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Welcome to our third year of publication! 

Issue # 13 

January/February, 2003 

Featuring an Interview with Sharon Lee and Steve Miller 

As you can see, it's time for a few changes.  We've had two 

wonderful years of publication, and Vision has grown beyond 

all of our original expectations.  The work continues to bring in 

new challenges and rewards with every issue.  We have been given 

some wonderful articles to share with our readers, and received nice 

emails from our readers. Thank you to everyone who made the first 

two years such a wonderful success! 

In this first issue of 2003, our theme is character creation, and there 

are a number of good approaches to the topic.  I hope that one (or 

more) of them works for you.  Check out our other sections as well, 

like Holly Lisle's Goal Setting Workshop and Cassandra Ward's word 

search puzzle, which we hope will be a new feature the rest of this 

year. 

We have plans for the rest of 2003. The themes for the coming year 

will follow the creation of stories, from imagining the characters all the 

way to submitting the finished product.  If you have an insight on any 

of the following subjects, please consider writing us an article (500-

2000 words): 

 

 March/April -- World building (Deadline, February 1, 2003) 

http://www.lazette.net/vision/Issue13/Workshop.htm
http://www.lazette.net/vision/Issue13/puzzle.htm
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 May/June -- Plotting & Outlining (Deadline, April 1, 2003) 

 July/August -- Putting it all together (Deadline, June 1, 2003) 

 September/October -- Revising (Deadline, August 1, 2003) 

 November/December -- Submissions and Rejections (Deadline, 

October 1, 2003) 

  

(Check out our Guidelines for more information -- and remember 

that we're always looking for articles that are writing related in 

anyway. The themes are only part of each issue!) 

So welcome to 2003 from all of us at Vision and Forward Motion.  

Good luck with your writing this year. 

http://www.lazette.net/vision/guidelines.htm
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From Holly 

Welcome to Vision's third year. I'm excited about the 

possibilities in store for all of us -- we have a great year 

planned for the e-zine, some good goals set, some 

excellent challenges before us. We'll be searching for ways to help you 

both set and reach your own writing goals this year, with each issue of 

Vision aimed at a different aspect of developing and producing and 

eventually selling your work.  

I hope join us for the adventure, and that you'll take every day as an 

opportunity to learn something new and exciting, and to pursue 

writing -- this magnificent obsession and this divine madness -- as the 

worthy and wonderful dream that it is. We'll be right beside you; we 

share this dream.  

Happy New Year, and thank you for spending part of it with us. 

Holly Lisle 
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A Note from Zette 

 love writing.  

The entire year (and, yes, I do write every single day) is filled 

with new adventures and new characters...and new problems.  

There are always challenges in writing, like how to shore up that 

plot hole you missed that the Deathstar could get lost in, or 

trying to turn a whiny little bimbo into someone you don't want to 

smack in the back of the head every time you have to write her 

scenes.  Or the problems of maintaining a sense of humor for the 

funny books, and loosing it when you really really want to do 

something serious.  

Remembering to write full sentences is nice, too (see sentence above).  

But every day for more than a decade, I have sat down and faced 

these problems, as well as a plethora of their little cousins, come to 

plague me.  I make it through, and find myself on New Year's Eve 

tidying up the last of my year's work and preparing for the next year.  

At the end of the year I always make certain that all my writing 

projects are completed before the end of December 31st.  New Year's 

day is a clean slate for me.  In that moment after midnight I have the 

possibility of doing anything.  All the plots, characters and words in the 

world are waiting for me to just start typing.  

This isn't so much about setting goals, as making certain I don't get 

bogged down and complacent in my work.  Every year I have a 

definite break point to look forward to -- that moment in time when all 
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the possibilities for new material are free to leap up and down until 

one of them gets my full attention.  

It usually doesn't take one of them long to get my fingers moving.  I 

love writing.  I hope that you find half as much joy in it as I do, and 

that your year is filled with the same writing fun that I know I will 

have.  

Good luck.  Happy 2003.  

Now go write something. 

    Lazette Gifford 
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How to Get There from Here: 

The Magic of Goals   

By Holly Lisle  

© 2003, Holly Lisle  

When I was twenty-five years old and sending out my first 

manuscript, I included in my query letter to agents the 

following little tidbit about my plans for my future -- "I 

intend to write one romance novel a month."  

You can laugh.  Believe me, I do when I think back on my hubris.  

Granted, the Holly Lisle Novel of the Month Club was going to consist 

entirely of 60,000-word category romance novels.  And granted, I was 

demonstrating the understanding that one novel was not going to 

constitute my life's work.  But as agent after agent pointed out, if I 

intended to do twelve novels a year, the odds were that none of them 

were going to be very good.   

But I did have goals.  And once I learned more about writing, and 

about writing professionally, I was able to update them to create 

better goals.  I would not have made it as a writer without goals -- 

written out, put up where I could see them on the day I decided I was 

going to be a writer for real, and checked off as I reached them or 

updated as I changed them.  

Goals change a vague dream into a plan of action.  Clearly stated 

goals are the step between what you want and what you get.  
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When you complete this workshop, you'll have planned out your career 

and given yourself the steps to start it.  Please understand that goals 

change over time, and the career you visualize today may not be 

anything like the career you want in a year, or five years.  But we're 

going to plan for that, too.  

We're going to define what good goals are, and evaluate which ones to 

keep and which ones to change and which ones to boot out the door.  

And then you're going to write your goals.  

So.  Let's get started.    

Definition of Good Goals   

Good goals have the following ten characteristics:  

1.    Good goals are describable.   

There is nothing nebulous or vague about a good goal.  A good goal is 

not a fairy-tale castle shimmering, half-described, at the edge of 

wakefulness.  Good goals are not warm feelings, hot hunches, or a 

nagging itch down your spine.  These are all fine and wonderful things, 

and they can inspire goals, but they are NOT goals.  A good goal is 

concrete, plain, stark, explainable in words of one syllable to people 

who know nothing about what you hope to do.  Good goals require 

neither the word 'thing,' nor wild hand gestures to get across.  "I'm 

going to write a 100,000 word fantasy novel" is an acceptable starting 

goal.  As for "I'm going to, ah, do this thing, ah, where, a, I sit down 

and listen to my MUSE, and ah, await inspiration ... and then I'm going 

to internalize ... ::gesture, gesture:: ...,"  No.  Saints preserve us, no.  
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You cannot hit a target you cannot clearly see.  Words of one syllable.  

Two syllables top.  Trust me.   

2.    Good goals are positive.   

You can look at this as Norman Vincent Peal-ism or tap-dancing into 

the realm of the metaphysical or just as addressing your subconscious, 

but when you set goals, only set positive goals -- things you want to 

do, not things you want to avoid.   

"Don't write trash" is a bad goal.  The subconscious mind hears only 

positives -- it'll hear "Write trash" as your goal.  What it will do with 

the goal it hears is hard to say, but it won't get you where you want to 

go.  "Write my best work every time" is the same goal phrased in a 

way that will help you reach it.  

3.    Good goals excite you.   

You'll find yourself thinking about a good goal at times far removed 

from the actual process of achieving them.  If sailing around the world 

is a good goal for you, you'll find yourself cheerfully contemplating all 

the steps that you'll need to take to achieve that goal.  If writing a 

novel is a good goal for you, you'll find yourself considering characters 

and plot and conflict and imagining how they'll go together while 

flipping burgers at your day job or arguing with your employee or 

necking with the love of your life.  (Worse, you'll figure out how to 

work necking with your beloved into the book.)  

Good goals arise from your dreams, from the picture you hold of 

yourself in your heart and mind.  Good goals are born from the part of 
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you that yearns to be heroic; they are the path you take from the 

person you are to the person you want to become.   

4.    Good goals belong exclusively to you.   

This is related to #1, but not the same.  Your goals have to be your 

own.  So if your mother always dreamed of having a doctor in the 

family, and your father can see you as an architect, while you faint at 

the sight of blood and couldn't care less whether a house is made of 

adobe or brick so long as it keeps the rain out, it's time to take action.  

Help your mom find some financial aid so she can apply to medical 

school, buy your dad a drafting table for Christmas, but realize that 

this life is the only one you can be sure you get, and you cannot spend 

it fulfilling other people's dreams.  Not even the people who love you 

most, wonderful though your folks, your spouse, or even your kids 

undoubtedly are.  

Yes, they want the best for you.  But they can't know what that is, 

simply because they're not you.  Is this selfish?  Maybe.  But it's also 

self-preservation.  Ask people with careers they never wanted -- that 

they let their parents or spouses or guidance counselors pick out for 

them -- to tell you about their lives.  I've spent years doing this.  You'll 

hear about ninety-five tales of misery for every five that worked out 

okay.   

Don't go there.  Your passions, your life, your goals, dammit -- 

because if you don't follow them, no one will.   
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5.    You can achieve good goals by your own actions.   

Deciding to win a Hugo or a Pulitzer or to hit the New York Times 

bestseller list are bad goals.  Nice dreams, especially nice if they 

become reality.  But bad goals.  Why?  Because nothing you can do 

can make them happen.  You can write brilliant novels, editors can 

love them, publishers can bring them out in wonderful editions, 

bookstores can stock them by the zillions, and readers can buy them 

in vast numbers and adore you as the Second Coming of Twain -- but 

whether or not the New York Times deigns to notice you or award 

committees give you a second look is something you cannot hope to 

control.  

Goals dependent entirely on the actions of others are destructive.  If 

you set out to win an award and you don't, you'll take the hit for a 

failure -- but it isn't the sort of failure that has any up-side.  When an 

editor rejects your novel, you can do something about that.  You can 

revise, resubmit, figure out where you went wrong and learn from it.  

When an award committee passes you over, it says nothing about your 

work and everything about the award committee.  But you still see 

yourself as having failed.  And you don't need that.  

6.    You can lay out the path to a good goal.   

Writing a novel may or may not be a good goal for you.  If you can 

look at it and say, "Okay, first I'll do worldbuilding and then a timeline, 

then develop some characters and put together a plot based on who 

my characters are and what they need, then I'll outline my story and 

then I'll write a thousand words a day on the first draft ..." then 
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writing a novel is a good goal for you.  If you just say, "My goal is to 

write a book," but you see writing a book as a single task, then writing 

a book is likely to be a killer reef of a goal -- one that sinks you.  

7.    You reach good goals regularly.   

You're on the right track if, when you break down your big goal into 

smaller goals, you actually accomplish the smaller goals.  If you're 

setting 3000 words a day as one of your goals, and you're writing 500 

words a day, rethink.  There's nothing like the forced failure of 

impossible goals to make you want to roll over and die.  Or at least 

flush your dreams down the toilet and walk away forever.  

You're going to hit good goals, the same way your feet hit the treads 

running up stairs.  Nobody makes the rise on stairs three feet tall, 

because nobody could use stairs like those.  Make the steps you build 

for your career usable.  If your goal is a certain number of words and 

it's the right goal for you, then every day, or almost every day, you'll 

sit down and reach your goal, and feel great when you're done.  Maybe 

you'll run a bit over -- but you'll know that you did enough, and you'll 

be ready to do the same thing tomorrow.  It's like doing the right 

amount of exercise; when you're finished, you should feel like it would 

be fun to do the same thing all over again.  

8.    Good goals leave you hungry.   

Hunger is what got you into this in the first place, of course.  Hunger 

to do more than you're already doing, to be more than you were 

yesterday, to create something wonderful.  Good goal are going to 

address that hunger.  Write goals for yourself that send a little chill 
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down your spine.  Pretend you're a little kid, and the world is brand 

new and everything is possible.  Then look at all the endless 

possibilities, and identify the ones that give you goosebumps.  Pick 

those.  Tell yourself 'I want to do that.'     

9.    Good goals withstand repeated kicking.   

Bad news.  The world is ungentle with dreamers.  It injects repeated 

reality into the dreamspace you build for yourself, and until you 

reshape the world to fit your vision, you can expect a certain amount 

of ... er ... hostility.  Scorn.  Derision.  Even after you've succeeded, 

the world will come after you.  People, much as they like success 

stories, also like disaster movies, and more than a few will be happy to 

leap in and trash you.  Your goals are going to have to bear up under 

assault from both expected and unexpected fronts.   

Beyond active opposition, you're also going to hit low points, bad 

markets, changes in tastes, and other things that can really hurt you.  

Failure is a necessary part of success -- it tells you you're still daring 

to take chances.  But failure and rejection hurt.  Good goals will help 

you fall back and regroup, focus past the obstacles and give you 

something to shoot for even when time are hard.  

Now the good news.  If you've chosen the right goals, your response 

to repeated attacks, obstacles, and crashes will be something along 

the lines of 'Don't think I can do it?  Just watch me.'  (Sometimes you 

get to roll up in a corner and whimper like a whipped puppy for an 

hour or two first -- but no more.  Chin up.  Remember, these are your 

goals.  They're worth hanging onto.)  
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Remember, every successful career belongs to the person who 

survived it.  

10.   Good goals make you happy.   

Most days you should be rolling out of bed ready to go, excited about 

what you're going to be working on.  If your first thought about your 

work or your goals is, "Oh, God, again?" you're doing the wrong thing, 

or doing the right thing the wrong way.   

The Goal-Writing Exercise   

Let's get to work putting your goals together.   

A note -- and I cannot over-stress the importance of this.  You must 

write your goals down, in permanent form, in a place where you can 

find them and see them and acknowledge them.  Goal that you just 

hold in your head are as worthless as goals you can't find the words to 

describe -- you think you know where you're going, but when you 

actually try to figure out where you are, everything goes up in smoke.  

So.  Get a pen.  Get some good paper, or a notebook, or a stack of 

index cards.  These goals are your promises to yourself that your 

dreams are more than just dreams, and like any good lawyer, you're 

going to get your promises in writing.   

Step 1   

Now.  We're going to play a game for a minute.  Close your eyes and 

see yourself working -- ten years from now -- with a smile on your 

face.  You're pushing yourself hard because you're doing the thing you 
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love.  You've been at it for long, long hours because the work has to 

be done now, but also because working hard at the right thing is a joy.  

No one has to smack you with a time-card or a stack of bills to get you 

out of bed in the morning.  You'd be doing this for free, except that 

ten years into the game, you're making decent money.  

What are you doing?  When you have a clear picture, open your eyes 

and write it down.  

Are you playing pro hockey?  Seeing your fifteenth five-year-old with 

chicken pox that day?  Hammering shingles on a roof?  Writing your 

twentieth novel?  

It doesn't matter what you're doing, so long as you're working.  Until 

you can see yourself working at something and loving the work, don't 

go on to Step 2.   

Step 2   

You've seen yourself in ten years, and you have a waypoint that looks 

good to you.  Now you have to figure out how to get there.  

I'm going to take writing as your long-term goal because this 

workshop is about writing; if you've discovered that writing isn't your 

future, hang in with me here, anyway, though, because this workshop 

will at least give you your first roadmap toward the future you want.  

So.  Say you're going to be writing novels professionally in ten years.  

How do you get there?   
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·        Break down your vision of the future into its 

component parts   

Say your first goal is Complete my first novel by the time I'm 

twenty-five.  (This was my first big goal, so I'm including it as my 

example.  I wrote it down in my journal on a whim, in list of New 

Year's resolutions in 1983, when I was twenty-four.  I gave myself ten 

months to learn how to write a novel, and to actually get the thing 

done.)   

Break down that big goal -- because in its current form, it's 

meaningless.  Write a novel?  I know people who have been "writing a 

novel" for the last thirty or forty years.  They haven't actually put their 

words on paper yet, mind you -- but they're certain that what they're 

doing is going to make them the biggest thing since J.K. Rowling, just 

as soon as they do the trivial little task of scribbling out their work of 

immortal literary genius.  "I have it all in my head," they say.  You 

might know some of them, too.  Don't be them.  They'll dream forever, 

and never wake to do.  

Instead, dissect your dream into workable pieces.  The component 

parts of writing a novel are writing, researching, worldbuilding, 

developing characters, plotting, revising, finding markets, and 

submitting the completed work.  Each of these segments can become 

a perfectly good goal, if written correctly.   

Take "writing".  Because if you hope for a writing career you must 

write regularly, write your goal so that it  includes both how often and 

how much you must write to reach your larger goal.   
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My first writing-process goal was Write every day. It didn't work very 

well for me.  I only had half of what I needed to make it a good goal.  

I wrote every day, but without including a "how much?" limit, I never 

knew when I had done enough.  So no matter how much I wrote, I 

was always unsatisfied with myself.  When I changed the goal to 

Write ten pages every day, I discovered that I was on to something.  

Some days I wrote more, but I knew that extra was gravy, there just 

because I was having fun.  Some days I didn't make my ten pages.  

And there were days when I couldn't write at all because of 

emergencies and the intrusion of Real Life.  But I came close to ten 

pages a day every day, and that was good enough.  

I finished my first novel before my twenty-fifth birthday, in spite of 

writing it on a manual typewriter, and doing over nine hundred pages 

of typing for what turned out to be a 60,000-word book (about 240 

manuscript pages in the format I was then using).  I learned a lot from 

the process, and even though that first book never sold, it was worth 

doing.  I learned a lot about writing, about marketing myself, and 

about failure.  I also discovered that I had found the thing I wanted to 

do for the rest of my life.  

·        Put the parts into a logical order   

After you've figured out what the steps to achieving a big goal are, you 

need to put them in order.  One logical order for the necessary steps 

in my writing a novel example would be:   

1.           Research the necessary background in two weeks.  
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2.           Build the world in preliminary form in three weeks, 

creating one world map, one city map, three major culture 

descriptions with religion, language, and history notes (3 

single-spaced pages per culture), and a flora and fauna list of 

twenty-five interrelated species, with descriptions.  

3.           Develop my main characters -- four protagonists (the 

good guys) and four antagonists (the bad guys), in four days, 

doing one single-spaced first person biography for each one.  

4.           Plot out the story in one week, using line-per-scene 

format, planning each scene at two-thousand words and the 

whole book at 100,000 words.  

5.           Write the first draft of the book at 2000 words per 

day, finishing the first draft in fifty working days.  

6.           Revise the first draft in one month, using one-pass 

revision techniques.  

7.           Find publishers that accept unagented queries for this 

type of novel, and send two query letters a day until I have 

covered my field of first choice publishers.  

8.           Print and submit a copy of the novel to interested 

editors; write a cover letter and have the manuscript in the 

mail no more than three days following an editor's go-ahead.  

9.           Query recommended AAR-member agents to find an 

agent who will agree to negotiate my first contract, if the book 
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sells; see if the agent would consider representing my other 

work in the case that the first novel does sell. 

 

Another acceptable way of doing this would be:   

1.           Write five pages of my 100,000 word novel a day, 

doing necessary worldbuilding, character and plot development 

as I write.  Finish first draft in 100 working days.  

2.           Revise the first draft in one month, using one-pass 

revision techniques.  

3.           Find publishers that accept ...   

And so on.   

·        Give yourself a time frame   

For your big goals, a general time frame is fine.   

One year -- Will have written first novel.   

Five years -- Will have written and submitted ten novels ...  

For your smaller goals, be more specific.  Sit down and figure out how 

you work, and more importantly, how you want to work based on what 

you're capable of.  Always include completion times for each goal.   

·        Include both big goals and the steps to reach them in 

your plan   
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You can do goals for writing the books, for selling them, for the 

amount of money you want to make, for quitting your day job and 

writing full time.  Remember, you cannot hit a target you cannot 

clearly see (at least not repeatedly) -- so if you want to work up to 

making six figures annually, make that a goal, and then figure out 

what steps you're going to have to do to get here.  

·        Provide a way of tracking your progress   

I'm going to make a recommendation here that worked like magic for 

me.  You don't have to follow it; I can't guarantee that it will be so 

spectacular for you.  But I'm putting it out there anyway, because it 

might.  

Get index cards, push pins, and a largish cork board.  

Write each of the big goals you've set for yourself and each of your 

step goals separate index cards, using the following format:  

   

Goal  Complete my first novel by my 

twenty-fifth birthday  

Date goal set  Jan. 1, 1985  

Target date  Oct. 8, 1985  

Date achieved  Oct. 1, 1985  
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Pin each of your goals on the cork board in a logical order -- first novel 

at the top left, million-dollar-a-year income at the bottom right, for 

example -- and put the cork board up where you can see it from where 

you work.  Keep good track of your progress.  Reward yourself for 

achievements like first submission, first acceptance, first advance 

check, first publication day.  Some of these you may want to put on a 

calendar and celebrate every year.   

·        Be kind to yourself   

Remember that you have to build your steps so that they're usable, 

you have to accept that every success is born of repeated failures, and 

that if this were easy, everyone would do it.  You have to set goals 

that you want.  Really want.  That you are willing to undergo 

deprivation, hardship, and disappointment to achieve.  Don't beat 

yourself up when you fail.  Remind yourself that you have the guts to 

pursue your dreams -- sadly, most people don't -- and that simply the 

fact that you're tough enough to fight for what you want makes you 

and your life and your goals worth celebrating.  

There is no failure in fighting and losing if you get up and fight again.  

There is only failure in quitting -- in walking away and leaving your 

dreams to die.  

Fight, and plan to win.  You can do it.  You're tougher than you think.  
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Going with Plan B:  

An Interview with  

Sharon Lee and Steve 

Miller 

Interviewed by Lazette Gifford 

©2003, Lazette Gifford 

In February, 1999 Meisha Merlin Publishing, Inc. released Plan B, 

a new Liaden Universe®  novel.  With that publication Sharon Lee 

and Steve Miller began experiencing a very rare phenomenon in 

publishing -- the resurrection of their science fiction series. 

The Liaden Universe® books were originally released back in the 

1980's, but the original publisher dropped the series after the first 

three books. Now, a decade and a half later, the books are back in 

print, selling well, and new Liaden Universe® stories are winning 

awards.  

