and 31 individual 

days in a month.  The blog hosts tools including a Wiki for "life hacks" and short 

(less than 3 minute) podcasts on such topics as a "to have done" list. Achieve-It 

has more variety in the blog than its goal-focused title indicates. In October, only 

a couple of Achieve-It posts actually focused on goals and productivity, but the 

blog does occasionally have links or tips that are worth checking out.  One such 

link, posted in mid-September, is to idea generation methods  A mid-August post 

titled "Disabling Your Distractibility,"  offers good time management tips. The site 

also serves as a vehicle for the sales of goal-setting software for the PocketPC, 

but those who are not interested can easily ignore the link. 

A non-blog site is OnlineOrganizing.com. This site has everything from tips on 

organizing your bathroom to dealing with interruptions. I highly recommend 

checking out their Expert Advice tip sheets,  and scrolling down to "Making the 

Most of Your Time." Not every tip presented will be helpful to everyone. For 

example, I do not find time logs and excess scheduling fit very well with the way 

my mind works. I might keep a time log for a day or two, perhaps even a week, 

but eventually, it is just one more demand for my time, and so I abandon it. 
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The great thing about the wealth of ideas out there is that there is something that 

will help everyone. I find that the best method for me, advocated in many places 

(including as the productivity dash at  and the kick-start minimal work method) is 

a short, concentrated burst of work (usually followed by positive reinforcement). If 

I can focus on a given task for 20 minutes, not getting side-tracked by e-mail or 

the desire to see if any blogs have been updated, then I reward myself by surfing 

the Web, grabbing a snack, or taking the dog for a walk. I do not schedule what 

20-minute period I will be working, but I have to focus myself completely during 

that time. I also do not plan how long my breaks are between 20-minute dashes. 

This means it may take me three hours to get an hour's worth of work done. 

However, the important thing is that it does get done; I do not arrive at the end of 

the day wondering why my to-do list is as long as it was at the beginning. 

As with all blogs, the links to other related topics are very useful. The blogs I 

have mentioned have linked to the "not to-do" list, which is a list of distractions to 

avoid so the work can get done; also available is instructions on installing a new 

habit and thoughts on discovering work/life balance. While these entries were 

worth following, they have not turned me into devoted followers of the individual 

sites. 

The not to-do list is primarily amusing. I am not a big fan of TV in the middle of 

the day (even if I could watch the latest Firefly episode recorded on our TiVo), 

and I am not likely to go looking for a nail clipper unless I tear a nail on the 

keyboard. There are some items that I do let interrupt me, however, like washing 
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the dishes. I find a messy kitchen distracts me and prevents me from focusing, 

so taking a half an hour to make sure it is clean is a good trade-off for me. I also 

know that it is not going to be the first step in a binge-cleaning marathon. If binge 

cleaning is one of your weaknesses, you might do well to avoid starting that 

process. 

The habit article mentioned above discusses what a habit is, why we would want 

to establish one, and how to motivate ourselves to repeat an action. It is a useful 

article, but falls short of the promise of its title: "Installing a new habit and 

breaking an old one." (Check here  for a discussion of why bad habits are hard to 

break.) 

The blog entry on work/life balance is less able to generalize. It discusses one 

person's recognition that his time was out of balance and some of the areas he 

focused on to return to balance. It might serve as a starting point in thinking 

about your own use of time, but it is not a tool unto itself to promote productivity. 

For focus specifically on productivity and writing, some writers' blogs have 

excellent posts. Sheila Kelly (a.k.a. Lynn Viehl, S. L. Viehl, Rebecca Kelly, 

Jessica Hall, and Gena Hale) has had some excellent posts at her Paperback 

Writer blog about how she writes so much. One clue in her Way of the Cheetah 

post is the time stamp -- 4:13 a.m. "Write without stopping" is another tip, akin to 

the productivity dash, where she advocates writing without stopping to reread or 

edit what you have written. Her follow-up post, Cheetah I, talks about the value of 

finding your personal rhythm and seeking the time when you are most likely to 
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write "in the zone." These two pages are her discussion of how she writes 10,000 

words a day -- the equivalent of a NaNoWriMo (National Novel Writing Month) 

every week (not counting weekends). That is productivity we can aspire to. 