At this year's Romance Writers of America (RWA) National Conference 

in Denver, the 2002 Prism Award winners for science fiction and 

fantasy romance novels went to Scout's Progress (First Place) and 

Local Custom (Second Place).    

(See bottom of article for an impressive list of their new and up 

works!)  
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Vision: Your books went out of print for some time and have now not 

only comeback under several publishers (including some ebook 

editions), but have drawn considerable attention and awards.  What do 

you think has changed in the market that allowed this 

comeback?  

SHARON: Nostalgia.  A need for closure.  The people 

who started reading our books with the Del Rey edition 

of Agent of Change, back in nineteen-aught-eighty-

eight, wanted to know What Happened after Carpe 

Diem.  We are fortunate in that many of those people 

– our fans – are (1) resourceful and (2) well-

connected.  It's largely due to their efforts that the Liaden Universe® is 

back in print – they served as a cheering section, support group, and 

idea farm.  

The fact that we are – this time – reaching a wider audience is in part, 

I think, due to the fact that there is a sizeable segment of Romance 

readers who are looking for 'paranormal' or 'futuristic' elements in 

their Romance.  The Liaden stories satisfy their need for stories 

containing a committed romantic relationship while embracing the 

weird wonderfulness of SF/F.  

There is also an understanding among readers now that sales keep 

books in print.  That is, if you buy a book, read it, love it and lend it to 

eight of your friends, who also read it and love it – the book has still 

sold only one copy, though it has nine fans, who will be terribly 

disappointed when the publisher cancels the series due to 'lack of 

numbers.'  
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STEVE:  I’m not sure that everything that happened along the way 

was market driven; certainly there could have been some 'not 

invented by me' going on there at our original publishing house. Then, 

of course, was the problem of the marketing department. We had 

several editors interested in publishing more of the Liaden books, but 

they’d run the idea by the marketing department, and the marketing 

department would – to a soul – fall on their swords rather than reprint 

what they called a 'broken series'. What finally happened, of course, 

was that we came to the attention of publishers who were their own 

editors and who also were their own marketing department, and who 

were enthusiastic about our work. Once Meisha Merlin had 'proved' 

that the books were marketable, then Ace was willing to go with mass 

market reprints.  

Vision: The two of you have formed a very successful writing team.  

Are there any ground rules you can suggest for people considering 

writing collaborations?  

STEVE: This is definitely a 'how we do it' question – we 

can’t promise everyone can collaborate on a whim.  I 

think, first, you need to have some experience writing 

(and publishing!) on your own before you get into 

collaboration. Real editing experience – doing 

production editing and being edited on a production 

basis – is also a useful pre-qualifier. After that I think 

it’s important to be clear about how you both see what you’re doing. 

I’ve seen, and am aware of, a number of collaborations done on a 

'senior writer/junior writer' split (which I don’t advocate, but hey, if it 

works) but if that’s what you’re doing, then be aware of it to start. Be 



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 13 
January/February, 2003  30 

 
  
sure you both agree on who the junior writer is if you’re doing it that 

way!  

SHARON: First, have rules.  Know that when your writing partner 

says, "This is first draft," that this means they are looking for general 

comments on the direction the story is taking, not a detailed critique 

of sentence structure.  

Never say, "This sucks."  

Aside from that – be willing to brainstorm, to sound foolish and to take 

risks.  That means trusting your partner's instincts – and your own.  

Vision: Is there any set sequence to how the two of you work 

together when creating a new story?  Do you each have favorite areas 

that you each like to handle?  

SHARON: We once revealed at a convention that Steve did the space 

battles and I did the knife fights.  I got a lot of respect at that con.  

STEVE: The only set sequence is that we talk a lot about the story and 

the characters before we start and after we start. I tend to get the 

astronomy stuff, I guess, and I also get the aircraft/spacecraft 

operating stuff. Despite people’s expectations we both know and work 

with knives and guns, so either one of us will do that kind of weapons 

stuff. I do tend to get the heavy weapons stuff, too, but that’s because 

Sharon never had a chance to fire a machine gun or handle a shoulder 

launched anti-armor missile. If we’re in first draft mode, Sharon tends 

to get a lot of that – she types faster and (sigh) more accurately.  
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Whoever feels like they have an edge on a part of the story is 

encouraged to go ahead and get it done.  

Vision: I know that Sharon has a mystery novel, Barnburner, 

available.  Do you often write individual pieces?  

STEVE: We started out writing individually, after all, and we 

sometimes have visions – excuse me – ideas! – that really aren’t as 

suited to the give-and-take of collaboration. As to often? Well, we’ve 

been pretty busy with the shared stuff, so not nearly as often as we 

used to.  

SHARON: We both do singleton projects.  The trick is 

finding the time to work on them, with collaborative 

novels scheduled through 2006.  For instance, I'd like 

to get a little time to finish up Gun Shy, the sequel to 

Barnburner.  Maybe this summer.  

Vision: You have a number of very popular characters 

from the Clan Korval.  Are there some hints you can give new writers 

to help them create the qualities needed for memorable characters?  

SHARON: They're not characters, they're real people.  And like all real 

people, they have goals, and plans, secret sorrows, joys, 

disappointments and triumphs.  I don't have the feeling so much of 

'creating' memorable characters as I do of listening to friends tell me 

about themselves.  

Some writers have an excess of plot, and there is the temptation to 

force characters to do certain things simply to satisfy the Ghods of 



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 13 
January/February, 2003  32 

 
  
Plot.  Resist this temptation.  A writer will hardly ever go wrong by 

listening to her characters.  

STEVE: It'd take a book – and I’m going to write a book (well, at least 

a chapbook) about characterization someday soon.  The real key is to 

see and treat your characters as people. If you write a 'spear carrier' 

or 'red-shirt' you and your (other) characters won't deal properly with 

them and your readers will catch on real soon, too. I should mention 

that I'm not much of a fan of the 'complete biography including what 

they had for breakfast on their fifth birthday' kind of character building 

– in most cases it's a waste of time, unless that fifth birthday was a 

pivotal day. Rather, pick a few broad traits to begin with and fill them 

in as you go along – just the way you'd fill them in if you were meeting 

a new person, and then going to dinner or seeing him at the ball game 

or whatever. That way you don't get prepackaged 'character 5' in 

everything you write.  

Vision: In the back of Plan B you say that during the 

years when the books were not in print, you wrote 

Liaden Universe® stories for yourselves.  Is there any 

difference in your approach now that you are writing 

them for print again?  

STEVE: I can't say there's all that much difference in 

approach. We still brainstorm at the kitchen table after dinner, and we 

still brainstorm in long drives around the state, or when we're 

traveling to conventions. Of course having a deadline tends to keep us 

on task, but many of the story elements we're using now are things 
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that were brain-stormed years ago. It helps to have so much of a pre-

drawn, pre-discussed background to work from.  

SHARON: A trick question!  Since we write character-driven fiction, 

we are at bottom concerned with getting the characters' story right – 

whether we're writing for 'ourselves' or 'for publication.'  I will say 

that, left to my own devices, I tend to dawdle in my writing, and that 

having books under contract forces me to focus – and to write quicker.  

Vision: You have created a complex universe for Clan Korval.  Did you 

intend that from the start, or has the depth grown and surprised you 

as you worked along.  Any pointers for people creating a story 

universe where the writer intends to place several stories? 

SHARON: Well... yes and no.  When we were writing Agent of 

Change we wanted the Liaden culture to look Byzantine and 

dangerous to poor ol' simple Terrans.  I don't think either one of us 

really understood how Byzantine and dangerous it really was until 

some time during the first draft of Local Custom.  

STEVE: I think we did intend (and hope for!) a complex universe, 

simply given the scope of the books and stories we knew we wanted to 

write from the first night we worked on Agent of Change together. 

Certainly the depth has grown far beyond what we initially envisioned 

– but we’d never written a seven book series with a three or five book 

follow-on before.   

Pointers? That’s hard. I'd guess the first thing is to not make your 

universe too small, or too limited – don't do an 'all the worlds of the 

universe were governed by King Flatula' in the first book if you might 
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need an independent world in the second book. In part this means 

you've also got to specify in some way that your characters have 

limitations, that they can't get at all the information they want at all 

times. That way if you need a new world, or a new galaxy, you’re not 

constrained.   

Also, recall what Lois McMaster Bujold has said on a similar topic – the 

author is permitted a better idea. So if you desperately need 

something you hadn't counted on, use it neatly, but use it.  

Vision: You've had very loyal following for years, even when your 

books were not readily available.  Does the new fame of the Liaden 

Universe® books surprise you?  

STEVE: 'Fame' is such a loaded word, isn't it? I think we hoped for, 

and perhaps anticipated the – let's call it popularity rather than fame, 

shall we? – new popularity of the books, because we'd seen signs that 

the series had that potential from early on.  At one point quite soon 

after Carpe Diem (the third book in the series) came out enough 

people were asking 'When is the next book in the Liaden Universe® 

coming out' that it made the rec.arts.sf.writen FAQ. That, and the 

information from within Del Rey that the same question was – for 

about three years – the most frequent question they got in email from 

readers. But I think we knew that something good was up when we 

got to BucConneer (the WorldCon in Baltimore in 1998) and had a 

signing – and were amazed to find that we had dozens of people in line 

and hadn't had a book out in years. Then, when we got to the west 

coast as Guests of Honor for SiliCon in November of that year we also 

signed dozens and dozens of books. So we had an inkling that – if we 
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could get the books out – they'd do OK. So I think we're pleased, and 

happy, but not altogether surprised.  

SHARON: I'm surprised that they're doing as well as 

they are (this is not a complaint), because the Liaden 

books are none of the things that we are all told will 

sell.  They're not cutting edge.  They're not tech-

driven.  They're a little sweet and old fashioned.  They 

talk about family values, about loyalty, and about True 

Love.  

Vision: Your books seem to draw science fiction, fantasy and romance 

readers.  Did any of these groups come as a surprise to you?  What do 

you have to offer to each one?  

SHARON: I was ...interested to find that the romance readers stuck 

with us; I thought the greater emphasis on action-adventure in some 

of the books would lose their interest.  They're tougher than I thought.  

For romance readers, we offer strong relationships and stories of 

partners working together.  For fantasy readers, we offer (as one critic 

said, in complaint) a fantasy feel, plus wizards, sentient trees (why are 

sentient trees fantasy? she wonders), and a story line that is 

somewhat quest-like.  For science fiction readers – space battles, 

world building, and sensawonda.  

STEVE: I guess I was surprised at the good reactions we got from the 

reviewers at Romantic Times in the late 80s, but part of that was 

because I simply didn't know the magazine existed. Otherwise, no, not 

too surprised since we both read all those genres and tend not to see 
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them as tightly bordered as some readers, writers, or editors do. I 

think what we have to offer all of them is a decent story with 

characters they can care about.  

Vision: Who have been your writing influences and how have they 

helped your work?  Who do you currently like to read?  

STEVE:  Oddly, perhaps, I think I have to go back to a lot of the 

writers I read when I was young. Walter Farley (Black Stallion series),  

Jim Kjelgaard (Big Red, Irish Red, Wild Trek, and many etc), Andre 

Norton, Robert Heinlein... and Jules Verne. Overall, what they gave me 

was a sense of adventure pacing. Later, of course, I got into Bradbury 

and Clarke and the harder stuff, and then widened my horizons to 

mysteries and to the regency romances of Georgette Heyer.  However, 

the sense of wonder and adventure – a feel that reading should be fun 

and interesting rather than work and boring – that’s what helped me 

get me started as a writer, I think, and what keeps me reading today. 

Today I like to read Sharon Lee (Really!), and C.J. Cherryh when I 

can, and I’ve liked what I’ve seen of Laura Underwood’s work. I also 

read nonfiction about railroads and astronomy magazines and books 

and – but see, right now my time is constrained somewhat by our 

writing schedule. I can’t do the book-a-day every day trick I did when 

I was in high school and college.  

SHARON: Anne McCaffrey, Andre Norton, Dorothy Sayers, Dorothy 

Eden, Mary Stewart, Frank Yerby, Samuel Schellabarger, Georgette 

Heyer, Rex Stout, C.J. Cherryh, Ray Bradbury, Agatha Christie, James 

Schmitz, Flann O'Brien, Jane Austen, Sarah Caudwell, Laura Kinsale, 

Lawrence Block.... This is getting silly, you know.  
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Vision: Tell us about The Friends of the Liaden Universe®.  

SHARON: The Friends of Liad are a self-selected and 

self-described group of Liaden Universe® readers who 

have banded together to form an online – and 

occasionally offline – community of like-minded people.  

It's been a privilege to watch this group gain cohesion, 

and grow into something far larger than any of its 

parts.  

STEVE: The Friends of Liad is a group of Liaden Universe® readers 

who found out that they tend to have more than the Liaden Universe® 

stories in common. They get together online at the Liaden Universe® 

mailing list, and they also get together at conventions when they can. 

If enough get together at the same convention they’ll put on a Liaden 

Lounge so that more fans and friends can come on by. It was the 

Friends of Liad who encouraged us to publish Two Tales of Korval in 

1995, and who have helped support almost all of our publishing efforts 

since then as well.  

Vision: You attend many conventions and will be Guests of honor at 

MarsCon in Minneapolis at the end of February and BaltiCon in 

Baltimore over Memorial Day Weekend.  Does attending conventions 

help your book sales, or is it just fun to be part of fandom?  Or both?  

SHARON: Um.  Attending conventions does help our book sales and 

it's certainly fun to be part of fandom.  My first convention was a 

BaltiCon, 'way back in 1976, and for a few years Steve and I traveled 

to cons as book dealers and art agents.  We have a lot of friends in 
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various portions of fandom, and it's nice for us all to meet on common 

ground.   Because we have been part of the community for so many 

years – yes, attending conventions does help our book sales.  I really 

don't know if that would be the case for brand-new, just-starting-out 

writers.  I would tend to think that attending conventions wouldn't 

help sales, just at first, but that, over time – it might.  

That said, I think cons ought to be attended for the fun of the thing, 

first.  If a new writer has tried a couple of cons and is just miserable, 

then they should certainly not force themselves to attend more.  

There's enough misery in this life without deliberately manufacturing 

more.  

STEVE: We do enjoy going to conventions, and we consider ourselves 

part of fandom, and from time to time manage to just go to a con for 

fun – that is, without being on the programming. Still, from the 

practical side, yes, going to conventions helps us sell books. For one 

thing, we get a chance to talk to editors at some cons – and that has 

been fruitful for us, both in short story gigs and in longer work. Also, 

we get to meet readers in person – at parties, at readings and 

autograph sessions – and it seems like that has helped some readers 

take the plunge and buy a book – or six or seven. On top of that, we 

get to be on panels at a lot of conventions, and there’s another chance 

for people who are unfamiliar with our work to decide they need to 

read us, and to remind people who've read us already that it's time to 

read another book or story.  
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Vision: Sharon Lee is now President of SFWA. New writers have many 

misconceptions about SFWA.  Would you like to give us just a short 

idea of what SFWA does for genre writers?  

SHARON: At its best, SFWA functions as an information-sharing 

service.  Much of that information, particularly regarding scams aimed 

at writers, and Internet piracy, is available to all, through the SFWA 

website (www.sfwa.org).  SFWA has also worked, behind the scenes,  

to encourage publishers to pay royalties, and also to regularize certain 

accounting practices having to do with overseas sales.  These are 

things that benefit not only SFWA members, but everyone writing in 

the genre.  

From my stint as executive director, I know that some new writers see 

SFWA as ...a validation that they are Really Writers.  This really gives 

too much significance to the organization.  SFWA is a professional 

organization, with membership requirements and by-laws, election 

rules and procedures for recommending works for the Nebula Award®.  

It's not a validation service.  The only person qualified to validate 

someone as a Real Writer – is the writer him or herself.  

Vision: The two of you are also editors and publishers.  How does it 

feel to be on the other side of the table, and has it given you a 

different perspective on the publishing industry?  

STEVE:  Oddly enough, I think it just feels like part of the same thing 

we do everyday -- but then both of us have a background in working 

with newspapers – daily, weekly, and monthly -- and we've both been 

involved with other kinds of publishing. I hope it helps us treat people 

http://www.sfwa.org/


Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 13 
January/February, 2003  40 

 
  
with a more even hand than we've seen from some editors -- but 

otherwise, it’s just part of what we do.  

SHARON: Both Steve and I have worked as newspaper 

editors, so we were pretty well prepared for the 

editorial tasks attending, say, the Low Port project we 

just turned in.  The bit I wasn't prepared for was the 

fact that we would have to turn back stories that we 

really liked, simply for lack of space.  

Vision: Any other suggestions you can give to new writers?  

SHARON: I'll pass on the advice I received from Alexei Panshin, 

twenty-five years ago: Don't quit your day job.  The fact that I didn't 

take it doesn't make this advice any less excellent.  

STEVE:  First, keep writing. Second, understand that the magic key 

some new writers look for, the secret handshake, doesn't really exist.  

Publishing is a community, and if you are around the community long 

enough you'll meet people who need a story or a novel and who will 

mention it to you, and if that looks like magic from the outside what it 

is from the inside is just time-in-grade. It's trust. It's recognition. 

Some writers never need that kind of break, because their first novel 

makes millions and they're set for life. Don't wait for that to happen. 

Get an edge up on the lazy writers and the navel-gazers. Learn to 

write reasonably quickly and turn in a very clean manuscript. 

If the magic key does exist it's being able to deliver, on time and with 

a minimum of fuss. The easier you make it for an editor to work with 
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you (without being taken advantage of) the more work you’ll have. 

Excuses aren't publishable in the same way that manuscripts are.  

Vision: Anything else that you'd like to add?  

STEVE and SHARON: Only our thanks for giving us this forum and a 

hope that what we’ve said will help energize someone into getting 

something published.  

Information on the books by Sharon Lee and Steve Miller, 

including a Liaden/Terran dictionary and other story-

related subject matter, can be found at 

http://www.korval.com/.    

They will also be Guests of honor at MarsCon in 

Minneapolis at the end of February and BaltiCon in 

Baltimore over Memorial Day Weekend.  

Recent and Forthcoming from Lee & Miller Include:   

 Shadows and Shades,  

SRM Publisher, Ltd., November 2002 

 The Cat's Job,  

SRM Publisher, Ltd., November 2002 

 Duty Bound,  

Embiid, January 2003 

 The Tomorrow Log,  

Meisha Merlin, February 2003  

 Elsewhere and Otherwhen,  

http://www.korval.com/
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Embiid, February 2003 

 Carpe Diem,  

Ace, February 2003 

 Certain Symmetry,  

Embiid, March 2003 

 Plan B,  

Ace, May 2003 

 Trading in Futures,  

Embiid, May 2003 

 Loose Cannon,  

Embiid, July 2003 

 Low Port,  

edited by Sharon Lee and Steve Miller, Meisha Merlin,  

September 2003 

 I Dare,  

Ace, September 2003  

 Shadows and Shades,  

Embiid, September 2003 

 'This House,'  

in The Worlds of Janis Ian, edited by Janis Ian and Mike  Resnick,  

DAW, September 2003 

 Balance of Trade,  

Meisha Merlin and Embiid, February 2004 

 'A Night at the Opera,'  

Murder and Magic, edited by Rosemary Edghill,  Warner TBA 
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A note on this issue's theme...     

Beginning in this issue we are going to spend the year working 
through some aspects of story writing.  Character creation is the 
first step -- though it may not be the order in which you create 

your stories.   

As you read these articles, keep one important point in mind:  There is 
no one true way to write.  What we've offered in this issue of Vision is 
a collection of essays by people on how they create characters.  Some 
of the articles will spark ideas in the reader on how to address a 
problem, and others will seem totally alien.  They will contradict each 
other.  As you read through them, pick and choose points that you 
think will help with character creation, and don't worry if they come 
from articles expressing completely different viewpoints.  Remember, 
characters are people, and they are contrary, too.   

Themes for the remaining issue of this year will be:   

  Worldbuilding  
 Plotting and Outlining  
 Putting it All Together  
 Revision  
 Submission and Rejection 

We'd be happy to see any articles you'd like to write on those subjects, 
or on any other aspects of writing.  Check out Guidelines for 
submission instructions.   

Good luck and have fun!   

Lazette Gifford,  
Managing Editor 
Email 

mailto:vision@lazette.net
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"A TOUCH OF MADNESS"—    

THE WRITER AS ACTOR 1   

by  

Louis E. Catron 

© 2003, Louis E. Catron    

 "No one knows what will move his soul, and open 

the treasure house of his creative gifts." 

—Constantin Stanislavski, 

My Life In Art.

The curtain rises.  Dark room.  Lonely atmosphere.  Solo 

spotlight on desk.  Zoom in for close-up.  We see writer typing 

busily.  Writer jumps up from desk, smashes one fist into 

another, throws a chair, shouts back and forth angrily in an exchange 

between two people, using different voices and jumping from one side 

of the room to the other for each voice.  Runs back to keyboard, writes 

what they said.  Then writer hides behind monitor, makes pistol out of 

finger and thumb.  Shoots.  Writer scurries to other side of room, 

becomes frightened victim, is shot, moans, yells for help, falls.   

(Outside the writer's office, the kids run for cover, the cat squawks, 

and neighbors dial 911.)   

Writer smiles happily, goes back to computer, types frantically.  Cut to 

close-up of page coming out of printer.  We read over writer's 

http://www.lazette.net/vision/Issue13/
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shoulder:  "Chapter One.  It was the best of times, it was the worst of 

times."  

   

   

Pretty dramatic, this business of writing.  Doesn't it sound as if writers 

should receive Academy Awards for their performances?   

Well, yes.  Let's put aside false modesty.  We should.   

There are remarkable similarities between the creative processes of 

writers and actors.  Think, for example, of your favorite actors who 

have special talents in making fictional characters appear real on stage 

or in films and television.  Your list may resemble mine and include 

such fine actors as Glenn Close, Dustin Hoffman, Emma Thompson, 

Kenneth Branaugh, Anthony Hopkins, or others.  Whichever actors you 

respect, consider their performances.  Then ask yourself, "What 

techniques does that performer use to make characters so vital, alive, 

and interesting?"   

Those same techniques are—or should be—part of your writer's bag of 

tricks.  

That's the point of this discussion:  You can improve your fiction 

writing if you adapt the actor's creative step-by-step technique that 

brings characters to life.   

Our goal here is to encourage you to become a writer-actor, whether 

you're writing novels, short stories, poetry, plays, or television or 
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movie scripts.  We'll examine some significant acting approaches that 

will make your writing not only easier but also better and, not 

incidentally, more fun.   

   

 Writing is Acting  

   

Because you're a writer, it follows that you're an actor.  Yes, really.  

After all, while you're writing don't you mouth the words of your 

characters, make faces as they talk, gesture with them?  Do you smile 

gently with their love, weep with their pain, laugh with their joy?  

That's becoming your characters, better known as acting.   

You'll see other writers do the same thing.  For example, I've watched 

a friend write.  She's a one-woman show although totally unaware of 

her activity.  She squints her eyes, rolls her head, and purses her lips 

as her characters think and talk.  She talks in many voices and mugs 

wildly like Lamb Chop, that delightful Shari Lewis puppet (and she'd 

hate me if she knew I thought that).  Characters she writes are full of 

life, spunk, and dimension.  Is there a cause-effect relationship, 

acting-to-writing?  She's convinced of it.  I think you'll also agree after 

you become involved in the process of acting—becoming—your 

characters.   

Is "the writer as actor" a new idea?  No.  The concept dates back to 

Aristotle, who wrote:   
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The poet [he means all writers] should even act his story 

with the very gestures of his personages.  Given the same 

natural qualifications, he who feels the emotions to be 

described will be the most convincing; distress and anger, 

for instance, are portrayed most truthfully by one who is 

feeling them at the moment.  

   

"Feeling them at the moment."  That's acting.  And writing.  

   

USING THE ACTOR'S TECHNIQUES  

   

When we think about "the writer as actor," we look at two questions.  

First, how do actors bring characters to life?  Secondly, how can you 

use actors' techniques to spark your writing?  To answer these 

questions we focus on how the writer can, as Aristotle suggests, 

"assume the required mood" by adapting a well-known actors' system.   

   

 The Stanislavski System for Writers  

   

Most modern actors create characters by using a logical step-by-step 

method that Russian director and teacher Constantin Stanislavski 
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developed at the Moscow Art Theatre around the turn of last century.  

In America that technique—often called "The Method"—was 

popularized by The Actors Studio.  Remember Marlon Brando in A 

Streetcar Named Desire?  That performance is one of the powerful 

examples of the Stanislavski approach.   

The method sparks imaginative creativity, insures credibility, and helps 

develop dimensional, credible, and interesting characters, among its 

major advantages for actors.  And for writers.  It's a complex approach 

but we can summarize the important portions that will help you write.  

   

 "Be," Don't "Act"  

   

Crucial to understanding the Stanislavski method is awareness of the 

system's goal:  The actor must not act the character but do all possible 

to be the character.  (Yes, that's a paradox, but theatre, like all art 

including writing, is filled with them.)  Acting the character leads to 

artificial, "hammy" portrayals that lack honesty and sincerity.  Being 

the character, in contrast, gives truth and sincere meaning because it 

gets to the soul, heart, and gut of the character.  For the writer, being 

the characters helps develop individuality and depth.  

To "be" the character the actor must submerge self, an investment 

that requires elimination of personal physical and spiritual tensions to 

permit relaxation into the character.  It means taking on the 

character's clothing, literally and metaphorically.  For the actor, being 
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the character requires actions; one thinks of what the character does.   

Writers, too, can learn to be their characters through the Stanislavski 

system.  Think less about yourself and writing techniques (you can 

always clean up your MS later with revisions) and focus more on the 

characters, their emotions, hungers, needs and drives, history, likes 

and dislikes.  You start with asking questions to encourage your 

imagination to delve into the characters.  Stanislavski's key to opening 

creativity is "what if."  

   

 The "Magic If"  

   

Stanislavski teaches the actor to become the character by asking what 

he called "magic if" questions that are answered by action based on 

emotional response.  For example, the actress cast as Laura in The 

Glass Menagerie would start becoming the daughter by asking, "What 

if I am Laura, in her situation, listening to my mother talk—again!—

about her youth and all those gentlemen callers, what will I do?"   

Another good question:  "What if I'm Laura and my brother Tom is 

bringing home Jim?!  I know him from high school!  Oh!!  What will I 

do?  What will I wear?  What will I say to him?  Will he remember he 

called me 'Blue Roses'?"   

Similarly, the actress cast as Amanda in the same play would start the 

process of becoming the mother by asking, "What if I'm Amanda, with 

little money and a fearful premonition about my own existence that 
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makes me frightened for my reclusive daughter's future, what will I do 

when I discover she hasn't been going to the business school that was 

supposed to give her financial security for her future?"   

"Magic if" questions contain motivation and awareness of "the now."  

The questions are cast in the first person, in the present tense, and 

therefore they pull you into the character's major concerns.  Very 

importantly, the questions suggest not one but two attitudes:  The 

character toward herself and toward other characters.   

You can use the "magic if" questions when you write.  Become each of 

your characters in turn by asking similar questions.  Your writing will 

be more effective if you can become all your characters.  Put yourself 

in their place.   

For example, assuming you are writing the above mother-daughter 

scene from The Glass Menagerie, become Amanda to write her 

speeches.  Ask yourself what you-Amanda want to achieve—actors call 

this "the objective."  What will you do to reach that goal?  For actors, 

this is "the tactics."  Watch Laura's reactions:  "hear" and "see" Laura 

speak or move.  How do they make you-Amanda feel?  What actions 

will you take in response?   

Become Laura and ask yourself-as-Laura what is your objective?  How 

do you respond internally to Amanda?   

Shifting back and forth may make you feel mildly schizophrenic but the 

resulting richness of characterization is worth it.  A good place to start 

is an examination of the characters' motivations.  
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Motivation 

   

Stanislavski teaches actors to find motivation for everything they do, 

and don't do, on stage.  Equally, your written characters are stronger 

with clear motivation.  There must be a reason for characters' actions 

and inactions, speeches and silences, smiles and frowns, whispers and 

shouts.   

You, like an actor, find the motivating force with answers to specific 

questions:  

 What does the character want?  There's an overall arcing objective

from the first page to the last.   

 Within that master objective are secondary sub-objectives that deal

with various moments.  What are they?  

 What is she or she willing to do to get it?  

 Why does my character take this action at this time (instead of

yesterday or tomorrow)?   

The question of "What does the character want?" leads to major 

answers concerning the whole work.  Stanislavski speaks of his own 

experience acting in Moliere's The Imaginary Invalid.  He was cast as 

Argan, the hypochondriac.  To examine his character, Stanislavski 

began by asking, "What does the character want?"  He found the 

answer:  "I wish to be sick."  But, he says, "The more effort I put into 

it and the more successful I was, the more evident it became that we 

were turning a jolly, satisfying comedy into a pathological tragedy.  
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We soon saw the error of our ways and changed to: 'I wish to be 

thought sick.'  Then the whole comic side came to the fore."  

Like the actor, you want to give each character a motivating force that 

can be satisfied by an action.  That gives your character forward 

movement.  Not incidentally, it also drives the plot.    

As you write you can use questions the actor asks, such as:  "Why 

does my character take this action at this time?"  You, like the actor, 

ask those questions for each scene or chapter.  If you can't find an 

answer, that's a red flag that the character lacks action and you'll want 

to revise the scene to give him or her significant action.  If you don't 

find action, perhaps the character is superfluous and might be 

eliminated from the scene.  

You have two goals here.  First, you want to be sure every action is 

motivated.  Second, each action must be part of the character's larger 

mission or, in the actor's terms, superobjective.   

   

 Superobjective  

  

Stanislavski says an actor develops a dimensional human by looking 

for the character's primary motivational force, called a superobjective, 

which is a driving compulsion to achieve a particular concrete goal.  

That desire unifies every portion of the character's behavior patterns 

because it is a through line of action starting at the story's beginning 
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(sometimes before the story begins) and continuing to the end.  The 

superobjective is expressed in active verbs to convey a concept of 

doing, keeping character and plot in motion.  

The superobjective is a primary force and a spine that unifies all of the 

character's actions.  Motivational drive results from this force.   

For the actor, that drive to achieve a goal keeps the character's 

actions vibrant, logical, and plausible.  It makes the character full of 

dynamic evolution and change as he or she struggles to overcome 

complications, reversals, and obstacles.   

For the writer, that compulsive drive makes characters equally 

dimensional and interesting.  You can add details and dimensions to 

your characters by thinking of the character's superobjective as you 

write.  For example, in a detective novel, the protagonist's goal might 

be,  "Regardless of what sacrifices I must make, I must solve this 

crime because I'm a professional cop but more because I'm 

particularly outraged by this special crime."  The personal sacrifices 

and individualistic feelings of outrage will make a unique protagonist, 

and the detective's driving compulsion will provide the novel's plot.   

An excellent example of a powerful novel resulting from a protagonist's 

strong superobjective is Ridley Pearson's Undercurrents.  It features a 

detective so obsessed with finding a serial killer that he pays a 

fearsome price in terms of his physical and mental health, marriage, 

friendships, relationships, and career.  The novel's plot is driven by the 

cop's striving to achieve a goal as he encounters major obstacles and 

reversals.   
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Try using the superobjective when you write.  Just like an actor, you 

develop a dimensional character by asking questions such as:   

 What does my character want?  Seek a specific, not abstract, goal.

Romeo, for example, doesn't have a vaguely abstract goal "to be

happy."  His objective is concrete:  "To marry Juliet."   

 Why—usually a complex of reasons—does my character absolutely

have to achieve that objective?  

 What actions will he or she take to achieve that goal?  

The secret here, for actor or writer, is to be sure the character 

desperately wants to achieve that specific objective.  Emotional 

investment is crucial.  The character must have something vitally 

important at stake that causes a passionate desire to get what he or 

she wants.  Anything less won't work.  A mild, inactive, half-hearted 

wish isn't powerful enough to drive your character.     

Consider, for example, how Glenn Close gives her character in Fatal 

Attraction a burning, dogged determination to get her superobjective 

regardless of the costs.  That emotional connection with her goal 

makes her character interesting, complex, and infinitely tricky.  

Equally importantly for the sake of the movie's plot, if the Close 

character didn't have that drive, the movie wouldn't have action.   

I don't know if master novelist Dick Francis consciously uses actor 

techniques, but there's no denying the presence of the writer-as-actor 

in his books such as Odds Against, Enquiry, or Whiphand.  Certainly 

his written characters, like Close's acted character, have clear 

superobjectives; each has a dogged determination to achieve a goal 
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despite all odds.  That fire makes the characters fascinating and 

admirable, and a unique Francis touch makes them unable to think of 

themselves as worth affection.   

Like Close and Francis, you can use that compulsion to achieve a goal 

to make your characters and plot crisp, alive, and forward moving.  

Start by making a list of each character's major goals, being sure they 

come from the heart and gut.   

 His/her objective (stated in active verbs).  

 Motivations to achieve that goal.  

 Emotions that propel him/her to want—to need—that goal.  

 What he/she will give up to obtain that goal.  

   

Obstacles  

   

It isn't enough for a character to be on fire to achieve a goal; there 

also must be major obstacles that prevent the character from getting 

that goal.  Actors learn that they can show new aspects of their 

characters' personalities by the way they react to physical and 

psychological obstacles.  Think of the variables.  When confronted with 

an obstacle, does the character whimper and quit?  Angrily bull 

through the problem?  Cleverly sidestep the obstacle?  Deviously enlist 

others to solve it?  Expertly lie to con the opponent?   Persistently 

grind it away?   For the writer, creating those reactions to obstacles 

will give the character valuable dimensions.   
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There's a logical proposition here:  no obstacle means no reaction; no 

reaction results in no evolution in character; no reaction or evolution 

equals a lifeless, dull, shallow character.  Equally, no obstacle = no 

conflict.  Yawn. Without obstacles there are no struggles and, 

consequently, no material to grasp the audience.   

Think again of Glenn Close in Fatal Attraction.  Each time the Michael 

Douglas character refuses her is a major obstacle.  Close's artistic 

talents are shown as she responds to the obstacle by becoming, in 

turn, cajoling, brave, angry, apparently confused, grimly determined, 

deadly calm, and finally bloody murderous.   

Hannibal Lecter in The Silence of the Lambs is another example of  

intense—and frightening—pursuit of an objective by cleverly 

overcoming obstacles.  Each new facet is fascinating; for the audience, 

the character's changes are intensely captivating.  Furthermore, 

obstacles make a lively, compelling plot.   

You can write the same dimensional, fascinating characters.  Try 

answering questions the actor asks:   

   

 What exterior obstacles stop my character from achieving the

objective?  

 What interior qualities prevent him or her from getting it?  

 How does he or she react to each obstacle?  

Actor Jack Lemmon says he "loves obstacles" when developing 

characters in his movies. "The frustration does two things," he says.  
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"It creates a higher level of energy and dramatic conflict within the 

scene, which therefore makes it more interesting.  It gets empathy 

from the audience because they have frustrations and they tend to 

identify and so to understand and to care because of self-

identification."  

As a writer, you can love obstacles, too.  Plan for your characters to hit 

obstacles.  The good writer—just like the good actor—hunts for both 

interior and exterior obstacles.  For example, novelist Brian Freemantle 

gives his Charlie Muffin character both types of obstacles.  Charlie is a 

master, albeit somewhat bumbling, spy.  He battles notable exterior 

obstacles:  he has to win the spy game with devilish Russian 

opponents while also fighting his own government, especially an 

accountant who is his chief nemesis.  His interior obstacles are no less 

potent:  he doesn't take care of himself.  Charlie is in horrible physical 

condition; most notable are his poor, sore, battered feet, always in 

need of TLC.  The feet, by the way, give the novelist a fine running 

series of connected titles for his Charlie Muffin books:  Blind Run, See 

Charlie Run, and The Run Around because if there's anything Charlie's 

feet can't do, it is run.   

   

 Emotional Memory  

   

Both actor and writer seek truthful depiction of characters, taking all 

possible steps to be sure the character is honestly shown and that the 

inner workings are correct.  But how is that possible, given the 
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creation of characters far different from ourselves?  

Luckily, an actor or writer isn't required to have been a murderer or 

the murderee in order to play or write one.  Actors learn to use a 

Stanislavski technique called "emotional memory," also known as 

"affective memory," which encourages the actor to recall a number of 

situations from his or her personal life to capture the dramatic 

character's emotions.  

Using emotional memory starts with faith that it is an effective 

process, followed by belief in your own experience.  In my playwriting 

and acting classes I tell students:  "By this point in your life you have 

experienced virtually every human emotion.  Perhaps ahead of you will 

be occasions when you will feel that emotion more deeply, but already 

you have personal and direct knowledge what it means to feel love, 

hate, despair, ecstasy, success, failure, destructive fear, and all other 

human emotions.  Believe in your experience.  Use it to develop richly 

dimensional characters."  

For actor or writer, to create a character's emotion you first re-create 

the various times you've had a given emotion.  Taste it.  How did you 

feel?  What actions did that emotion lead you to do?  Don't be 

reluctant to use yourself.  Actress Kim Hunter points out, "What you 

use in acting is everything you are as a human being," a concept that 

surely applies as well to the writer.   Everything you experience as a 

human helps you write, just as experience helps the actor.  As Marlon 

Brando says, the actor "must interpret life, and in order to do so he 

must be willing to accept all experiences that life can offer."  Poet 

Robert Frost makes the point succinctly:  "No tears in the writer, no 
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tears in the reader."  

The second step in using emotional memory requires you to see that 

the characters are different from each other.  Examine various aspects 

of your own experience to invent distinguishing characteristics for each 

character because you don't want characters to appear like they all are 

the same.  

The third step of emotional memory is using your knowledge of others 

who've experienced those emotions.  Carefully observe their actions 

when motivated by feelings.  What did they do that expressed the 

emotion?  How did they handle themselves while that emotion 

controlled them?  Piece together your own memories, plus your 

sensitive observations of others, and—fourth step—use imagination to 

shape and add details for an artistic whole.   

Go to real life people.  Pay no attention to how an actor or writer 

reproduces those vital feelings:  that's simply imitating an imitation 

which may itself be yet another imitation.  Walter Matthau says of his 

creation of a detective, "Most actors play detectives the way they've 

seen other actors play detectives.  I like to think I don't do that kind of 

imitation."  

   

  Large Role or Small  

   

Stanislavski teaches actors that "there is no such thing as a small part, 
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only small actors."  Actors grumpily reply that's a romantic ideal, 

saying "Stanislavski never played a walk-on spear-carrier without 

lines."  As an actor who has had those small roles, I agree!  

Nonetheless, a good actor in a small role will search out a 

superobjective, even adding one if the playwright did not.   

To illustrate, suppose you're writing a totally utilitarian character, say, 

a pizza-delivery person who has only one line:  "Did anyone here order 

a large pizza with anchovies?"  Not much there, is there?  But imagine 

Goldie Hawn plays that character.  Think about the way she'd handle 

that moment.  Ms. Hawn would probably find a superobjective or make 

up her own, look for unique qualities in the character's clothing or 

accent, imbue the character with a special eccentric attitude toward 

life, and perhaps invent delightfully ditzy ways the character would 

handle money when paid for the pizza and have to make change.   

As a writer-actor, try using Goldie Hawn's creativity as you write a 

minor character in your story.  Give your character extra sparks of 

dimension and life by becoming Goldie as the character.  For example, 

assume you-Goldie decide that the pizza-delivery person's 

superobjective is to become a world-famous glamour model.  

Delivering the pizza is merely a tactic, a ploy to achieve her main goal.  

She fervently believes one of her customers will recognize her 

attributes and hire her.   

With that superobjective in mind, ask questions.  What would she 

wear?  How would she walk, talk, smile?  What special mannerisms 

would she have?  What would be her attitudes toward others in the 

room?  How would she react to them when they stared at her blankly?  
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Or what would she do when one of the males responds amorously to 

her?  Through this creative process the characters take on more 

dimension—not only the Goldie character but also the others who 

respond to her—and instead of a short, rather dull paragraph about 

someone delivering a pizza, you now have opportunity to create 

several pages of interesting action.  The pizza delivery person can 

become a major character in your story, far more colorful than a 

simple utilitarian player.   

   

 A Life Beyond that on the Stage  

   

Actors know they should develop a character who has a life offstage as 

well as when visible onstage.  They ask, "Where was I, and what was I 

doing and feeling, before I entered the stage?"  Your written 

characters, too, benefit from that richer existence.  They have little 

depth if they exist only on the stage/page.   

Sensory recall, another Stanislavski technique, helps the actor 

imagine the offstage activities.  You can adapt it to your writing.  If 

your character before entering had to travel to this house, imagine the 

trip.  In a car?  A plane?  A taxi?  What was the weather?  How about 

the personality of the cab driver or flight attendant?  Was the trip 

hectic, eventful, or peaceful?  Did others on the plane or highway do 

anything unusual?  Draw from your memory answers to questions such 

as these will help you see your character better and may give you 

fodder for material that will add to your story.  The ideal written 
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character appears to have more reasons to exist than just to satisfy 

the needs of the story.   

   

 The James-Lange Theory  

"Flight-fright."  Writers can use the actors' adaptation of 

psychologists Will James and Fritz Lange concept of action creating 

emotion.  The James-Lange theory says that action precedes emotion:  

you are walking in the woods, see a huge grizzly bear, run away like 

hell, and then become afraid.  The act of fear causes the emotion of 

fear; you don't run because you are afraid—you become afraid 

because you're running.  Although this technique is not precisely what 

Stanislavski taught, it can be directly helpful:  acting teachers says to 

their students, "Do the act, and the feeling will follow."   

Try applying the James-Lange theory to your characters.  Write 

several experimental pages about your protagonist when encountering 

major obstacles that sharply threaten his or her ability to achieve her 

goal.  Again, become the character.  First, walk softly, even meekly 

into the room where the antagonists wait.  When you see them staring 

at you, walk away.  Sit in a distant chair, smile shyly, dart little 

flickering looks at them and then look away quickly.  "Listen" to how 

you speak quietly and hesitantly to them.  As an exercise, write two to 

four pages in this manner.  

Now, still being the same character, stride boldly into the room.  Walk 

directly to one of your antagonists.  Stop in front of him, stare coolly in 

his eyes.  "Listen" to how you speak aggressively to him.  Now move 



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 13 
January/February, 2003  63 

 
  
confidently to the center of the room.  Stand there regally and look at 

the antagonists levelly, challenging them to return your stare.  "Listen" 

to how you speak to them.  Write several pages in this manner, 

carefully ensuring that each action is motivated by the character's 

drive to achieve her superobjective.  

Compare your two exercises.  Which gives you a stronger protagonist?  

"Show, don't tell."  Notice an important by-product of that James-

Lange theory.  You can show the character's personality, which is more 

effective than telling the reader.  

   

 The James-Lange Theory for Yourself  

   

The James-Lange concept also is extremely valuable to your own 

writing techniques.  If you do the acts of a confident writer, you'll feel 

like a confident writer.  Or, the grim flip side, if you do the acts of 

avoidance, you'll become an expert procrastinator.  But you've heard 

before the advice of countless writers:  "The only way to write is to 

write."  
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 Business  

   

My friend who mugs like Lamb Chop surprised me one day by putting 

on an old silk top hat that she'd gotten at a thrift shop.  Sitting at the 

keyboard, she found that putting the hat on her head at a rakish angle 

allowed her to give her male protagonist just the right insolent attitude 

at a dinner party.  For her, the hat was what actors call "business."   It 

can be a piece of clothing like a beret or scarp, a specific prop such as 

a silver cigar case, jewelry, the way a character walks or takes a drink, 

or even the way the character folds a newspaper—some precisely 

correct characteristic that enhances characterization.  What the 

characters use is important when it is as individual as a DNA; the way 

they use it is significant character delineation.  