As writers, we want to make the most of our writing time whether it is snatched in 

the morning before our families awaken, sneaked in between dealing with 

customers at work, or given to us as a full day at home alone. The single most 

recommended method for writers to be productive is "butt in chair" (sometimes 

followed by "hands on keyboard"). In other words, once we have managed to use 

all these other techniques to overcome our procrastination, we sit and write. (Or if 

we feel like imitating Lewis Carroll or Ernest Hemingway, we stand and write. It is 

a trifle less sedentary.) So we schedule our time, we promise ourselves 20 

minutes of nothing but writing, or we reward ourselves with dark chocolate when 

we finish the scene. We write. 

So go check out these sites. Find the tips that you need to make yourself more 

productive. Remind yourself how to create a new habit -- whether it is getting up 

at 4 a.m. to write or taking a couple hours each day to edit what you have already 

written. And then sit down and write. Now, if you will excuse me, I have some 

short stories that need editing. 

Mentioned Websites: 

Study of office worker interruptions: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/10/16/magazine/16guru.html 
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D. Keith Robinson's productivity tips from http://to-done.com/ 

http://www.to-done.com/2005/08/tips-for-being-productive-working-at-

home/#comments 

http://www.to-done.com/2005/08/how-to-be-productive-working-from-home/ 

FlyLady's decluttering techniques: 

http://www.flylady.net 

Romancing the Blog entries on productivity: 

Shirley Jump -- http://www.romancingtheblog.com/blog/?p=397  

Merlin Mann's site, 43Folders: 

The productivity dash -- http://www.43folders.com/2005/09/08/kick-

procrastinations-ass-run-a-dash/ 

Kick-start minimal work method -- http://www.self-

aggrandizement.com/archives/011705_kick_start.html  

Achieve-It 

Disabling Your Distractibility -- 

http://goalsuccess.typepad.com/goaltips/2005/08/disabling_your_.html 

Idea generation methods: 
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http://www.ideagenerationmethods.com/ 

OnlineOrganizing.com speaks of organization techniques: 

http://www.onlineorganizing.com/ExpertAdviceToolbox.asp 

"Not to-do" list: 

http://www.52projects.com/52_projects/2005/09/a_nottodo_list.html  

Stephanie Burns on installing a new habit: 

http://www.stephanieburns.com/articles/article06_habit.asp 

Discovering work/life balance: 

http://www.feld.com/blog/archives/2005/07/discovering_wor.html 

Why breaking habits is difficult: 

http://news.com.com/MIT+explains+why+bad+habits+are+hard+to+break/2100-

11395_3-5902850.html?part=rss&tag=5902850&subj=news 

Sheila Kelly on her work habits: 

Way of Cheetah -- http://pbackwriter.blogspot.com/2004/11/way-of-cheetah.html  

Cheetah I -- http://pbackwriter.blogspot.com/2005/10/cheetah-i.html  

NaNoWriMo: http://www.nanowrimo.org/index.php  
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New on the Shelves! 

As a writing community, we are always pleased to announce publications by site 

members.  Check out the Forward Motion Bookstore as well! 

 Last Girl Dancing 

By Holly Lisle 

is available at your local bookstore  

  

Talyn  

By Holly Lisle 

is available at your local bookstore  

  

  

 

Afterburn 

By S.L Viehl 

is available in local bookstores 
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BioRescue 

By S.L. Viehl 

Is available in local bookstores! 

  

  

If Angel's Burn 

by Lynn Viehl  

is available at your local bookstore. 

If Angel's Burn made it to the U.S.A. Today Best Seller List! 

 

 

Illuminated Manuscripts  

Edited by Lazette Gifford 

(And including her Story, Gift of the Nile) 

(Cover art also by Lazette Gifford) 
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Available through Dragon Tooth Fantasy Ebooks 

Other Forward Motion Writers appearing in the anthology are Cheryl Peugh with 

The Northwatch and Fred S. Dubson with A Dragon's Tale. 

Lazette's short story, Blood of the Clan (based on a pre-production copy of the 

SpirosBlaak game from Green Ronin) is available on line and in a print 

supplement to the game. 

Lazette sold a short story, Peter T. Cat's Christmas Tale: Cat and Mouse Games, 

to Whortleberry Press's upcoming Christmas Cat book.  She has done the cover 

art work as well. 