   

 "A Touch of Madness"  

   

Earlier we quoted Aristotle about the writer as actor.  We can conclude 

this discussion by completing that  passage.  Says Aristotle, "Hence it 

is that poetry demands a man with a special gift for it, or else one with 

a touch of madness [emphasis mine] in him; the former can easily 

assume the required mood, and the latter may be actually beside 

himself with emotion."  

Comforting, isn't it?, this approval of "a touch of madness" from one 
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as exalted as Aristotle?  Not merely does he approve, he recommends.  

The next time your parent, spouse, roommate, or neighbor complains 

about your behavior—"Why must you writers always act so crazy?"—

smile smugly and tell them if it's good enough for Aristotle, they 

certainly have no right to complain.   

Enjoy casting yourself in those interesting characters you're writing, 

and start thinking about the speech you'll give when you receive your 

own Academy Award for leading actor.      

   

Louis E. Catron is a prize-winning professor of theatre at 

the College of William and Mary in Williamsburg, Va.  

Among his books are Playwriting:  Writing, Producing, and 

Selling Your Play (Waveland Press), The Elements of 

Playwriting (Waveland Press), and The Power of One:  The 

Solo Play for Actors, Directors, and Playwrights 

(Heinemann).  
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Characters in Absentia:  

When Less is More  

By  

Rang Lieu 

© 2003, Rang Lieu   

A reader attaches more importance to the characters who get 

more of the spotlight, because the reader spends more time 

getting to know these characters, and identifying with them.  

If the reader is spending so much time reading about these characters 

(and you're spending so much time writing them), then they'd better 

damn well be important.  Otherwise, the reader will feel cheated, 

having wasted time devoted to those characters.   

Thus, if Tom is a supporting character who appears in 50% of the 

scenes, and the supporting characters Dick and Harry only appear in 

10% of the scenes, it's reasonable to assume that Tom is a more 

important figure in the story.  It's a good rule of thumb, and applies 

equally to supporting characters or villains.  That's why when actors 

receive a script, they count how many scenes they appear in, to judge 

the size of the roles before accepting.  

After all, the more important a character, the more scenes you devote 

to him, right?  If it's a main character, you give him the most 

spotlight.  Right?  Well, yes . . . ummm . . . kind of . . . but not 

always.  
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There are, what I like to call, Characters In Absentia.  These 

characters don't appear on stage much, and are rarely if ever 

physically present in any scene, yet their effects on the story are 

phenomenally visible.  These truant characters remain central to the 

plot and actively involved, and their contributions are every bit as 

significant as those of the main character.  Although these characters 

are absent, their stature is magnified so that it vastly exceeds that of 

characters who appear more often.  Neat concept, huh?  

I first considered the concept of absent character magnification after 

reading Orson Scott Card's Characters and Viewpoint, in which he 

mentioned giving characters significance even when they're absent.  

He offered the example of Tolkien's Sauron -- a shadowy villain always 

looming in the background -- as an example of this phenomenon.  

Since then, I've observed this principle used in everything, ranging 

from Robert Jordan's work to the Harry Potter novels to the television 

show Fraiser.  I have refined my analysis of it.  Here's my view of how 

this principle works, and can help you in your writing.  

The basis for why absent character magnification works is threefold.  It 

works via the filtering lens of viewpoint characters, the nature of 

presence, and background influence.  By understanding this basis, and 

using it, you can make a perennially missing character absorb more of 

your readers' attention than the one right in front of them.  

First, the reader cares if the viewpoint character cares.  Thus, if the 

onstage character constantly worries about the Absentia Character, 

then the reader starts to worry also.  Every time the present 

characters think of the missing character, your readers absorb those 
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thoughts and think of the Absentia Character, too.  Keep the Absentia 

Character prominent in the minds of the other characters, and he'll 

figure prominently in the minds of readers.  

Second, although the missing character might not be physically 

present in a scene, you can still include his nonphysical presence via 

the thoughts, speech, and actions of the other characters who are 

present.  If John Doe is physically present in only 10% of the scenes, 

but he features prominently in the words and thoughts of others in 

90% of the scenes, then John Doe is not really an insignificant 

character.  His story role, even in absentia, is quite large.  So use 

nonphysical ways to place your Absentia Character into scenes.  

Finally, the effects of the Absentia Character can be felt through his 

background influence and through the use of proxy agents.  We may 

never see the Emperor, but our army commander protagonist 

constantly receives revised orders from him and support troops, so we 

know who the Emperor is and how important he is.  If Mr. Missing 

never appears, but if we're confronted with the goons sent by Mr. 

Missing in every other scene, then we know he's a major character.  

Thus, you can allow the Absentia Character to act via proxies, while 

maintaining his distance.  The more influence he has, the more 

powerful he is in your readers' minds.  

Why make a character into an Absentia Character?  Because, 

paradoxically, the less your reader sees of him, the more significant he 

can become.  Absence makes the heart grow fonder.  Every single rare 

appearance of the Absentia Character will capture your reader's 

quivering and salivating attention, primed by everything the reader 
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knows of him already, hyped by all the other characters, multiplied by 

the mystique of the little seen.  Every appearance will be precious and 

valuable, full of tension and anticipation.  Not bad for a technique to 

manipulate reader emotions.  

This technique works especially well for villains in fantasy, where the 

ominous mystique adds menace.  For example, think of the major bad 

guys like Tolkien's Sauron, Jordan's Dark One, Goodkind's Keeper of 

the Underworld, Hickman & Weis's Kitiara and Dark Queen, Rowling's 

Lord Voldemort, and even the cat-stroking arch-criminal (whose face 

we never see) in the Inspector Gadget cartoons.  These villains all play 

a major role, and the readers obsess about them and their evil plots.  

The villains rarely show themselves physically in a scene, but when 

they do -- WHAM!  It's a major plot development, with the readers on 

the edge of their seats.   

You don't have to go to the extremes of never showing the Absentia 

Character, but be very selective about when and where you allow him 

to appear.  As long as these characters are still present in other forms, 

a less physical presence means more mental presence, and more 

impact when they walk onstage.  

This technique works for not only evil demigod villains, but supporting 

characters of lesser importance as well.  On the television show Third 

Rock From the Sun, we hear much of the "Big Giant Head" before ever 

seeing him.  But because we've heard so much of him, by the time he 

does show up, the audience is eagerly anticipating him.  Think of the 

television show Fraiser.  On Fraiser, we rarely see Nile's persnickety 

ex-wife Merise, but she played an important role in many episodes, 
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pivotal to the plot in some.  We hear the cast discussing her, talking to 

her on the phone, wrestling with her demands, detailing her 

responses, and reacting to her.   

And the Character in Absentia isn't static wallpaper.  He's doing things 

to advance the plot, even if he doesn't act onstage.   Every time your 

protagonists run into a hurdle, make it the result of the offstage 

machinations of the villain.  Every time your shipwrecked sailor fights 

to reach home, make him think of his absent wife, talk about her to his 

companions, get a letter saying she's remarried, or learn from an 

enemy she'd been kidnapped.  Absentia doesn't mean stagnant.  

Finally, there's the big pay off: emerging from Absentia.  You can use 

the Absentia character's appearance on stage as a transforming event.  

Think of an old western where the heroes spend most of the time 

waiting for cavalry, talking about them, delaying for them, praying for 

them.  The cavalry has spent most of the time in Absentia.  Once they 

appear, everything changes.  Ditto for villains.  The Harry Potter books 

take a sharp turn when Lord Voldemort finally appears in the flesh.   

If you tighten the tension and anticipation, moving a character out of 

Absentia can jolt your plot into a different stage of intensity.  But you 

must properly plant the character in Absentia in the first place, with all 

the attendant techniques to magnify his significance.  Otherwise you 

won't have a Character in Absentia, only a missing character of little 

importance.  

Just remember, you don't want to make all of your characters into 

Characters in Absentia, because then you'd have no story.  But careful 
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and selective application of this concept can do wonders for tension 

buildup and emphasis reinforcement.  
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Characters from the Soul  

By  

Linda Adams 

©2003, Linda Adams   

   

There was a fiction book I read recently that made me feel like 

the characters were done from a checklist:  

 Name.  Check.  

 Birthplace.  Check.  

 Names of Parents.  Check.  

 Favorite Color.  Check.  

 Flaw.  Check.  

And that was all the characterization the author did.  His characters 

were interchangeable; when he switched to a new scene, I had to stop 

to think, "Now which character is this again?"  

Characterization is one of the most challenging aspects of writing.  

Alas, there isn't a magic formula that will help.  Good characters come 

from within.  You have to reach down and pull them out.  And you 

have to be willing to expose a bit of yourself to the world.  

Start with the most important rule:  You're not reporting on real life--

you're interpreting it.  Remember the standard television storyline 

where the star decides to write a novel and bases the characters on 
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his friends?  Many real writers do the same thing.  The inherent 

problem with this is it doesn't create believable characters.  

What?  But they're based on real people!  How can they not be 

believable?  Remember the old adage that truth is stranger than 

fiction, and apply it to characterization as well.  Though the character 

may be based on a real person, your readers will sometimes find it 

difficult to believe such a person could exist.  

There are also additional limitations.  One is that some of the foibles 

you don't mind putting up with when you're with the real person can 

make a character very tiresome or even annoying.  That goes back to 

interpreting life not reporting it.  Yes, you may be basing your 

character on your best friend, and he's compulsively neat--but that 

doesn't make it interesting to the reader for an entire novel.  

Another limitation is character growth.  Because you're relying on a 

single person to help you characterize, you'll tend to follow the path of 

that person, not the path the character needs to take for a satisfying 

story.  

But the worst limitation is most people don't want characters based on 

themselves. You may inadvertently alienate friends because your 

interpretation of them is very different than the way they see 

themselves.  

So if you can't base a character on a real person, what do you do?  

Start with the name.  Treat your characters as if they were your 

children.  Once you've given them a name, it is a permanent part of 
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their lives in your book.  That means they have to live with the 

consequences of the name you chose.  

Each name creates a specific image in the reader's mind.  These are 

images you can exploit.  The first image is, of course, stereotypes.  

There are some names that have cultural baggage associated with 

them and generally should be avoided.  Cultural baggage may make 

the names distasteful to the reader or build the wrong image.  You'll 

know what names these are simply by your reaction to them.  

Listen to the sound of the names.  Some names have a very harsh, 

even blunt sound.  Others are more soft and subtle.  You can use a 

soft-sounding name to balance a blunt character or further add to the 

image of character lacking confidence.  

Next, decide what each character looks like.  A lot of writers shy away 

from description because they feel they should leave the reader to 

imagine what the character looks like.  However, characterization 

begins with what the character looks like.  

Think about it.  When you see a woman with blonde hair, you form 

opinions even before you speak with her.  An actress, blonde early in 

her career, recently returned to her brunette hair color.  She was 

amazed at how everyone suddenly respected her.  Just because of 

hair color.  

You don't need a detailed statistical description of the character listing 

all the measurements and coloring.  Rather, select one or two details 

other characters will notice and react to.  This doesn't just develop one 



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 13 
January/February, 2003  77 

 
  
character--it develops all the characters.  You can even use it to create 

a plot complication.  

But names and description are only one small part of a 

characterization.  To build an in-depth characterization requires some 

careful thought.  Consider not only the character, but the other 

characters she is relating to, and the story.  A lot of writers shape the 

characters to the story, which can force your protagonist to go out of 

character to meet the story's requirements.  Instead, it should be a 

tightly woven mix of shaping the story to your characters and shaping 

the characters to the story.  But never compromise the characters for 

the sake of the story.  You'll disappoint the reader and lose credibility.  

To build the characters, start writing the story.  One of the best ways 

to kick start a characterization is put two characters together.  Best 

friends.  Now comes that reaching down inside part.  Remember a 

friendship from ten years ago.  How you clowned around like kids.  

How you talked about a lot of stuff, and she helped you through some 

problems at the right time.  How, one day, a fleeting doubt popped 

into your head that you dismissed because she was your friend.  Take 

it a step further and put a betrayal into the friendship later into the 

course of the story.  What small, subtle details can you add to the 

early chapters to show the fracturing of the friendship?  Use an event 

in the plot and the character's reactions to it to force the fractures to 

widen.  

Remember, earlier we said our perception of another person doesn't 

match their perception of themselves.  Use that to add unexpected 

depth to your story.  Haven't you ever wondered why a friend turned a 
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cold shoulder to you, without explanation?  Or how you felt like you 

couldn't do anything right, not realizing an acquaintance admired you 

for the same traits you were berating yourself over.  You can explore 

that and more by showing your protagonist through the eyes of all the 

other characters.  

Consider also the gender of your characters.  In a group comprised of 

a single gender, that person will act very differently then around 

groups with mixed genders.   

There are some pitfalls with writing characters of the opposite gender 

you should be aware of, however.  Men tend to write how they 

perceive women; women tend to write men the way they want them to 

be.  This is one of the reasons many women read romances but also 

why many men hate romances.  A good book on men and women from 

the self-help section of your bookstore will give you some insights into 

how to use the gender differences in your story.  

It's probably going to take about a third of your book before you get to 

know your characters.  By then, you've introduced everyone as well as 

the main elements of the story.  When you revise, return to the early 

chapters to bring the characterizations up to the standards of the later 

chapters.  Look for opportunities for foreshadowing future growth.  

Ensure your characters are true to who they have become in the later 

chapters.  

Finally, set a goal for yourself.  When you start a new project, always 

strive to create a character very different from the last one you just 

wrote.  It's easy to fall into the comfort zone of doing the same type of 
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character over and over again, but this will ultimately limit your 

opportunities in coming up with fresh new stories.  

Characterization offers a rich tapestry that can make a story come to 

life.  But you have to reach down and pull out what's necessary to 

make them work.  If you take the time to do it, your writing will soar.   

Linda Adams grew up in Southern California and served in the 
Army during the Persian Gulf War.  She has been published in 
Writer's Journal, The Toastmaster, Potomac Review, and the 
anthology Nudges From God.  She is co-writing a women's action 
adventure thriller set in the Shenandoah Valley during the Civil 
War.  Website: http://www.hackman-adams.com . 

http://www.hackman-adams.com/
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Full Fathom  

By  

Peggy Kurilla 

©2003, Peggy Kurilla  

As writers, we are often more affected by the entertainment we 

select than most people.   We constantly note, analyze, 

dissect, juggle, and otherwise play with everything we watch 

on television, in the movies or at the kids' school play.  Unfortunately, 

new writers tend to use these forums as their learning grounds, and 

that can lead to an incomplete education.  

We can learn a lot from movies and television shows, most notably 

about plotting and scene structure, but these media fall short when it 

comes to depicting in-depth characters.  "Tea, Earl Grey, hot," is a 

character quirk, not characterization.  Yes, a few things can be 

inferred about a man who orders such tea, but those things are 

surface only: he is comfortable with himself and his preference, and 

possibly he is more reflective than someone jazzed on caffeine.  He 

may also be British. 

Given the episodic and continuing nature of television, the characters 

are not given a chance to grow, develop, and change.  Hawkeye 

Pierce, for example, was the same person throughout all eleven 

seasons of M*A*S*H.  J. R. Ewing stayed the same conniving skunk 

throughout Dallas.  (Note: In recent years, some series have begun 

offering an ongoing or continuous storyline.  Babylon 5 started the 
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trend, and Dark Angel, Alias, and Taken have followed.  These 

remain the exception rather than the rule, however.)  

However in printed fiction, except for the shortest short stories, 

characters usually must grow, develop, and change.  That, after all, is 

why most readers pick up the book.  So how can we, as writers, break 

away from the surface characters depicted in most television shows?  

How can we create the deeper characters required by printed fiction?  

Ironically, a movie gives us one place to start.  "Character," said John 

Lithgow's character in The Adventures of Buckaroo Banzai, "is 

what you are in the dark."  Given that particular character and that 

particular movie, he might have been referring to doing things during 

a power outage.  As a writer, though, I hear that line and immediately 

think of the dark nights that try our souls.  

We've all had them, whether a bout of depression following the death 

of a loved one, or having to make the decision to allow someone else 

to die gently and without extreme intervention, or even having to 

come back ourselves from the brink of the abyss.  When we put our 

characters in those same dark situations, we gain a better 

understanding of them. 

Whether your story calls for it or not (and why doesn't it?), run your 

character through the most trying time you can imagine.  What does 

he or she finally decide to do, why, and how does he or she arrive at 

that decision?  Write the scene, or jot some notes, or just play the 

scene over and over in your head until you understand that part of 

your character completely.  Then, whether or not you include that 
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exact scene in your story, the depth of your character will show up in 

unexpected places. 

Okay, now that we've explored the darkness, let's step into the light.  

Suppose your character just inherited (or won) half of Bill Gates' 

fortune.  Let's make it a nice, round number: Twenty billion U.S. 

dollars.  After the shock wears off, what does he do?  Does he quit his 

job in a, shall we say, colorful fashion?  Does he give it all to charity?  

Does he send part of it to the IRS with a note stating that this should 

cover all of his taxes owed for the rest of his life and please to stay off 

his back?  Does he become an Ebenezer Scrooge and hoard it all? 

Again, run through this scene, on paper or in your head, until you're 

happy with it. 

Finally, let's split the extremes.  We've explored your character in the 

depths of darkness and in the light of abundance.  Now, let's explore a 

"day in the life."  What does your character do when there are 

absolutely no demands on her?  Suppose for this exercise that your 

character has the necessary funds to do whatever she wants--i.e., 

traveling halfway round the world for lunch is do-able.  Does she 

breakfast in Paris, lunch in London, then enjoy dinner and a Broadway 

play in New York?  Does she strap herself into her starfighter and take 

out two dozen of the enemy, just for the target practice? 

Once you're satisfied with this exercise, sit back and relax.  You now 

have snapshots of your character and his reactions in different 

situations.  You can use that information to add depth and texture to 

the rest of your story.  You know how your character thinks in adverse 
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situations, as well as during those times that things go right for him, 

and those times when nothing particularly exciting is going on.  Even if 

you never use the scenes you crafted in this exercise in your story, 

you'll feel them resonating within you as your write other scenes--and 

the reader will get hints at depths we haven't seen yet. 

Once we have a feel for the depth of your character, those quirks 

mentioned earlier take on a new significance.  A quirk may be the 

result of something traumatic that happened before, or it may be 

eliminated completely during the course of your story as your 

character reacts to the trying times you put him through.  Quirks 

become a highlight for nuances of character, not a substitute for 

character itself. 



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 13 
January/February, 2003  84 

 
  

Characters and Settings:   

The Choices People Make  

by  

Bonnie Cowgill 

©2003, Bonnie Cowgill 

   

When considering the elements of fiction, few things are as 

important as characters and settings.  History revolves 

around people.  People create and are created from places 

and periods. Themes, plots, and moods are nothing more than ideas 

until they're attributed to people and places.  But what happens when 

you have a theme, a plot, a mood, and no character to inherit them?  

Or you have a theme, a plot, a mood, a character, but lack a place to 

plant the seeds?   

Characters from setting   

What country, time period, culture will showcase your story?  

Characters are often either products of their environment or in 

opposition against it, with degrees of separation wedged in, depending 

on importance of setting vs. character in the individual story.   

Hardy, enduring personalities can come from environments that teach 

practicality and steadfast methods, in work and in love.  Shallow, 

flighty personalities can come from environments that make few 

demands and don't instill strong values from the outset.     
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Let's play pretend.  If writers take their settings and pretend they 

grew up in their chosen environments, we can begin to extrapolate 

from values and surroundings to build a character who is a product of 

his environment.     

A man who grew up in the American south during the depression has 

learned the value of money, so deeply that he knows the pain of being 

unable to feed his family.  He's a hard working man, but he finds 

himself subject to periods of inactivity later in life.  Maybe he's been 

laid off from his company, and having lived through the depression he 

knows the consequences of not having an income.    

If he knows the consequences, and they affect him, it probably means 

he's a caring father.  He worries about the survival of his family 

because he hasn't been able to find a job.  His wife understands, or 

she doesn't understand, and that shapes his personality too.  If she 

understands, he may be the sort of man who feels comfortable talking 

to his wife in bed at night about his feelings of failure and uselessness.  

Maybe he hides that from his kids because he doesn't want to scare 

them, which makes him outwardly seem a stoic and withdrawn man, 

but in the dark before sleep he finds succor in his wife's confidence 

and understanding arms.  He hides it from the neighbors because his 

troubles are none of their business.  He remains strong because 

someone knows what he's going through, and his wife promises him 

that life has its ups and downs, and up will come again.   

Maybe the story calls for a man who appears not care about his family.  

He finds himself without a job, and instead of getting out of bed day 

after day to comb the classified section of the newspaper, he crawls 
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back under the covers.  He tries to pretend that the freezer isn't 

empty, and that his kids aren't going to school in clothes that weren't 

washed because milk was more important than laundry detergent that 

week.   

He sinks into depression; he resents his children because worrying 

about their care and well-being makes him feel like less of a man 

every time he has to decide that the kids can't have new shoes or ice 

cream Friday night.  He starts to drink because he has to get out of 

the house or he'll explode, and his buddy next door offered to buy.  

The first night out at the bar was the first time in months that he 

relaxed and forgot about the responsibilities waiting for him at home.  

He isn't a bad guy, our unemployed father on the fast track to 

alcoholism.  He's a man who has tasted failure and found escape from 

his faults in the bottom of a bottle.   

Setting from Characters   

Some stories start with the idea of a choice to be made.  What kind of 

person might find herself faced with this choice the story hinges upon?  

In what environment would this choice logically exist?   

Let's pretend again, this time that we have a story idea.  Will the 

student tell her professor about the other student who cheated, or will 

she keep her mouth shut? If outing the other student is the choice 

necessary to tell the story, what kind of a person would rat out a 

fellow student?   

Is she a character with honor, or a character with a competitive 

streak?  She might blow the whistle if cheating is something so deeply 
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wrong to her that she can't do anything but tell the truth.  What kind 

of environment would inspire such honor?  An Ivy League school?    

Maybe she's not a student, but a businesswoman, or a mother, or a 

teacher, and she witnesses a shady deal, an incident of child abuse, 

from another parent or another teacher.  Is she living in an 

environment where honor may cost her safety?    

What if Eliza Carroll is a student who points out a cheater? Why did 

she do it?  Is she a competitive woman in a school that grades on a 

curve? Did the other student really cheat, or does Eliza need to 

eliminate a step in the competition ladder to save her own butt when 

the semester marks come out?   

Let's decide that Eliza Carroll is a woman who chose to keep her 

silence after witnessing her brother beating his child.  She kept her 

mouth shut because she lives in a culture or a region that has laws 

against child abuse so stringent that talking to the authorities will 

mean her beloved sister-in-law could lose her child, or where her 

beloved brother could go to jail. Besides, Eliza's brother isn't normally 

like that.  Maybe he had a high-stress day and lost control once.  

Where could Eliza live, where could her story take place?     

In the first scenario if Eliza reports the cheater she could leverage 

herself into the top spot.  If she's discovered to be a liar she could lose 

everything.  If someone discovers she played the role of tattletale, the 

cheating students friends could make her life miserable.   



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 13 
January/February, 2003  88 

 
  
In the second scenario, if she reports her brother he could lose his 

child, his job, and his life to a judicial system that acts on black and 

white instead of shades of gray.  She could lose contact with her 

nieces and nephews, and she could lose the trust of her sister-in-law. 

Maybe her brother's downfall would destroy her parents.   

She could be a woman living in the high-stress 21st century, with the 

pressures of a competitive business world, who knows that sometimes 

good people do bad things, and sometimes one bad thing can ruin a 

person's entire life. It could be a world where one warm body might be 

the difference between personal success or failure, a world of every 

man for himself.  It could even be a world, or a culture, where people 

value their parents and strive to ensure their parents feel they lived a 

comfortable life, and die knowing they raised good children.   

What other locations, cultures, time periods could reflect that?  Could 

such a culture be created?  An entire society can be built off something 

as small as one character and her choice to hide or reveal something.  

   

Choices   

 What choices make a man?  

 How does environment affect the choice a man makes?  

 What kind of society evolves from the choice of honor or 

deception, of war or peace?  
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 The choice to love or hate, to fight or hide, to act or look 

the other way?  

Characters can be products of their environment, but they're also 

products of choice. Take a setting, pick a situation and pose a choice 

to even a ghost of a character idea, and the man will make himself.  

Conversely, the choice a character makes could be the foundation of a 

city, a culture, or an entire world. The Civil War and World War II 

exploded from the choices and ideals of one man in each situation, 

creating a society where ethnicity and issues of faith have built, and 

continue to build, many facets of politics and culture. 
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Characters Are People  

By  
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When you think of characters, what do you consider? The 

best ones are people - living, breathing people, who you 

could meet at your local bazaar - or pub - or cell block. 

You've seen them in your favourite books; those wonderful, complex 

characters that make you care, cry and laugh. Well, you too can have 

those kinds of characters!    

Is your monster on the table, inert? Time to connect the electrodes 

and pull the switch! Here is how to make your character al-iiii-ve!   

Character sheets  

Character sheets are your basic tool, and you will be using them a 

great deal. The more complex your character sheet, the better the 

cornerstone for your character.   

Name: Names do make the character, so choose it wisely. The movie 

industry calls it "Typecasting."  Readers will fill in a mental picture by 

your character's name. Without knowing a thing about the following 

people, what do you know about them? Marilyn, Jesse, Les, Sam, 

Quii'zCK!, Ashley, Octavia,  Patel. . . the name you choose will color 

your character, so you need to have it fit. Having the guy who runs the 
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local 7-11 named Quii'zCK! is fine - just don't have him of Irish 

descent. (However, it would work to have him raised in Jersey.)   

Occupation: After name, I consider the characters occupation of the 

most importance. A cop is going to think and react differently than a 

librarian.  Generally you know what your character is going to be ("My 

novel is about this guy, see, who is a blind kung-fu master, and works 

at the local woman's shelter -"), but if you don't, you need to put 

something down. It can be changed later, so don't put too much worry 

into it right now.   

Other stuff: The other stuff, like religion, skin tone, limps, best 

friends - that's all good stuff to have, and by all means fill out as much 

as you know, but if you don't know yet, don't sweat it. It will come. 

Your character will 'tell' you when he gets around to it. Fill it in then.   

Stamp of Approval: Once you've decided it is done, that's it! Don't 

later change the character sheet around to 'suit' you. . . if something 

cause's a problem during the story writing, work with it, instead. As an 

example of what I mean, your sheet might list a character as a 

Christian, but half way through your book you decide to make him 

Buddhist. Should you change the sheet, go back and change out any 

mention of his Christianity? No! Once you start writing the manuscript, 

have your character change in the story. Have him grow. Being 

consistent is the biggest thing.    

Dialogue with your characters   

Once you have a character sheet, the next step is to talk to your 

characters. This is usually fun, unless they have a knife to your neck. 
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Open up a notebook or other writing device of your choice, and start 

talking. Keep an eye open for mannerisms, speech patterns, body 

language and any other clues your character may be telling you. Learn 

as much as you can about them. Really get into their head. Do this 

everyday, for a week. Don't know what to talk about? How about your 

day - or hers? Tell her she's dying of cancer (see torturing your 

characters); how does she react? Then tell her it was a joke! How did 

she react to that?   

Play with your characters   

You have your character sheet, and you've been talking to your 

character every day for a week.  You are feeling pretty good about 

him; he's starting to come alive for you, isn't he? That's good! Now, 

the next step is to play with them. Put them into different scenarios 

and see how they react, alone or together. Remember, you are still in 

character development. This is just a discovery tour, so it's okay to 

change things around on your character sheet as you discover more 

about your characters. At this point, it's okay to change him from 

Christian to Buddhist.   

Torture your characters   

When you're playing with your characters, it's fine to take them to the 

local circus (thereby discovering they get dizzy in the fun house, and 

throw up). But you also want to torture them. Make them miserable. 

Give them a cold, then a nice violent fight and chase scene through 

snake-infested swamps. Study them, watch their every mood and eye 

twitch.    
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This isn't part of your story - these are just fun little shorts, to get a 

feel for them. Get the experimenting out of the way, now, so when it's 

time to write your story, there is no doubt in your mind how he or she 

will react in any situation.    

The good, the bad, and the really ugly   

Every living person (those are the guys in your novel) have good and 

bad points. Good guys lie, and bad guys support charities. Having just 

'good' and just 'bad' are paper cut outs, and the sign of a lazy writer. 

As you are talking to your over muscled, angelic hero, be sure to 

include a few 'bad things' (and I don’t mean like the bad things you 

put on your resume. You know what I'm talking about. Where you list 

your negative traits as 'too detailed orientated' or 'frequently forget to 

leave for the day, because I'm finishing up that proposal.') I mean bad 

things.  "I watched my saintly ol' mum starve to death, and didn't tell 

her about the fifteen hundred gold's I had under the floor boards," 

kind of stuff.    

Character growth   

Which leads us right into character growth. Somewhere along the plot 

of your story, your characters need to grow. You could have a 

stagnate character, but you probably wont have a published stagnate 

character. So, using the previous examples, your muscle bound 

angelic hero, Sam, has buried his dear ol' mum, Octavia, and gone off 

to work in the fun house at the circus, taking his gold with him. There 

he meets the bearded woman, Marilyn, who has cancer. Taking the 

advice of Quii'zCK!, the guy who feeds the tigers (and has a very 
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strange relationship with them [I smell a sub-plot - or is that tiger 

poo?]), he takes Marilyn to see Dr. Patel. The good doctor tells your 

hero, Sam, that Marilyn is dying. But, the good news is Professor Les 

Shyster has a new treatment available for just this kind of illness. The 

cost of the treatment is 15,000 gold, and Sam's Christian soul. What 

will your hero do? Well, that's up to you.    

Good vs. Bad   

There is no difference between your 'good' guy and your 'bad' guy in 

character development. You must spend the same amount of time on 

both for a well-balanced story.    

Congratulations Dr. Frankenstein   

The more alive the character is for you, the more alive you will make 

him to your readers. If you spend at least a week on each of your 

main characters -- if you've thrown everything at them, up to and 

including death -- you have created A Character. Because by now, 

they should be living, breathing people, with good and bad points. 

They will have breath and depth, laughter and fears, humour and 

quirks -- all the tattered ear marks of Legendary Characters. 

Congratulations, Dr Frankenstein, your characters are now al-iiii-ve!   

 With any advice on writing, this cravat will be applied: find what's

best for you. Everyone writes differently, and there is no 'best way.' 
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Stepping to Center Stage:  

Why It's Good When Tertiary Characters  
Hog the Camera  

By Jon Chaisson 

©2003, Jon Chaisson  

  

Her name is Christine Gorecki.  Honestly, she was only going to 

be in one, maybe two scenes, and that was it.  She was 

supposed to be a secondary character that helped the story 

move along.  Her first name is my cousin's name; her last is a song by 

techno-popsters Lamb.  'She has long, curly blonde hair' , is an adept 

in the metaphysical arts, an ex-cop who has her own "spiritual crime 

investigations" office, and used to work with two of the lead 

characters.  That's the entirety of the background I gave Christine for 

my current story, A Division of Souls.  And yet I can't help but think I 

have the perfect "gumshoe private eye" character to place in a short 

story or three.   

How does this happen?  What exactly did I do for Christine that made 

me love the idea of her?  I can think of only one reason:  I'd made her 

truly unique to the story instead of making her generic, a passing 

acquaintance.  She had a background:  she used to work for the Alien 

Relations Unit in Bridgetown alongside Alec Poe, one of the main 

characters in the book.  Poe and Christine weren't lovers, but there 

had been an instant bond between the two.  Consider the first time 

she's mentioned—Poe and  his ARU partner Caren are meeting with, a 
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psychic government agent named Kai (who admittedly has a thing for 

Poe):   

"What do you think?" Poe said.  Kai looked at him 

quizzically until he realized he was talking to Caren.  "Nice 

view, eh?"  

"Not bad," she said, noncommittally.  

 Poe's eyes suddenly sparkled.  "Hey, you know 

who'd love it up here?  Christine Gorecki."  

 The mention of the woman's name perked Caren's 

mood up significantly.  "Christine!  Whatever happened to 

her?  Sure, she'd love it up here.  All the space and peace 

she'd need for her spiritwork."  

 "I really should call her," Poe said.  "I'd almost feel 

guilty if we didn't involve her in this somehow."  He turned 

to Kai and smiled.  "Christine's one of the best freelance 

spiritworkers in the Sprawl."  

 Kai nodded.  "Has she worked with the two of you?"  

 "Off and on," Caren said.  "Although we haven't 

spoken to her in about six months or so…"  

 "Her choice," Poe said.  "'Spiritual burnout' is what 

she told me."  
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In this short conversation, we learn things about Christine, in the 

following order—Poe has a place in his heart for her; Caren's mood 

lightens at her name, suggesting the same; Poe thinks well enough of 

her that she should be included in their current investigation; Kai may 

or may not be jealous of the bond she and Poe share; and lastly, 

Christine has recently overworked her psychic abilities.  

In other words, Christine Gorecki is a smart, but burned out, detective 

who's well liked and trusted by many of her former co-workers but 

prone to rubbing people the wrong way, even unintentionally.  Okay, 

that last one may be a bit of a stretch, but hey—this is speculative 

fiction.  We can embellish all we want.  So in that one scene I've given 

Christine a believable background without even bringing her onstage. 

She is what I like to call a "third-tier" character.  She's not a main 

character, nor is she even secondary.  She appears in only four or five 

scenes, but they're all pivotal scenes.  I like using third-tier characters 

in my stories, because they serve more of a purpose than a "peanut 

gallery" to the main characters, yet they're not constantly sticking 

around like those secondary characters do.  They are believable people 

we might meet on the street or at work, people we may know little 

about yet they affect our lives in some way, whether we notice it or 

not.  

So when was the moment that I realized I had a great character just 

waiting to break out?  Consider a pivotal scene close to the climax of 

the book.  Poe needs Christine's help in performing a difficult ritual to 

save the day:  
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A moment later she returned wearing a black B-Town Saints ballcap 

and a dark green overcoat and carrying a briefcase.  She set the 

briefcase down on the floor and gestured for him to carry it.  She 

smiled at him as if she hadn't minded his sudden rush; in fact, she 

looked as if this job had been the biggest one she'd had since they last 

spoke.  She closed and locked her office, and led him through the back 

to a rear stairwell that led up all six floors and down two basement 

levels.  She bounded up the back stairs so quickly that Poe nearly had 

to run in order to catch up.  

 "So what are we looking at?" she asked over her 

shoulder.  

 "The Rain of Light," Poe wheezed.  "Slow down, kid.  

You know I still smoke."  

 That elicited a laugh from her.  "Then quit.  Rain, 

huh?  Sounds like a simple case of corruption.  Anyone I 

know cause it?"  

 This time Poe laughed, though his was laced with a 

bitter taste.  "Haven't you been watching the news, 

Christine?  This is a religious war we're fighting here.  That 

thing was wakened by a Mihari and corrupted by a 

Misuteru nuhm'ndah."  

 "I know," she kidded.  "Just wanted to make sure 

you were up on things."  
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 He shook his head.  "I should know better than to 

talk to you, shouldn't I?"  

 "Yes, you should," she smiled. 

Some time during the writing of this passage, I realized I had 

something:  Christine is one mysterious woman.  She's someone 

everyone likes, yet nobody really knows too much about her.  Not 

even me, and I created her!  She playfully toys with Poe's mind by 

remaining aloof, yet we realize that her mind is running in overdrive, 

planning her next moves before anyone has even mentioned them.  

She doesn't take crap from anyone, not even Poe.  And though she 

takes things very seriously, she's not above injecting a little humor 

into a tense situation to alleviate stress.   

Such a complex character for someone who only has a bit part!  I just 

had to get to know her.  Although I have not put anything regarding 

Christine down on paper, or on the computer screen since, I know I 

can definitely use her for other projects and sequels without worrying 

about how much background I've put into the character.  Mentally I 

picture Christine's stories as shorts involving offbeat crimes that only 

she has the experience (and the patience) to solve.  All this from a few 

one-off lines. 

Now, if you find yourself dwelling over a secondary or tertiary 

character like I've been doing here, by all means, create as much 

background for this person as you like.  You know you're not going to 

use all of it in the main novel, so why let it go to waste?  Write a short 

story or two involving this person.  Write a vignette of your main story 
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from their point of view.  Regardless of the outcome, it's a "win-win-

win" situation.  First, this is a wonderful side project when you need a 

break from the main story.  Second, any amount of time you spend 

writing, regardless of what it is, is always a good thing!  Finally, and 

most importantly, you will definitely have a better understanding of 

your characters within the main story and they will all appear more 

real, not only to you but your reader.   

(All excerpts from A Division of Souls by Jon Chaisson) 

 

edentree@gis.net  
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Using the Plot-Character Interaction 

by  

Nick Kiddle 

©2003, Nick Kiddle  

The distinction between plot-driven and character-driven works 

is useful to academics who apply it to the finished product.  To 

writers, who are more interested in the process of writing, it's 

likely to cause confusion because plot and character are intertwined.  

We can't concentrate entirely on one or the other, because they affect 

each other constantly. 

Suppose you have a fuzzy idea that may grow into a novel.  Perhaps 

you see a single scene clearly: a young woman is chained to the altar 

and given a choice between betraying her lover and dying.  Before this 

can turn into a novel, you need to ask plot questions: how did she get 

herself into this mess?  What will she choose?   

But these are also character questions.  Her choice depends on her 

character; some people would say it defines her character.  And as you 

decide what came before, every decision you make on her behalf 

affects the picture you have of her character, which in turn affects the 

decisions she will make later.  

Or to take an example from my unpublished novel, Servant of the 

Bryn, I needed my heroine to accept someone who had tried, in a fit of 

anger, to destroy the world.  I decided that she had come close to 

destroying herself, and could therefore understand him.  
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This led to a wealth of character development possibilities.  As I 

worked out why she had wanted to kill herself, I learned new things 

about her attitudes, her feelings and her expectations from life and 

relationships.  It also helped with the little things, the details that 

make a character real.  She has scars on her wrists, and when she's 

feeling nervous, she pulls her cuffs down to hide the scars.  

And the character development led to plot development, so that her 

attempts to deal with her past grew into a sub-plot.  It, in turn, tied 

into the main plot and influenced the direction of the climax.  

The same thing can happen all the way through your own first draft.  

Every plot decision you make sparks a host of character decisions, and 

every character decision leads to a host of plot decisions.  Let this 

interweaving work its magic for you, and it will help you create more 

interesting plots and more believable characters.  

Suppose your plot demands that a character has a certain skill.  A 

mercenary can repair a spacecraft.  How did he learn that?  He went to 

engineering school, but dropped out and became a mercenary instead.  

And how does he feel about dropping out?  How does he feel about the 

engineers that made the grade?  Does he think he's a failure for 

dropping out, or does he see it as just a step on the way to his true 

vocation?  Find answers to these questions, and let him act 

accordingly, and you've given your character new depth.  

Or suppose you've developed your character independently of the plot.  

Your main character idealises her lawyer father.  Has she picked up 

any legal skills from him?  Then she'll know her rights when the police 
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arrest her.  Does she idealise other lawyers too, or does she compare 

them to her father and find them wanting?  Use this reaction if she 

runs across any lawyers during the story.  

Keep asking questions.  The answer to your plot question will pose 

character questions, which in turn will pose more plot questions.  

That's good.  Enjoy it.  Dig deep, and then revel in the richness of 

story and characterisation that results.  
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When Characters Develop  

Minds of Their Own  

By  

Laura Brewer 

© 2003, Laura Brewer 

How do you know when you have a really good character?  It 

goes beyond the character sketches and background facts.  

We all know it takes more than an interesting description, or 

an unusual occupation, to make a character come alive.  Each of us 

must make room in our imaginations for the characters to dwell 

between writing sessions.  It is here that we breathe life into them.  

From this mysterious part of our minds they, in turn, breathe life into 

our writing.   

Sometimes the process is fast, as if the character is waiting for us.  

Other times the imagination must labor to give them birth.  I would 

strongly advise daydreaming when this happens.  Take your 'not quite 

alive' character and put him through some scenarios to see how he 

behaves.  Force a reaction to a set of challenges, but don't control it.  

Sit back and watch.  At some point in this process you will notice a 

change.  The character will push back.  Not only will they react, but 

they'll initiate action.  If you pay attention, they will begin to tell you 

what needs to happen next.   

When I first started writing, I used this process unconsciously as I set 

the scenes in my mind before putting them in words.  Fortunately for 
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my tender fledgling ego, the characters and I had similar ideas on 

what was going to happen in the first part of my book.  About halfway 

through that changed.  I was busy typing as the scene unfolded.  It 

was one of those wonderful times when the words flow with little or no 

effort.  Then I read over what I had just typed.  Unplanned by the 

supposed author of this work, the hero revealed a talent I didn't even 

know he had.  What surprised me more was to realize that he needed 

this talent.  Without it, he would have had a hard time with what the 

plot throws at him later in the story, and the second book would not 

have worked at all.   

I'm still not quite sure how my own creation could take over the task 

of actually writing, but I'm getting used to it.  

Unfortunately it does not always work out so well.  The second book 

was moving well until one of the characters developed this little quirk.  

He started chasing women.  For a while I ignored his activities.  I let 

him go off on his own when he wasn't 'on stage' in the story.  His little 

romantic adventures never made it into type.  They didn't usually 

reach a conscious level in my planning and I didn't really notice the 

charisma he was developing.  When he started paying attention to the 

Admiral's daughter I pulled him up short.  I could see where this was 

heading.  This time, he had gone too far!  I rewrote the scene several 

times.  I took the girl out of the scene.  The scene, the whole chapter, 

didn't work.  I set the project aside for a while in frustration.  

When I came back to it and read over the various versions of the 

chapter I realized the character had won this round.  I did the only 

thing that I could do.  I let the romance develop and married them two 
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chapters latter.  It was the only way I could keep him for dominating 

every scene he was in.  I have a suspicion that there will be a reason 

for this by the time I get to the third book.  

Writing becomes more like stage directing once the characters develop 

a life of their own.  You pull them out and tell them what they have to 

do.  Sit back and watch, and they'll take it from there.  A word of 

caution here - they will argue with you.  They will develop their own 

agenda, and will take you down side roads you least expect.  Oddly 

enough, I am finding they usually know what they're doing.  

So who's really writing this book anyway? 
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What Makes Good Characters? 

In the article below, the members of Forward Motion offer a few 

insights into what makes a favorite character for them. And they 

had plenty to say, about both heroes and villains!  

Nodigio: I've discovered I am partial to hero characters like Miles 

Vorkosigan of Lois McMasters Bujold's Vokosigan series, and Honor 

Harrington from David Weber's Harrington series. Both characters 

have a strongly developed moral and ethical sense, and they don't 

hesitate to act in line with them, regardless of the consequences. 

Miles and Honor are well fitted to their worlds, products of their culture 

while still individuals. They have inner demons which goad them as 

they prod themselves to fulfill what they see as their duty. These 

characters are well defined, not just by the actions they must take, but 

by the secondary, equally fleshed characters who are affected by 

them. They shape their world as well as being shaped by it.  