 

 

  

Ghosts in the Snow  

by Tamara Siler Jones  

is available at your local bookstore. 
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Dog Warrior  

by Wen Spencer  

is available at your local bookstore. 

  

  

 

  

Urban Shaman 

by C.E. Murphy  

is available at your local bookstore. 

  

  

 

 

Left Horse Black 

by S.J. Reisner (Site Member Stephjr)  



Vision: A Resource for Writers  109 
Lazette Gifford, Editor and Publisher 

is available at your local bookstore or from the ArcheBooks in ebook and 

hardcover. 

  

 

Carter Nipper (Site Member Arrvee)'s story, Best Teacher, was selected for 

Honourable Mention in the Bitten Vampire Short Fiction Contest. It is online at 

http://members.shaw.ca/bitten_contest/index_files/Page1176.htm. 

 

Gisele LeBlanc (Site Member Gisele L.) has had several recent publication 

successes:  

Iggy's Home is Gisele's first print sale. It will be appearing in Our Little Friend, a 
religious magazine for children. 
 
Grandma's Got Purple Hair will appear in the Oct/Nov 2005 issue of Inspiration 
Station. She will have her own column in the magazine going forward as well. 
 
And finally, the back cover artwork for the October issue of Beyond Centauri is 
Gisele's first artistic appearance in print.  

 

Richard S. Crawford (Site Member rscrawford) has a short story, An Interrupted 

Nap, appearing in the October issue of Shimmer magazine. This is his first print 

sale. 
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Fred S. Dubson (Site Member Drake Silverwing) has a short story, A Dragon's 

Tale, appearing in the first Illuminated Manuscripts Anthology. 

 

Cheryl Peugh (Site Member cherylp) has two short stories available:  

The Northwatch is appearing in the first Illuminated Manuscripts Anthology. 
 
The Sun and the Moon will be coming out in Prizm Quarterly magazine, issue 
8.2.  

 

Kristen Howe (Site Member angelscribe) has four poems that were accepted for 

publication:  

Touched by an Angel is published on Pink Chameleon Online. 
 
Showy Autumn Crocus, Autumn Fern and Japanese Painted Fern will appear 
in the British online and print magazine, Poetic Hours, in November.  

 

Steve Moody (site member under the same name) has a story, The Last Drive, 

appearing in the F/SF anthology put out by Rage Machine Books. 

 
Mirren Hogan (Site Member Tabra) has her first published short story Honey 
available from Specusphere magazine. 
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Submissions 

One of the fun aspects of working on Vision is helping a new writer find an article

subject, and then helping them through the steps of refining the idea and writing

and editing it.  However, as I pointed out previously, I have less time to do that if I 

have to rework too many articles just to fit the guidelines.  

Vision generally runs, in the PDF version, between 160 and 200 pages. That's a

lot of material to edit, format, and make into three distinct versions (html, PDF 

and Palm) every two months.  

So, here are the things I want the rest of you to consider when you're writing an

article for Vision:  

Read the guidelines and follow them. If you have a question about the 

guidelines, email me at zette@cableone.net and ask. 

Don't write an article and send it off without proofing. In fact, read it more than 

once.  Let it sit for a day or two, even if you are running late. I would rather have 

a well edited late article than a messy one sent on time. 

Don't worry about the theme of the upcoming issue and think that your article

won't fit in.  I want anything that has to do with writing, from how you think up a

story to finding a proper pen. 

If you love writing and have anything at all that you can offer to other writers, 

consider writing 500-2000 words for one of the upcoming issues.   
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Have favorite writing-related books or web sites that you think could help fellow

authors?  Consider writing a short review of them.  I am especially in need of web 

site reviews! 

Did I mention reading the guidelines? 

 

Writing for Vision is a lot easier than most people assume, and a few of our

writers have gone on to sell material they first published in Vision, or to use the 

'sale' as part of a resume to get a job at some other publication.  

So, let's work together and get the next issues done.  

Oh, and do go read the guidelines...  

I am interested in all facets of writing, from first-person experience articles to 

genre-specific how-to’s and informational articles about your area of 

specialization – whether that be history or science or nursing or long-distance 

running – and how and where your specialty can be used correctly by writers. 

Write something that will help other writers, and I'll be interested in taking a look.