I also am drawn to stereotype breaking characters such as Cimorene 

from Patricia Wrede's Dealing with Dragons (ISBN 0590457225) and 

Sophie from Diane Wynne Jones' (ISBN 006441034X). Both characters 

break their particular stereotype. Cimorene isn't a primping princess 

all full of fashions and dancing, but a practical tomboy not afraid to 

risk her life and welfare to get more from life. Sophie comes at her 

breakage from a different angle. Both characters are strong and 

determined, even stubborn. Cimorene is more selfish, and grows out 

of that. Sophie is more stubborn, and learns differently. Both remain 

strong and true to themselves. These authors use action to define their 
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characters, placing them in situations where their character must be 

revealed.  

Cimorene and Sophie are as they are in spite of their world. The 

primary people affected by their actions are themselves, and the 

secondary characters aren't as critical to their character development.  

Mikeme:  (Anti)hero - Thomas Covenant -- Stephen R Donaldson - 

The Chronicles of Thomas Covenant the Unbeliever  

Why -- well apart from the angst, he's the character who has most 

kept me guessing, the whole way through a 6-novel series.  

Villain - Immacolata -- Clive Barker - Weaveworld  

Why - She is one of the most believable villains I've met - powerful, 

vengeful, but at the same time, frail and weak in a lot of ways. And 

most of all, her power has limits, and she knows them.  

What generally makes a character memorable to me is that they are 

DIFFERENT. I don't want archetypes. For example, I want a hero who 

is the most unlikely hero and remains unlikely (ie doesn't suddenly 

grow into his/her role as hero) and yet still somehow manages to save 

the day.  

Pkurilla: Villain -- Luercas from Holly's Matrin novels. Talk about a 

villain you love to hate! He's a combination of Iago (playing on 

people's fears and insecurities) and a Machiavellian prince (willing to 

do whatever it takes to achieve his goals), and the combination plays 

brilliantly. Unlike many villains, Luercas doesn't make stupid mistakes, 
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although he does underestimate the sheer determination of those who 

oppose him.  

Hero -- Hm. That's tough. I really enjoy Adam Sinclair of the ADEPT 

series by Katherine Kurtz and Deborah Turner Harris. Sinclair is larger-

than-life in that he is a noble, wealthy, knowledgable, and 

compassionate. But he still gives an everyman kind of feeling that I 

find appealing.  

Unfortunately, I tend to remember stories more than characters, and I 

don't know why. I wish I could say something more useful.  

Atlantissong: Hmmm... Most of mine would have to be hero's...  

Legolas and Aragorn from Tolkien both stick out in my head. They are 

both so wise and determined to see their mission completed. There 

also was just something about the elves that really resonated with me.  

Alanna and Dayne (sp?) from the Lioness Rampant and The Immortals 

series respectively are also still very special to me even though I read 

the books ages ago. They are both women in a very male dominated 

world that are willing to do anything (with in their ethic standards) to 

achieve what they want, but also deal with the same trials that every 

girl deals with, from love to coming of age to acceptance.  

Davidstone: Generally, characters who do things for themselves, 

ones whose achievements are made because they got stuck in and 

made them happen against the odds.  
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This has been driven home through a book I'm currently reading, a 

romance novel. It's a great story and the heroine is really likable, but 

practically everything she's gained has been given to her with virtually 

no price. It's as if she's already paid the price from her downtrodden 

childhood/early adulthood and has now earned a break. Fair enough, 

but I'd prefer to see her fighting back, rather keep 'running away' 

and/or getting 'rescued'. But maybe that's a characteristic of the 

genre.  

Memorable characters:  

Thomas Covenant from Stephen Donaldson's First and Second 

Chronicles of Thomas Covenant the Unbeliever.  

Initially he comes across as unlikable, but if you can get past that to 

see the deeper aspects of him, he is in fact a deeply sympathetic 

character: a real man thrown into an appalling situation. There is very 

much a sense of 'There but for the grace of god go I' in reading of his 

reactions: while we could hope to do better if we were in the same 

situation, Donaldson has thrown elements of total reality into his 

fantasy which belie the normal gung-ho elements. Covenant is a 

character who starts off utterly helpless, but learns to fight against 

impotence and to keep going even when that fight is itself impotent.  

Minerva, from Holly Lisle's 'Minerva Wakes'  

Embodies the elements of a person who won't give up, who has to 

fight against the odds for everything she gains and in doing so gains 

more than she had originally set out to achieve  
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restless pen: Anti-hero-- Edward, from the Anita Blake series by 

Laurell K. Hamilton. Mysterious, deadly, bad-boy, good guy in his own 

way and depending on the situation.  

hero: Tolkein's Aragorn  

hero, underdog: Jon Snow, George R. R. Martin's Song of Ice & Fire 

series. Noble, undervalued, unselfish while being sometimes a self-

martyr.  

Hero: Roland, from Stephen King's Gunslinger series.  

Heroine: Brierley Mefell, Diana Marcellas' "Mother Ocean, Daughter 

Sea" -- practical, self-sacrificing, hopeful  

I think I'm most drawn to characters who give of themselves, even 

against impossible odds, characters who fight for what they believe in 

without complaining about their roles.  

Thebooster: Duncan, Finn, and Alix from the Cheysuli books by 

Jennifer Roberson. OMG, talk about loyalty and honour when it comes 

to those of the Cheysuli race!! I love it.  

I also adore JP Beaumont of the JP Beaumont mystery series by JA 

Jance ... reading a JP Beau book is like hanging out with an old friend. 

If he were a real human being ...  

Lanisse:  I think my favourite female character has to be 

Paksenarrion Dorthansdottir from Elizabeth Moon's series. She's a 

strong and powerful character but with all the vulnerabilities of a 'real' 

person. By this, I mean she isn't invulnerable or invincible or utterly 
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perfect. She gets where she needs to be by dint of hard work, effort 

and plenty of trials. Things happen to her and she suffers beause of it, 

but she doesn't give up.  

My favourite male character is Aragorn from Tolkein's Lord of the 

Rings. Again, he's a strong character with vulnerabilities - a character 

that has to acheive things by his own sweat.  

I don't like characters that spend a whole novel whining about how 

hard life is, or who have amazing magical abilities without 

consequences. (Garion, are you listening?)  

Zephrene:  Hmm.... The first few heroes that leap to my mind are:  

Francis Crawford, from Dorothy Dunnett's Lymond Chronicles (The 

Game of Kings, ISBN: 0679777431, et al.) because he is a right 

bastard when he has to be, ruthless in pursuit of his goals, but 

genuinely cares for the people dear to him, even when he is forced 

into actions that hurt them. And because he's a swashbuckling, 

tormented genius of a character whose nemesis destroys so much he 

loves, yet he comes through to a kind of peace in the end.  

And for that matter, Francis's complement on the female side, 

Philippa, is one hell of an impressive heroine, too, navigating politics, 

seraglios, royalty, and the scum of the earth to come through in the 

end.  

I also love Harry in Robin McKinley's The Blue Sword (ISBN: 

0441068804), because she stays herself in the face of overwhelming 

cultural and magical changes, and stubbornly stands up for what she 
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thinks is right, risking much and winning in the end. (Of course, we all 

like winners, I suppose.)  

And Rose in Louisa May Alcott's Eight Cousins and Rose in Bloom 

(ISBN: 0316030899) - because she's a fairly normal young woman, 

whose life is made extraordinary by her intelligence, her family, and 

her emotional growth from girl to woman.  

And I'm a sucker for a happy ending.  

I'm currently swooning over Bernard Cornwell's Richard Sharpe, too, 

and a nastier, nobler, more gut-wrenchingly real character I've not 

read in a long time.  

Hm... there are certainly more and I'm sure I'll think of some later...  

-- And I have! D'oh! How could I forget Amelia Peabody and her 

husband Emerson from Elizabeth Peter's awesome mystery series? 

(Introduced in Crocodile on the Sandbank, ISBN: 0445406518, 

although I discovered them first with The Hippopotamus Pool, ISBN: 

0446603988 - I mean, it had a hippo on the cover. It was calling me!) 

I love them. For a couple of Victorian/Edwardian archaeologist-

sleuthes, they certainly break all the boundaries. And their kids! Oh, 

their kids! The drama has heightened in the last few books as the 

group enters World War I, but they're all still strongly funny.  

Jacobine:  Mmm, Lymond. I'd definitely have to agree there, despite 

the fact that by book four I wanted him to be hurt in as many painful 

ways as possible because he kept getting out of scrapes. (Yeah! Hurt 

him! Do it again!)  
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And Philippa, definitely, as well. But I also have a fondness for Marthe 

and her brittle pride in that series.  

Other Dunnett: Nicholas in the Niccolo books; he's more real to me 

than Lymond is. And his counterpart, Gelis, much like Philippa with her 

own strengths and tragedies and weaknesses.  

I also have to agree with the folks who mentioned Jon Snow for 

George R R Martin's stuff. And Tyrion. And Jaime. I tend to prefer the 

sardonic humor and tough choices when choosing favorites.  

Eliste: You know, at first I couldn't really pinpoint any one. Then I 

kept thinking about it and have become ambushed by possibilities.  

Bast came to mind first, from Neil Gaiman's Sandman series. She 

features most prominently in the graphic novel Brief Lives. She's a 

minor character, but her portrayal as the direct-yet-wise goddess of 

cats is delightful.  

Then there is Corwin, from Roger Zelazny's Amber series (first book: 

Nine Princes in Amber). I gave him my heart years ago; he's wise and 

stupid and clueless and gallant and determined to save the world in 

spite of the fact that there are many others with more knowledge & 

power then he.  

Diarmuid, from Guy Gavriel Kay's Fionavar Tapestry (First book: The 

Summer Tree). Cuz he's way cool and covered with panache.  

Sning, from Piers Anthony's Bearing An Hourglass. Sning is short for 

SNake rING, and that's what he is. A magical snake ring that can only 
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communicate by squeezing your finger. And he actually had a 

personality. The whole concept of a non-talking magic ring as a 

character is very neat.  

For villains, I tend to go to the classics.  

The Marquise de Merteuil, and her co-conspirator, the Vicomte de 

Valmont, from Dangerous Liaisons, by Choderlos de Laclos. Two more 

cheerfully nasty people I dare you to find.  

Madame Merle, from Henry James' Portrait of a Lady. Another 

cheerfully nasty woman who manipulates her friend into a horrible 

marriage so the groom can have her money. Yum!  

A not-classic, Stephen Donaldson brings us page after page of pain 

and suffering in the Gap series (First book: The Real Story), but also a 

great villain, Angus Thermopile. Reading about this character makes 

you want to shower. Oh, and another of Donaldson's great villains, 

Master Eremis from Mordant's Need (First book: The Mirror of Her 

Dreams). More twisted manipulation. I'm for the villains who mess up 

heads more than bodies.  

Oh, I've gone on, haven't I? But there's still Mister Darcy from Pride 

and Prejudice! Fringe Owldark from Sideshow by Sherri Tepper! 

Lancelot from Le Morte d'Artur! Killashandra Ree from Crystal Singer 

by Anne McCafferey! Far too many to name or choose.   

Danran: I love Mr Darcy! I find myself skipping ahead to his scenes 

when I reread Pride and Prejudice(which is often)  
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Paul Sheldon and Annie are both great in Misery!  

Maripat: Honestly, a lot of times I get caught up in the storyline but 

there are a couple of characters that stand out.  

Anita Blake series by Laurell K. Hamilton. A take-charge woman, with 

a sense of humor. Even though she's tough she has a soft side to her. 

I have to admit though I'm more partial to the earlier books in the 

series. The last book struck me funny because it seems like she's 

turning into an over sexed super hero.  

Dr. Kay Scarpetta series by Patricia Cornwell. She's also strong, smart, 

and sensitive.  

A series that I recently found called Artemis Fowl by Eoin Colfer. 

Artemis is a twelve-year-old criminal mastermind but as the stories go 

on you start to see another side to him -- a reminder that he's only 

just a child. The other character in the book is Holly the elf. She's the 

first female in the LEPrecon Unit. She's very smart and loyal.  

Lizvanzandt: Some of the most memorable characters I've read 

about come from Terry Brooks.  

Allanon - the dark and brooding druid struggling valiantly through the 

long ages to preserve the knowledge of the all the people. Always 

misted in shadow and mystery, always keeping his ways secret and his 

motives hidden, an enigma that none can ever know! (First two sets of 

the series - Sword of Shannara, Elfstones of Shannara, etc.)  
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The Shannara's - all of them reluctant heroes who are always tested 

and found to be of the hardest steel! Generations of men and women, 

and even children, call forth their inherited magic to protect and serve 

the people of the four lands! Each one's magic is different from their 

ancestors, manifesting itself as uniquely as the person it belongs to!  

Walker Boh - A Shannara by blood, but a druid by heart, mind and 

soul -- sharing the same desire as his predecessor to preserve the 

ancient knowledge of the people. And although he loathed Allanon for 

his secretive ways, he admired him as well. In the end he understood 

why Allanon kept his secrets safe within his own mind, for he too 

found himself doing it as well. He had no other choice (see "Ilse 

Witch").  

Another great character I love is Harry Potter! I know, it's a kid's book 

but I can't help myself. I like them so much that I am now reading 

them to my daughter (and it is my second time reading them)! One 

character I like a lot it Dumbledore.  He is very endearing and full of 

wisdom and kindness. But, he is a mystery as well. He knows things 

about Harry that he is not telling (Book I - Sorcerer's Stone). Snape is 

very interesting too. J.K. Rowling does an excellent job in making you 

think he could turn medieval on you at any time! But I also like the 

fact that she shows the humanity in him as well. For instance, when he 

tried to save Harry's life in book one when his broom went nuts!  

Holly's character Vincalis was awesome too! I liked him because he 

didn't really do anything loud and flamboyant. Instead he achieved his 

goal slowly and efficiently. He broke the back of an ancient world by 

the use of his intellect, his faith, and his courage to stand up for what 
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he believed in. He could have lived the lie and lived in luxury but chose 

the truth and triumphed over treachery! (Vincalis the Agitator)  

I could go on and on and on but I think I've taken up enough space for 

now!  

Adri: My very favourite book character is Alice McKinley from Phyllis 

Reynolds Naylor's Alice books. Likely a lot of people here haven't read 

them, as they're YA, but they're just about a girl growing up without a 

mother, being raised by her father and older brother, but wishing she 

had a role model.  

Alice is a sort of Everygirl. She's the most realistic character I've ever 

encountered. I love the healthy attitude she has about most things-- 

not as prudish as her worrywart friend Elizabeth, and not as "fast and 

loose" as her other friend Pamela. She's funny, she's painfully honest 

(sometimes her family thinks she's too honest), and she (usually) tries 

to do the right thing. If I ever have a daughter, I'm naming her Alice, 

partly after this character, and also after that other Alice... you know, 

one of the most famous characters in kiddy lit!  

Someone mentioned Alanna and Daine from Tamora Pierce's books. I 

love Alanna, but I'm not much of a Daine fan. I can't really relate to 

Daine. She seems like too much of a Mary Sue to me. Everything 

seems to come a bit too easily to her. I am, however, really fond of 

Kel from Tammy's Protector of the Small series. Many girls seem to 

like Kel even more than Alanna, although Alanna's my favourite. Kel 

doesn't have any magic; she's not a "chosen one" like Alanna is. She's 
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just a more or less regular girl who happens to kick butt and work 

really hard.  

I prefer Alanna, though, 'cause Alanna's like me-- fiery hair and fiery 

temper!  

DragonDancer: Heroes -- (human male) -- Fitz from Robin Hobb's 

Farseer and Tawny Man trilogies (ISBN of Farseer book 2, Royal 

Assassin: 0-553-57341-1). Flawed, reluctant, and somewhat private, 

he still cares deeply for the people around him -- although at times he 

cares too much. I often want to beat some sense into his head, 

though.  

-- Nolan from Michael Stackpole's Talion: Revenant (ISBN: 0-553-

57656-9). Strong, honorable, driven, heroic. And he's got a great 

sense of humor.  

(human female) -- Cadence Drake from Holly's Hunting the Corrigan's 

Blood (ISBN: 0-671-87768-2). Honest, brave, funny, and can kick 

some serious butt.  

-- Cherijo from Sheila's Stardoc series (StarDoc ISBN: 0-451-45773-

0). Sarcastic, reckless, smart, and deeply concerned for those around 

her. The ultimate smart-aleck. If only I could come up with such 

snappy remarks...  

I don't tend to like the villains. I remember them because they give 

me the creeps, but that's about all. That said, just thinking about 

Luercas from Holly's Secret Texts trilogy gives me the shivers.  
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Samantha_Kroese: Hmm, hard call but I'll try... To be one of my 

favorite characters a character has to be real to me, and I have to 

connect with them as I'm reading the story. They have to make me 

want to keep reading the story if ONLY to find out what happens to 

them. (Please forgive me if I spell anyone's name wrong... It's late and 

I haven't unpacked any of my books since the move...*sigh*)  

Heroes:  

Wraith from Holly's Vincalis - my absolute favorite character of all time 

(so far, he unseated Roland from the top spot which was hard to do, 

*laughs*)  

Roland from Judith Tarr's Kingdom of the Grail (holding second place, 

while the rest are all sort of in a tie...though I love them all)  

Solander from Holly's Matrin novels  

Ry Sabir from Holly's Secret Texts trilogy  

Eddard Stark and John Snow from George R. R. Martin's Song of Ice 

and Fire (I think that's what they're called) trilogy.  

Aragorn from The Lord of the Rings, by J.R.R. Tolkien (as if everyone 

hasn't heard of that by now).  

Villains:  

Anyone notice good villains are hard to come by? Oh well...I have a 

couple favorites.  The rest have all faded from my memory...bleh...  
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I don't like the evil just for the sake of being evil villains, I like them to 

have genuine reasons, and also some redeeming qualities.  

Jaime Lanister from George R. R. Martin's Song of Ice and Fire trilogy. 

(At first I hated his guts.  He made me sick just reading about 

him...but by the time the third book rolled around I actually started to 

like him). I also liked Tyrion a lot too.  

Crispin Sabir from Holly's Secret Texts trilogy. (Luercas creeped me 

out too much, *laughs*)  

Elaine: Female -- Scarlett O'Hara from GONE WITH THE WIND, by 

Margaret Mitchell. Without Scarlett, this would still have been a fine 

historical novel--but long since forgotten. Scarlet is courageous, 

intelligent, resourceful, and beautiful (or at least, everyone is 

convinced she is beautiful), but she is most remembered because she 

is cunning, manipulative, and selfish. Scarlet is not always admirable, 

but she is certainly never dull.  

Ayla from CLAN OF THE CAVE BEAR, etc., by Jean Auel. Like Scarlet, 

Ayla is brave, smart, lovely, and possesses a native resourcefulness of 

titanic proportions. But unlike Scarlet, she is kind, utterly transparent, 

and completely without artifice, qualities we all wish we had but don't.  

Charlotte from CHARLOTTE'S WEB by E.B. White. She may be just a 

spider, but she is unexpectedly wise, and she transcends her 

bloodthirsty nature through her compassion toward a fellow creature 

who is in many ways inferior to her. In the end she dies having spent 

her short life saving the life of another.  
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Male -- Frodo from THE LORD OF THE RINGS by J.R.R. Tolkien. Frodo 

is ordinary in many ways, but he has one outstanding characteristic: 

he is not a quitter. Those who attain a lifelong ambition through 

persistence often win our admiration, but how much more should we 

admire someone who gave up his lifelong ambitions and accepted a 

deadly burden no one else wanted, simply because it was the right 

thing to do.  

Jamie Fraser from OUTLANDER, etc., by Diana Gabaldon. There are 

not too many fictional characters who can boast of their fan clubs, but 

Diana Gabaldon's tall, red-headed, 18th century Scotsman is one. He 

is the consummate educated warrior, both gentle and fiercely barbaric, 

when called for. Jamie is probably one of the most widely admired 

characters in modern fiction, for courage, honesty, personal charisma, 

and above all, an unimpeachable integrity.  

And on the lighter side, Joe Morelli and Ranger from Janet Evanovich's 

humorous contemporary mystery series (ONE FOR THE MONEY, etc.). 

All of her characters are memorable, from Lula and Grandma Mazur to 

the heroine, Stephanie Plum, but the men in Stephanie's life are two of 

the sexiest guys ever to swagger across the pages of a modern novel. 

Their fans are legion, and staunchly divided as to which of the two 

they prefer. I'm a Ranger girl myself. Any guy who can make my 

stomach do flips simply by walking into the story is worthy to be 

enshrined in my own personal character Hall of Fame.  

Teriodin: Favourite 'gritty' hero -- Druss (the Legend) (Legend, etc., 

David Gemmell) He's a believable character. He ages, he gets hurt, he 

fights on. He has a simple 'code' that he lives by, and he sticks to it.  
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Favourite 'fantasy' hero:  

Sparhawk (The Elenium and the Tamuli series(es? *grins*), David 

Eddings). Again, a believable character but with a bit more humour to 

him. I often laugh out loud when reading those six books.  

I really can't think of a 'villain' that has any real depth. I know you're 

not supposed to 'like' villains, but a lot of them do seem to be very 

two-dimensional.  

Junedrexler:  I spent a lot of time thinking about this question 

because, at first blush, I couldn't THINK of anyone I wanted to 

mention. It's not that I don't think there are GREAT book characters, 

but, for me 'favorite' implies that I've made some deep personal and 

visceral connection with them. I don't usually do that for more than 

the time I'm reading the book. I LOVE a character while I'm reading 

him or her -- for the span of time I'm IN their book, they are my 

favorite. But, then I pick up a new book and find a different 'favorite'.  

For a list like this, I wanted something more enduring. And, for that I 

have to go back to my childhood and youth and the characters that 

framed my concept of 'hero'. What's interesting, perhaps a bit 

depressing, is that these are all male for me. So, though I don't know 

if this will be of any value at all to the article, my list of 'most 

personally influential' characters follows.  

Alladin -- not the stupid kiddiefied character, but the one written in the 

original Arabian Nights, with all his failings and self-centeredness and 

the bit with the bridegroom in the well.  
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Telemekos in the Odessey -- Hey, I was a kid when I first read that 

and I identified with the kid.  

Tom Jones from the Fielding novel (not the singer)  

Martha Rolfheart's King Henry V of England from her 1974 novel, 

Fortune Made His Sword.  

A strange list. Wonder what it says about me.  

SheWhoHathAPen: To avoid going on forever since I find at least 

one character I really like in every book I read, I'm only going to 

mention the ones that came straight into my head after reading the 

title of this thread.  

Jaime Lannister of George R.R. Martin's Song of Ice and Fire series. At 

first I hated him. Despised him. I mean I thought he was the scum of 

the earth. By the time I finished the third book I loved him. He has a 

certain loyalty and twisted honor about him that just intrigues me. He 

actually has his own principles and even though they're not necessarily 

what you would agree with he still holds on to them.  

Arya Stark of George R.R. Martin's Song of Ice and Fire series. She's 

this incredibly strong, incredibly brave, incredibly fierce little girl. I 

know a lot of people mention Jon Snow, and I like him but I knew that 

Arya had earned a special place in my heart the moment while I was 

reading the third book when I realized that I fear for her enemies 

when she's older. I just think Martin did a wonderful job creating a 

little girl that's going to grow into an incredible (and scary) woman.  
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Legolas of Tolkien's Lord of the Rings. I'm obsessed with all elves but 

Legolas holds a special place in my heart. He just had such a great 

sense of purpose. He knew what he had to do and he knew he would 

see it through to the end no matter what. He never wavered and never 

paused. And most importantly he never abandoned his friends. He 

stayed with the Fellowship to the very last, after all the adventure was 

over.  He stayed and put off his own desire to go to Valinor until there 

was nothing else his friends needed him for. That just fills me with a 

sense of awe. Plus, I find him terribly funny (though they left a lot of 

his sarcasm out of the movie).  

Achmed the Snake of Elizabeth Haydon's Symphony of the Ages 

(which encompases the Rhapsody Trilogy and Requiem for the Sun). I 

have an unhealthy fixation on this character. He is in large part what 

carried me through the trilogy (which I liked decidedly less than its 

sequel). He's just so blunt and honest. He doesn't care what anyone 

else thinks. He trusts his own judgment and he handles his own 

problems whenever he can and even though he's the most unlikely 

and unwilling hero in the universe, he still manages to be a hero and 

maintain a loyalty and love for his friends. Plus, his sardonic wit and 

the fact that he sleeps on black silk sheets gives me shivers.  

Ravenbear: To be honest, I've never really thought about it much, 

but if I had to pick some favourite characters I would have to say that 

most of the characters in Julian May's "Saga of the Exiles" series 

spring to mind. In particular, Aiken Drum and Felice Landry. I'm also 

rather partial to Uncle Rogi in the same author's "Galactic Milieu" 

series.  
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Tolkien's Gandalf has also always appealed very strongly to me, 

mostly because you are only given the merest hint, in Lord of the 

Rings, of who he is and where he comes from. I tend to like characters 

who have a certain mystery about them, that allow your imagination 

free rein.  

KatFeete: This is a very, very difficult question.  

One of my favorites - in part because I just finished Nightwatch - 

would have to be Sam Vimes from Terry Pratchett's Discworld series 

(he's the main character of Guards! Guards!, Men at Arms, Feet of 

Clay, Jingo, The Fifth Elephant, and Nightwatch.) He's very, very 

imperfect: a former drunk and an exceptional cynic with a violent 

streak. But he... well, he's a cynic, but he still does the right thing. He 

doesn't believe in people at all, but he still spends his life fighting for 

the underdog, not because there's anything beautiful or virtuous about 

the underdog, but just because they are the underdog and nobody 

else is fighting for them. He has no comfortable illusions about himself 

or about anyone else, but... he does the right thing. He's probably the 

most heroic character I've ever encountered.  

Villains I've had to think about, but I think my favorite would have to 

be Sir Brian Bois-Guilbert the Templar of Sir Walter Scott's Ivanhoe. I 

don't know how many of you are familiar with him  

Selcaby: I like Emilio Sandoz in "The Sparrow" by Mary Doria Russell. 

Firstly, because he's such a wise, fun person to know - he is not 

understood by everyone in the book, but is loved by everyone who 

does understand him. His transformation into the bitter, angry 
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character in the later parts of the book (the book alternates between 

two different time periods) is done in a totally believable way, even 

though it's such a drastic change and we don't understand it until the 

end. But more importantly, I like him because of the way he sees his 

life as a pattern, orchestrated first by the Jesuit priesthood and then 

by God, to lead him up to one sublime moment - and then it all goes 

horribly wrong.  

Then there's Therem Harth rem ir Estraven, in "The Left Hand of 

Darkness" by Ursula le Guin. This is someone else who throws 

everything away for the sake of something extraordinary. Estraven is 

that impossible thing, a Prime Minister who doesn't care about 

patriotism, power or personal gain. Still, he's prepared to lie and steal, 

not to mention risk exile, danger and death for the man he believes 

can transform his world for the better.  

Villains are more difficult. I've got a soft spot for Alex Burgess in Neil 

Gaiman's "Sandman" series. He is driven into villainy by fear, first of 

his father and then of the Lord of Dreams whom his father has 

imprisoned in the cellar. When his father dies he won't set Dream free 

because he's afraid of the revenge Dream might take. So he goes on 

towards the end of his life becoming more and more twisted and 

unhappy, until eventually Dream does escape and gets his revenge on 

Alex after all.  

A purer villain is Sario Grijalva in "The Golden Key" (Jennifer 

Roberson, Kate Elliott, and Melanie Rawn). He's driven by pure lust for 

life, power, fame and a chance to express his huge artistic talent. And 

he actually does some good for his family down the centuries, even 
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while he's murdering one young bright spark each generation in order 

to take over their bodies and live another few decades with a new 

identity.  

StarDoc: Hero --Tie on this one -- Eliot Buchanan of "An Unbreakable 

Bond" by Robyn Donald, ISBN# 026375301 and Burke Drummond of 

"Night Fire" by Catherine Coulter, ISBN# 038075620X.  

Runner-up: Tennessee Blackthorn of "Outlaw" by Elizabeth Lowell, 

ISBN#0373056249.  

All of them are romance novel heroes, so probably not familiar to most 

of y'all but definitely, terrific heroes.   

Villain -- Crispin Sabir of Courage of Falcons by Holly Lisle, 

ISBN#0446610658. Evil, evil, evil and still he made me cry for him.  

Female -- Kait Galweigh, Diplomacy of Wolves by Holly Lisle, 

ISBN#0446607460. Kait keeps me going back to reread the book 

while I mutter, "Damn, why can't I do this...."  

What makes a memorable character for me?  They pretty much have 

to reach into my chest and tear my heart out. The test is always how 

many times do I reread the book -- in the case of all of the above, I'm 

into the hundreds now.  

Ariella: As far as favourite heroes go, I have to second the votes of 

the people above who mentioned Harry from Robin McKinley's The 

Blue Sword and Lois McMaster Bujold's Miles Vorkosigan. The two of 

them are so real, I feel as if they're old friends.  
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Both of these authors should also be mentioned for their supporting 

casts. I absolutely love Bujold's Emperor Gregor, and the way she has 

developed him from a toddler playing with toy dinosaurs all the way up 

to his wedding in the last book. It has got to be incredibly difficult to 

keep his personality consistent over several books, while changing and 

maturing him at the same time. My personal favourite scene is 

Gregor's interrogation of General Haroche in Memory (ISBN 0-671-

87845-X), where he manages to be very, very restrained and very, 

very intimidating at the same time.  

Robin McKinley gets my vote for the absolute best animal characters I 

have read anywhere. You can tell that she has spent a lot of time 

observing cats and dogs and horses very closely to capture their 

mannerisms, and at the same time each of her animals has a very 

distinct personality of its own. I particularly love Narknon the hunting 

cat.  

For villains, my present favourite is Falcone, the pirate in Karin 

Lowachee's Warchild (ISBN 0-446-61077-1). Without stooping to 

graphic scenes or righteous indignation, Karin Lowachee has created 

the most disgusting sexual predator I've read anywhere. He's so 

creepy, you want to wash after reading about him--but only your 

hands. You don't want to have to take your clothes off for a very long 

time. If you haven't seen the book yet, find a copy and read it. It's the 

latest winner of the Warner Aspect First Novel Contest and it's 

amazing. I read the first twenty-two pages in the bookstore before I 

could even yank my nose out of it long enough to purchase it. Think 

classic C.J. Cherryh science fiction, but with a slightly darker tone.  
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mamarose1900:  I've been thinking about this a lot. I must have had 

a previous life in the 19th century because the ones that pop 

immediately to mind are from that period.  

Jo in Little Women by Louisa May Alcott. She didn't let anything stop 

her, including the numerous rules of her time. The other three sisters 

have a fond place in my heart, too, each for reasons of their own.  

Sherlock Holmes. I'm not sure that I'm attracted to him as a person so 

much as I am to his intellect and the puzzle aspect of the stories.  

A pseudo-19th century--Irene Adler in the Irene Adler mystery series 

by Carole Nelson Douglas. She is another unconventional lady and a 

rival of Holmes in intellect and cunning. I love Penelope, Irene's Dr. 

Watson, too. She's conventional, but she gets the job done.  

Laura Ingalls Wilder- I just love the Little House Books. She also 

overcame a lot to reach her dreams. I liked her mischievousness and 

didn't like the all-too-good Mary as much.  

Other characters-  

Frodo Baggins, Lord of the Rings by J. R. R. Tolkein. He would rather 

stay home in the Shire, but off he goes, anyway.  

A list of others-Nancy Drew, Alice (of Wonderland fame), the heroes of 

the Narnia series, and all three main characters in the Harry Potter 

series. I love long epics like Tad Williams Otherland books, which have 

many characters that stick in my mind.  
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There are too many great characters to name from a lifetime of 

reading, but the ones that I love have several things in common. What 

attracts me to characters is their courage and willingness to put others 

or a greater good ahead of themselves. They have a strong moral 

code. I also like that they look for another way rather than give up in 

the face of adversity. On a less grand scale, they also have common 

sense and don't act stupid or wimpy.  

As for the villains, they don't seem to stick in my mind because so few 

are three-dimensional people. All too often they seem like they are 

nothing more than people who are against the hero, but not a person 

themselves. Maybe it's because rarely do we see the ordinary part of 

the villain's life or what, aside from beating the hero, he wants. 

Sometimes we don't even know why he wants to defeat the hero.  

Kareen: Well the one that sticks out in my mind right now is Daemon 

from Anne Bishop's Black Jewels Trilogy. I suppose he's an anti-hero. 

He's dangerous and sensitive, a killer and bound as a pleasure slave, 

the most sought after in the realms. He's my favourite because he has 

the right blend of danger and appeal to make a woman's knees turn to 

jelly! heh heh!  

Another one is Emma Harte in A Woman of Substance written by 

Barbara Taylor Bradford. Emma is one of my favourite characters 

because of how she took herself from being a houseservant to the 

local rich family to being at the head of one of the biggest business 

empires. She had to make many sacrifices along the way but she 

always stayed true to her ambitions and goals.  
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Kiervin: I would have to say that Dog and Radgar, two Blades from 

Dave Duncan's King's Blades series. I love all of the Blades that he 

writes about, but they stand out. Radgar because of his humanity and 

quirky sense of justice. Dog, because, well if you read "Sky of Swords" 

you'll get it. He's impossible not to love.  

And (NO groaning please) Dragon from Josie Litton's "Dream of Me". 

He does appear in the two earlier books, but "Dream of Me" is "his" 

book. Why him? His honor and outright sexiness.  

And the last one... Sir Toby Jingle. Sir Toby Jingle's Beastly Journey 

was my favorite book as a kid. I got my hands on a copy about two 

years ago after a lengthy wait while Amazon searched for one for me. 

Sir Toby is a bright, spry old fellow who managed to stay sharp despite 

retirement. Great-grandfather sort.  

A_Shelton: A few here.  

Hero: Schmendrick the Magician  

From: The Last Unicorn, Peter S. Beagle  

Why: I just love the fact that he turns out to be more than he thought 

he was. His magic doesn't always work right, but when it does work, it 

works when it's NEEDED and in a spectacular way. The outcome isn't 

what he'd hoped for, and there is no chance that he can reverse the 

magic . . . and there is all the certainty that he can't reverse the first 

effect of the magic: changing the wisdom of the Unicorn (Lady 

Amalthea) to that unlike any other Unicorn.  
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Villain: King Haggard (I consider him something of an anti-hero, 

explained below)  

From: The Last Unicorn, Peter S. Beagle  

Why: Because he seems so lost, is so very lonely. He seems almost at 

a loss for things to entertain himself. He's so jaded he can only think 

to capture and hold the Unicorns--but in a rather unique way. It 

almost seems that some of the lines in the book are true, that 

"Haggard belongs to the Bull." In some ways, I think this is true, for 

without the threat of the Red Bull, he'd lose his Unicorns.  

Hero: Honor Harrington & Nimitz  

From: the Honor Harrington novels, David Weber  

Why: I can't imagine one without the other. They share a 

protectiveness for each other, the ones Honor commands, and their 

friends. Honor manages to rise above every conflict in a BELIEVABLE 

way. What is normal everyday action for Harrington (escaping from a 

prison-planet) is horrifyingly miraculous to her enemies (the Powers 

That Be of Haven). Nimitz seems as much a part of the novels and 

plots as she does; I find it easier to connect with him, connect myself 

with what he's feeling, especially in relation to Honor. If they were 

real, I'd be afraid . . . I wish I could write such a believable character 

as David does with Honor.  

There are more, but I can't remember them all. I've learned that I like 

good characters that display either a little bit of personal evil (that can 

be and is harmful to those around them) or a great deal of fallacy. I've 



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 13 
January/February, 2003  134 

 
  
developed a distaste for characters who are unalloyed goodness or evil 

without redemption. I also dislike characters who, because of previous 

saintliness, have no chance of being truly evil in some small way, no 

matter the circumstances. I want the characters I read and write about 

to have a little bit of evil; I want all characters to be average with such 

strong personal needs, beliefs, opinions and desires that these things 

make the characters what they are. External scarring is good. Internal 

scarring is BETTER.  

I don't like cardboard bad guys. And I absolutely detest cardboard 

good guys.  

Villain: Professor Severus Snape  

From: the Harry Potter novels, J.K. Rowling  

Why: I don't know. Maybe it's because Harry, Hermione, and Ron are 

always so certain he's the culprit. Sometimes he is, sometimes he's 

not. Otherwise, I really don't know why.  

Hero: Vanyel Ashkevron  

From: the Last Herald-Mage trilogy, Mercedes Lackey  

Why: Because he somehow remains himself as he matures. I don't 

think I've ever read another trilogy about one character where I feel I 

"remember" the character at each age he was depicted so clearly--and 

still feel the same about him. Also, his conflicts were so intense and 

close to my own (depression and other emotional troubles) that I was 

AFRAID THE STORY WOULD CONTINUE IF I DIDN'T READ IT ALL 
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RIGHT THEN (like a movie does when you leave the theatre). Lackey 

has come close to this intensity since then, but her writing has steadily 

begun to lose my interest. I still find characters I like, but none like 

Vanyel and, later, Talia (the Queen's Own Herald), and Kerowyn (who 

is not a Herald-Captain, but a Captain Herald--bad choice of word 

placement there; the Heralds have no "captain" but the Queen and the 

Laws).  

Ruby: This was a really tough question to give a short answer to. I 

have so many, that I hardly know where to begin, so I'll just make a 

list.  

Favorite Sorcerer/Wizard: Allanon, from Terry Brooks Shannara series. 

He's powerful, mysterious, and determined to save the people of his 

world wether they like it or not.  

Belgarath the Sorcerer, from David Eddings Belgariad and Mallorian 

series', who has a less than reputable past, but is still favored by his 

god. He isn't your typical know it all super wizard, on a high horse.  

Gandalf, from the Hobbit and LoTR series. Most will know why.  

Favorite Hero/Heroin: Garion/Belgarion from Eddings Belgariad and 

Mallorian series'.  

Drizzt Do'Urden, from RA Salvatore's Dark Elf books. I like that he 

tries to break the mold of who he is expected to be. He is ostracized 

and treated unjustly, but still fights the good fight, for both the people 

he loves, and the people who doubt him.  
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Polgara the Sorceress, from David Eddings Belgariad, and Mallorian 

series'. I know she should be up with the wizards but she always 

struck me as more down to Earth than that. I love that she does what 

needs to be done, and doesn't need anyone else's approval. I also love 

the way she's always keeping all the men in line and trying to make 

them, at least act civilized.  

Favorite Villain: Wow, this is a tough one. Most villains are the guy you 

want to see dead (or worse) by the end of the story. I would have to 

go with Jarlaxle, from RA Salvatores, Dark Elf books. He's one that I 

really wanted to see more of in the books to come. Probably because 

he's not such a bad guy, he just did what he felt he had to do to 

survive in a society that favors females. He lets the good guys go 

when it doesn't do him any harm. He always has some ulterior motive, 

but you're not quite sure what it is at first. Jarlaxle is also a lot more 

cautious than most villains. He's not one to underestimate his 

adversary, or let his arrogance overwhelm his common sense.  

Rikki: Favorite Characters that's kind of hard, but I'll try.  

1. Miles Vorkosigan from Lois Bujold's Vorkosigan Saga. Why do I love 

Miles? Well, hes's brilliant, but he's really flawed too. He's lucky as hell 

and can be utterly vicious in his on way. Wondering what he'll do next 

is half the fun of reading the serious.  

2. Cherijo from Shelia's StarDoc series. I love Cherijo, I want to be her 

when I grow up.  

3. Duncan Reever, also from StarDoc. I haven't really figured out why 

I like him, but there's just something about him...  
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4.Ivan Vorpatril also from the Vorkosigan Saga. He's just so..., 

so...normal. Which in its self is a major accomplishment.  

5. Richard Zeeman from Laurell K. Hamilton's Anita Blake series (btw, 

let's just pretend that Obsidian Butterfly and Narcisuss in Chains 

*shudders* do not exist). I like him just because he's all sexy and 

boyscout-y.  

6 Magnus (alias Gar Pike) from Christopher Stasheff's Rogue Wizard 

Series. I can just identify with him.  

7. Jack Fleming from P.N. Elrod's Vampire Files. I like the whole nice 

guy vampire thing and the Depression era setting.  

8. All of the main characters in the Harry Potter books. Especially 

Dumbledore who just he epitome of coolness.  

There many more, but I guess that's enough for now.  

Charlotte_S: What an impossible question. I suppose the characters I 

have liked especially are either the one's which elicit a strong 

emotional response or the one's which I identify with on some level.  

There are sooo many to choose from. But I'll try.  

Heroes:  

Mio from Mio min Mio by Astrid Lindgren, he's just an incredibly brave 

little boy, the book still makes me cry.  
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Belgarath - from the Belgariad and Mallorean series by David Eddings, 

just so rougish and funny.  

Bilbo Baggins, from The Hobbit by Tolkien, he has a special place in 

my heart.  

And Gandalf - The Hobbit and Lord of the Rings.  

Fitz from the Assasin Series by Robin Hobb.  

Heroines:  

Ronja Rovardotter - Ronja Rovardotter by Astrid Lindgren, another 

childhood favorite.  

Alanna from In the Hand of the Goddess (I think the series was called 

Song of the Lioness) by Tamora Pierce - the first fantasy novels that I 

read and reread till the books came apart.  

Galadriel - The Lord of the Rings, because she refuses the ring.  

Hermione from Harry Potter by JK Rowling, I know she's a know-it-all 

but I like her.  

Villain:  

Lysaer from the series beginning with The Curse of the Mistwraith (The 

War of Light and Shadow Series) by Janny Wurtz.  

Guinevere from Marion Zimmer Bradley's Mists of Avalon, I know she's 

not really a villain but she was a character that I became so angry at 

that I classify her as one.  
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Willoughby from Sense and Sensibility by Jane Austen (the cad!).  

I'm going to have to stop there or I will just go on and on!  

JesusAddsFreely: I like Maxine Hong Kingston's 'Wittman Ah Sing' 

for quite a few reasons. You can find him in 'Tripmaster Monkey.'  

He's a recent Berkeley grad of the '60s, and as you might guess from 

the title, leads a group through a drug trip they have.  

I enjoy his imagination, and some of his credos.  His imagination is a 

manic and educated foray into almost everything, with an emphasis on 

his Chinese-American identity shaping what he views.  

His credo that I most enjoy is that he will buy a sandwich and then 

leave it piping hot in some public place so someone who is hungry can 

come along and share the wealth. Of course, he will go the other way 

too, and pick up things that don't belong to him, sort of figuring I 

guess that it all works out in the end. I just enjoy, and to some degree 

want to emulate, his free attitude of sharing.  

Spacemecha: Most of my favorite characters are from Anime.  

My favorite Good Guys:  

Shinji from Neon Genesis Evangelion, He just makes me realize that it 

isn't that bad. But then again. A new world order shouldn't put really 

big mecha in the hands of angry, dysfunctional 14-year-old children. 

It's just not the smartest thing to do, even if you want to join with all 

the rest of the human race in one big mind orgy and turn your bodies 

into Tang.  
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Hero Yui, because in Episode 10 of Gundam Wing. He self destructs 

Gundam Wing Zero and almost himself along with it to prove that he 

above all others is willing to sacrifice himself for the cause he follows.  