Starting in 2004 Vision will pay half a cent per word for articles.  That's not much 

money, and I'm going to be asking a lot for that half cent -- both ezine rights as 

well as the right to publish anything we choose in a POD 'Best of' Anthology at 

the end of the year.  By printing the anthology, we hope to make back the funds 

that I will be putting into Vision to buy the articles and perhaps even make 
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enough to fund the following year's article acquisitions. 

I will be limiting the number of articles bought, and 2000 words ($10) will be the 

cut off point for payment.  All the other guidelines remain the same.  I will be 

looking for articles on theme-related, general writing and genre topics.  If you 

have some suggestion that you think might help another writer, consider writing it 

into an article and submitting it to Vision. 

We strive to maintain professional standards.  Manuscripts must be 

professionally formatted, as free from spelling and grammatical errors as you can 

make them, and in what you perceive to be final draft form. We will not welcome 

massive rewrites of a piece after we have accepted it – when we accept it, we 

consider it pretty close to finished, and will only edit it to our standards. If we feel 

that it need massive rewrites, we won’t accept it. 

If you have any questions, or wish to query about an article, email  

Vision@lazette.net  

Please note that Margaret Fisk is now the Features' Editor and will handle all the 

review articles.   

Guidelines: 

Articles must be at least 500 words with 2000 words as the 'soft' top.  I'm 

willing to go over that count if the article needs it, but payment stops at 2000 

words.  
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Check your spelling and grammar!  Also, if you are from a country that does 

not use US spelling conventions, let me know in the email.  That will stop me 

from making several 'corrections' before I realize they aren't mistakes.    

PLACE YOUR TITLE AND YOUR NAME AT THE TOP OF THE 

DOCUMENT.  I hate having to go search through emails, checking 

attachments, to figure whose article I'm actually reading.   

Title 

By 

Your Name 

Use one of these fonts: Courier, Courier New, Times New Roman, Verdana or 

Arial, 12pt.  

Double space your manuscript.  

Do not indent . 

I would like submissions to be made in either Word Doc files, or .rtf files, and 

as attachments to the email. (I believe that WordPerfect allows .rtf saves, 

doesn't it?)  If you use Works, a regular file will do, although (at least in the 4.5 

version I have), this program also allows for an .rtf file save.   

A plain text copy (.txt) can be sent, but be certain to mark any italics like this: 

*before and after the section in italics*, and bold likes this: _before and after 
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anything in bold._  If you cannot do attachments, use the body of the letter as 

the last resort.   

Indicate book titles with italics.  And yes, that means if you are doing a Word 

doc or rtf that you can use actual italics and not an underline to indicate italics. 

(This is not common submission procedure, but it's far easier for me since I 

can cut and paste to my wysiwyg web page editor.)   

Do not use an underline for emphasis.  Underline on websites indicates a link, 

and people often send emails to say the link is not working.  Use italics or 

bold.   

NO HTML code except for links, and those written in this fashion:  

http://www.whatever.com/this.htm  

Provide the ISBN #s and publishers for all books mentioned or reviewed.  Do 

this by adding the title, author, publisher  and ISBN# at the bottom of the file.  

The same is true for articles -- be certain to cite them.   

An additional note to Word users: You should turn off the 'smart quotes' 

option in Word which can be found under Tools-AutoCorrect and then the tabs 

AutoFormat while you type AND Autoformat.  Also uncheck the symbol 

replacement for --.  While Smart Quotes look really neat on the screen, they 

sometimes translate to funny little squares that cannot be taken out with the 

'find-replace' feature, but have to be hunted down by hand.  If you are 

submitting anything electronically, you will very likely hear back from the editor 
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on these.  And remember -- a lot of print publishers are now asking for 

electronic copy for their end as well. 

We've been receiving very good articles, and I hope that all of you look at the 

list of upcoming issues at the bottom of this page  and choose something you 

feel comfortable with writing about.  

We are also still looking for general genre-related articles.  If you would like to 

write an article on how to research romantic settings, the proper use of codes 

in spy thrillers, etc., let us know.  The genres we like to cover in each issue 

are:   

  Fantasy  

  Historical Fiction 

  Horror  

  Poetry  

  Romance   

  Science Fiction  

  Suspense & Mystery  

  Young Adult & Children  

  Young Writer's Scene 

I'm always interested in any writing-related articles! 

Thank you!  
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Lazette Gifford 

Managing Editor 

Questions?  Queries?  Submissions?  Email me! 
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