The Shrike in Dan Simmons, Hyperion Cantos. Unstoppable, Unkillable 

(excepting by the man he was based upon) Able to time dilate. He is 

probably the ultimate fighter I can ever think of, excepting maybe 

having Doomgiver from Fred Saberhagen's Swords Series, or the 

Protoge from Marvel Comic Books, Guardians of the Galaxies. He 

would practically be unstoppable.  

Fitz Chivalry in Robin Hobbs Farseer Trilogy and her new Tawny Man 

series. He just is plain cool. A bastard royal child. Always sick when a 

kid. Uses two types of magic -- one forbidden one only now used by 

the Royal family. Trained to be an assassin. His girlfriend with their 

child left him. He's been killed and resurrected kind of, and everyone 

thinks he's dead. Oh and he's supposed to be the White Prophets 

Catalyst to change destiny. How can you not like a character that has 

so many problems and still can get the job done.  

Favorite Bad Guys(only one I guess):  

Char Aznable. He is from the Mobile Suit Gundam series up to Mobile 

Suit Gundam Chars Counterattack. Called the Red Comet. This is the 

man who has it all. Basically a super ace Mobile Suit Pilot. A newtype 

on top of that. The leader of Zeon's forces by the end of the Mobile 

Suit series. He Wants to destroy all life on Earth to disinfect it's surface 

and make it so the Spacenoids living in the colonies have less 

problems to deal with. He does end up drop a few asteroids onto 
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Earth. A man who will go to any length to do what he believes in and 

still look good and have style.  

DarkAngel: Heroes... hmmmm...Jon-Tom Merriweather, fom Alan 

Dean Foster's "Spellsinger" series, is definitely one for me. He's a 

totally inadequate hero who never becomes macho or unbelievable, 

but deals with his quests in his own way and keeps his integrity. I'd 

also have to say Sam Vimes (Terry Pratchett, as above) because he's 

intelligent, has a sense of humour, is good at his job, loves his wife... 

and is also humble in a touching way. Garp, from John Irving's "The 

World According To Garp." I can identify with the layer of cynicism that 

covers the empathy he feels for others, the way he can be cruel even 

when he doesn't want to be. He is a person with faults, and is 

endearing.  

A non-human hero- Hazel, from "Watership Down-" Richard Adams, I 

think. He's not the biggest or the cleverest or even the most useful to 

the journey, initially, but he earns respect and eventually becomes the 

leader. He's calm, wise and brave.  

Heroines- Anne Shirley from L.M Montgomery's "Anne Of Green 

Gables." She admittedly gets slightly irritating in the later books, but 

she is imaginative, loving, and individual in spite of the difficulties it 

causes her.  

Scout Finch, from Harper Lee's "To Kill a Mockingbird." Her perspective 

on life is both funny and clear. She is courageous, down-to-earth and 

is continuously learning about the world around her.  
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Rhoda Greypaull Salter, from "Double Wedding Ring," by Patricia 

Wendorf. A strong and selfless woman who sacrifices most of her life 

for her family.  

Miss Celie, from Alice Walker's "The Colour Purple." She is treated 

badly by almost everyone in her life, but she always sees the light at 

the end of the tunnel, and never loses her faith.  

My favourite, however, Laura Ingalls Wilder, from the "Little House" 

books, the first "long" books I remember reading, and the person I am 

called after.  You get to know her so well in the books, she is a giver, 

and is somebody who led a rich and fascinating life.  

My all-time favourite villains, I think, are Artemis Fowl (Eoin Cofler) 

and Shakespeare's Iago. (Othello.) I'll have to come back and finish 

this list later!  

Hollylisle: Heroes --Number Ten Ox and Master Li -- from Barry 

Hughart's Bridge of Birds and following volumes -- now sadly out of 

print and harder than hell to find. They are witty, strange, passionate, 

courageous and cowardly at just the right times, and so wonderfully 

and beautifully written that it kills me that Hughart just fell of the face 

of the planet without writing more.  

D'Artagnan, from The Three Musketeers and subsequent volumes. 

Capable, courageous, passionate, witty, a sucker for a pretty face, the 

ultimate guy in great clothes, testosterone as iconic art. (I'm also 

swept away by the Scarlet Pimpernel, the Man in the Iron Mask, and 

Robin Hood, for what it's worth). In fact, the heroes I write draw 

heavily from these guys -- and if they happen to be women a lot of the 
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time, well ... women heroes need cool roles, a code of honor, and 

swashbuckling, too.  

Huck Finn in Huckleberry Finn, by Mark Twain. He had the courage of 

his convictions, and he was willing to be condemned to Hell to save a 

friend -- and there is nothing bigger or better or more honorable than 

that.  

Jory, from Blade Dancer, by SL Viehl. Yes, I've read it already, yes, 

I'm gloating, and Jory so kicks ass. And she is deep and full of life and 

driven by an injustice of mind-boggling proportions and in spite of a 

life of hell and hiding, she never forgets what makes her human (in 

the best meaning of that word), she does not end up on the wrong 

side in spite of plenty of reasons to do so and some real doubt there in 

the middle, and she hangs on to what matters through everything. 

Magnificent hero.  

Villains  

The Outsider in Watchers, by Dean Koontz. Evil and terrifying, but 

fully-fleshed out, and somehow poignant and touchable too. He scared 

the living daylights out of me and made me cry in turns, and at the 

end he broke my heart.  

Flagg in The Stand, by Stephen King. He made over-the-top evil pretty 

-- you could understand its attraction.  

The villain in Mary Higgins Clark's Loves Music, Loves to Dance. Giving 

the name would be a spoiler, so I won't. I don't like Clark's work as a 

rule, but this book blew me away, and the villain shocked the daylights 
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out of me, and the surprise was so memorable I have never been able 

to forget it.  

skelbs127: I'm actually one for villains myself. It is just a whole lot 

more fun to be evil I guess.  

Favorite Villain:  

Gavril from Deborah Chester's "The Sword, The Ring, and The Chalice" 

trilogy. Those were some awesome books that I found at a grocery 

store way in the back and out of the way. He just seemed more alive 

to me than any of the other characters (save for Dain, of course) 

because he wasn't just another villain that hated someone for no 

reason. He hated Dain because he was "different," "pagan," and 

"savage." She really didn't hold back with his racist views, and I really 

admire that.  

Favorite Character All-Around:  

Merlin. Anything about Merlin is so awesome. Except in one book, "I 

Am Morgan LeFay," the sequel to "I Am Mordrid." She pictured Merlin 

as this hollow, evil sorcerer. I've never seen him pictured like that, and 

it almost made me hate him.  

de Rien: Milady, from The Three Musketeers.  

Big Mikey: Characters I'd love to have sitting with me at a big 

banquet table:  

1. Miles Vorkosigan and his wife, Ekaterin. And cousin Ivan!  
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2. Corwin of Amber, his son Merlin, and some of their relatives. 

Definitely Fiona. (If the seating is boy-girl-boy-girl, I hope to be seated 

between Fiona and Ekaterin!)  

3. Archie Goodwin from the Nero Wolfe books. And Lily Rowan! Wolfe 

can stay home. (On second thought, would I want to miss sharing a 

meal with Wolfe? Of COURSE he can come! He's always on his best 

behavior at mealtimes anyway.)  

4. Eddie and Sussanah Dean from the Dark Tower books, and Jake. 

Roland can come, but don't sit him next to me!  

Samgodwin: These are the ones that spring to mind, though it's a 

tough question!  

Heroes (well, at least sort of):  

The Fool from Robin Hobb's Farseer, Liveship Traders and Tawny Man 

books. The only character who appears in all the books (though not by 

the same name or even gender), and the cornerstone of the series. 

Witty, sarcastic, cleverer than the others by ten times, but with such 

vulnerability that it breaks your heart...well, mine, anyway. Anyone 

who's read Robin's latest, the Golden Fool, will know what I'm talking 

about, since she's been steadily crushing my feeble hopes that things 

will turn out the way I want them to!  

On the same note, Fitz as well, as I've never been a fan of first person 

writing and yet I never want to leave his head once I'm there. I've 

always gone more for the Sam Gamgee than the Frodo type - Fitz is 

always there, making things happen, but he's never the one to be 
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hailed as a hero or given credit by anyone. He repeatedly gets 

anything he cares about stripped from him, but never turns his back 

when he's needed. How could you not love him?  

Luciver, Daemon and Satan from Anne Bishop's Black Jewels trilogy - 

they're just incredibly cool and VERY different.  

Thomas Covenant - if I can continue to have empathy for six books for 

a character who starts off that nastily, he must be interesting and 

complex, a perfect not-quite-hero.  

Harry and Beauty from Robin MacKinley's The Blue Sword and Beauty 

respectively. Everyone's already discussed Harry, and Beauty is just as 

pragmatic, intelligent and likeable. Her characters are always doused 

with complete human realism - a real down to earth feel despite 

fantastic surroundings.  

Hal Wokazanic (I probably spelt that wrong) from The Forever King by 

Molly Cochran, Warren Murphy - a cool modern Arthur tale. Hal is 

Galahad reincarnated as an emotionally wrecked cop, doomed to fail in 

protecting a young Arthur as he was doomed to fail in finding the Grail 

for him before. Always weaker than the villain, but too loyal to stand 

down. Loyalty being a trait I value above most others, I can't help but 

to be attracted to it in a hero!  

Villains  

While I'm on about the Forever King, Saladin, because he was a great 

example of what might happen to anyone, even a good man, who lived 

forever. And he was so damn evil that he made me shiver.  
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Crispin Sabir from Holly's Secret Texts, because she never fell into the 

trap of assuming that because someone is bad, they can't have good 

parts. I cried for him at the end, despite everything.  

Lysaer from Janny Wurts' Wars of Light and Shadow. To me he is a 

shiveringly real evil character. For those of you who haven't read it, 

Lysaer was a 'good' prince (though I didn't like him even then!) who 

became cursed with an obsession to hate/destroy his half brother 

Arithon (the hero). To everyone in the world, he is Prince of Light, the 

saviour, the hero, the light of justice pursuing the evil Master of 

Shadows, Arithon. He is an effective villain because he believes that he 

is always acting for the good of his people, so everything he does is 

convincing. He could have turned out to be a tragic character (good 

guy forced to become an unwitting baddie) but for the weaknesses in 

his character that really do make him a villain - his willingness to 

sacrifice anything and anyone for the 'greater good', his ability to cast 

off those he supposedly loved on suspicion that they had betrayed 

him, for example. And for the brief time in which the curse was 

explained to him and he saw truly what he had been doing, and the 

atrocities he had caused - he chose the easier path, refusing the truth 

for fear of admitting to himself what he had done. That makes him one 

of the most believable, understandable villains I've ever read. 
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The Slush Pile  

by  

mistri 

© 2003, mistri 

The slush pile is very important. Most writers are aware of what 

"slush" is – unsolicited manuscripts submitted to a publisher. 

They often believe that editors hate slush – but that's just not 

true. 

Slush is a publisher's lifeline- they all need new writers. True, many 

new authors who are picked up are agented, but if an editor reads a 

really good book they won't care who's representing it. At the 

publishing house I work for we are positively encouraged to read slush 

and to recruit new writers. Editors are given incentives for picking up 

new authors.  

So what happens to manuscripts once they're sent to a publisher? I 

can't speak for all publishers, but I will try to explain to some extent, 

what happens in one.  

Every day all unsolicited (and solicited) manuscripts, partials, query 

letters and synopsis letters are logged into a huge database. Authors 

are then informed that their manuscript has been received, and will 

now be looked at. All the editorial staff are on a rota, so that once 

every couple of weeks, they are allocated a whole day's slush and 

query letters to work through. The database allows us to keep track of 

what the writer has sent in and when, and which editor has been given 
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their material. Once the slush is given to a particular editor it is 

generally up to them to find the time to look at it.  

However, sometimes groups get together to work through any backlog 

that might have built up. The editors can then bounce questions off on 

one another, or ask for second opinions on some material. If one 

editor has a lot more slush than another, or is getting behind, it's 

shared out so that the author will get a reply in a decent period of 

time.  

Even if a manuscript is good, it frequently needs revision and than has 

to be accepted by both the senior editor of that imprint and the 

editorial director before a contract can be set up. If a manuscript is 

rejected, authors are sent a form rejection letter unless the editor has 

the inclination to write a personal letter – for example, if they have 

time and want to encourage a particular writer.  

On the presentation side there are several things which effect an 

editor's judgement of a submission, as I'm sure many writers will have 

read in various self-help writing books. Hand-written submissions are a 

big no-no, but they still happen. Editors won't reject a hand-written 

letter (or even, gasp, manuscript) on sight, but it won't predispose 

them to thinking good things about your novel, and it also suggests 

that the writer isn't particularly professional.  

Other presentation issues include spacing. Double line spacing is the 

norm, but I do understand why some writers choose to submit work in 

single line spacing. After all, the resulting work will use up less paper 

and be cheaper to post. But it's really hard to read page after page of 
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single line spaced work, especially if you spend a large part of the 

working day reading. It's the lack of white space on the page that 

makes text look unappealing as well as difficult to read. Forgetting to 

either indent paragraphs or use paragraph breaks can also cause the 

same problem.  

Some writers go over the top in an effort to impress with presentation. 

They invest in beautiful binding and illustrated covers. There wouldn't 

necessarily be anything wrong with this, but really, as long as the 

manuscript is clean and readable, an editor is unlikely to be impressed 

by anything else. They may however, think "who are they trying to 

impress?" or worse "If they've spent so much time on this, it might be 

because the writing's awful." Unfair maybe – but remember – you 

want prospective editors looking at your words not your cover!  

Cover letters come in many forms. It's easier to say what makes a 

cover letter bad, rather than what makes one good. Arrogance is 

perhaps the biggest offence (although confidence can be used 

successfully). Countless letters arrive claiming that the author is 

presenting "the most readable book ever," that the publisher "can't 

afford to turn this one down" etc, etc. This is not going to impress 

anyone. After all, even if this were true, the most readable book ever 

may not fit into a publisher's imprint. The one the publisher can't 

afford to miss? Maybe a similar plot is already scheduled, and so 

actually they can't afford to publish a similar one.  

Synopses should be short. Editors I've spoken to prefer 1- 3 pages 

maximum. Once they get longer than this the temptation, for the 

editor, is to jump straight into the manuscript, without any idea of 
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what it's aiming for. It's also best to include the entire plot in the 

synopsis rather than start where the story has left off at the end of 

your submitted partial. However, editors are aware that good writers 

do not necessarily make good synopsis writers and should always look 

at the material you've submitted before making their assessment.  

What else should you watch out for? I would recommend always 

sending enough postage for the publisher to return your manuscript 

(or else state that you don't want it back). It is an expensive process 

for the slush author, but for publishers who are deluged by unsolicited 

manuscripts it can be even worse, and they want to save their money 

for writers they actually publish. Also, once your manuscript has been 

submitted, don't expect an immediate reply. Although slush is vital to 

publishers who need good, new authors, it is still usually looked at 

once everything with a deadline has been dealt with – editors are busy 

people. After four months or so it is worth querying the office, but 

before then you may just cause annoyance. And if your manuscript 

has been gone a long time, don't worry too much. Good submissions 

usually take longer to read than bad ones, simply because bad ones 

can often be assessed and then rejected within a few chapters. The 

editor who takes the time to read a whole manuscript is likely to have 

seen some promise in it, even if they eventually reject it.  

I can't give advice on how to write a novel – that depends on far too 

many things, for example the publisher or the genre – but I hope that 

this editorial view of the slush process will give writers an insight into 

how unsolicited manuscripts are really viewed and what the common 

pitfalls are when submitting them. 
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A Dark and Stormy Night 
By Kim L. Cole 

©2003, Kim L. Cole   

You've done everything right.  You’ve cleaned up a corner of 

your office just for writing, with plenty of space for your 

creative endeavors.  You have an ergonomic keyboard to save 

your wrists, and a great selection of music to stimulate your brain.  

You’ve blocked off time for writing, which is not to be interrupted upon 

pain of death.  You are totally ready to write.  

So why aren’t there any words on the page?  

Sometimes the mechanics around writing are a lot easier than the 

writing itself.  Just because you know you have something interesting 

to say doesn’t mean the words will come quickly or easily.  Sometimes 

the blank screen (or page) can kill any ideas that might have been 

running around in your brain.  It’s not surprising for really good ideas 

to develop agoraphobia and refuse to ever venture forth.  

Conquering the Page  

The key to conquering the blank page is, of course, to put something 

on it.  It doesn’t have to be intellectual, or funny, or even make all 

that much sense.  The important thing isn’t the quality of the words 

you put down.  It’s the fact that you’re putting them down at all.  Once 

you get your brain limbered up and used to throwing out words upon 

that no-longer-blank page, you can move into the idea you really 

wanted to write about.  
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This isn’t new advice.  Experts have often said "Write anything, no 

matter how good or bad."  The writer’s response is sometimes 

somewhat predictable, but also very understandable.  "I still don’t 

know what to write!"  

There are several good tricks that I’ve used to get myself writing.  

Some of them are my ideas; others are well-known pieces of advice.  

When you find yourself stuck, try one of them.  If that doesn’t work, 

try another.  The same trick won’t work for everyone, so the best thing 

to do is try a little bit of everything.  Eventually you’ll find the way to 

make your mind sparkle on the page.  

The First Line  

The first line is often the hardest, but it can also be used to free 

yourself from the problem with blank pages.  Keep a notebook within 

easy reach all the time.  Whenever you hear someone say something 

that strikes you, or you think of an interesting line, write it down.  

These can be interesting things, funny things, clichés, or just bizarre 

strings of words.  

When you find yourself staring at the vast fields of white on your 

computer screen, pull out your notebook.  Pick a line (any line, don't 

think too much about it) and type it in.  Look at it for a moment, but 

don't treat it like a story.  Don't try to plan characters or plotlines.  

Just look at the sentence and see what it makes you think of.  

All you need is one more sentence.  Type that in.  Then type in 

another.  Keep it up until you both love what you wrote and want to 

turn it into a story, or you laugh at what you've done and giggle at the 
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strange turns your mind can take.  Enjoy this exercise, as it is 

supposed to be fun.  Sometimes the more incoherent the results are, 

the more fun it can be.  With any luck this will free you to work on 

something you really have wanted to do.  

The Way It Should Have Been  

This one can be a lot of fun.  Think back over your life and remember 

all the times you wished that you were one of your characters.  Or the 

times that you needed a rewind button, or just some time to stop and 

revise your responses.  I'm sure we've all had occasions when the 

perfect quip rose to our lips just a few minutes late (or hours, or 

days).  

Bring one of those scenes to mind, and write it down.  Describe 

yourself and your thoughts, and describe the other person.  After 

you've got the basic set up written, depart from reality.  Write the 

scene the way you wish it had happened, with all the stinging barbs 

and witty repartee that's so hard to achieve in real life.  Or, if you 

prefer, change a bitter fight to a sweet reunion, with all the apologies 

you know you should have uttered.  

This serves two purposes.  One is that it allows you to get a painful or 

annoying scene out of your head.  The second is that it just might 

provide you with a powerful scene that could someday grow into a 

beautiful story, or maybe even fit into a work in progress.  And of 

course, it puts words down on the page.  

Worth a Thousand Words  
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We've all heard the saying, so I won't belabor the point.  If you're 

having trouble with the tricks above, which all rely on the imagination 

flowing, this might be the one that works for you.  Look at an image.  

It doesn't really matter if it's your favorite painting, your favorite 

family photo, or the semi-comprehensible drawing your child brought 

home from school.  

Look at the picture and really study all the details.  Write down a 

description of it.  Not just a list of facts, but real description as if it 

were a setting in a novel.  Get down at least two or three paragraphs.  

When you've finished describing the image, describe things like the 

people in it.  What are they thinking?  Even better, what might they be 

thinking if their world were a little different from our own?  Get into at 

least one head and follow it along.  You may find yourself beyond the 

picture itself.  

This is easier to start than the other two because you are beginning 

with concrete details.  Once you slip into the scene you're describing 

you may find that you don't want to leave.  Stories can be built from 

paintings (my personal favorite is Van Gogh's Starry Night) or from 

pictures of your grandparents when they were young.  No matter the 

subject of the picture, you could easily grow its world into something 

strange and new.  

Get It?  Got It?  Good!  

So there we are.  Three long-term use-them-anywhere tips and tricks 

for getting the words to flow.  Use one of them, use them all, or 

alternate between them.  Find whatever works for you.  Each writer is 



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 13 
January/February, 2003  156 

 
  
different and we all need different ways to get past that fear of the 

blank page.  

The important thing to remember is that the page stops being blank 

the minute you hit your first key.  Also remember that, should you 

really be unhappy with what you produce, delete is a very useful 

function.  However, try not to be too judgmental about what you 

produce during these practice sessions.  They are only exercises, after 

all.  While they may lead to something great, they may not.  They 

don't have to.  Their only purpose is to get your fingers moving and 

your mind ticking along.  

Free yourself to say whatever strikes you at the time.  Allow the words 

to come.  You can fight with them until they are perfect, if that works 

for you, or throw them down any which way.  Keep trying, and keep 

working, and keep learning.  I hope that these ideas will help to spark 

even bigger and better ideas in your writing.  

Kim L. Cole lives in Oklahoma, writing fantasy, horror, personal 
essays, poetry, and is now venturing into mainstream thrillers.  
You can read samples of her nonfiction writing at either of her 
websites, Kimmy's Atheist Site: http://www.positiveatheist.com/ 
or Walking the Night http://www.walkingthenight.com/ 

http://www.positiveatheist.com/
http://www.walkingthenight.com/
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Clad in the Beauty of a Thousand Stars  

A brief look at clothing styles  

By  

Lazette Gifford 

© 2003, Lazette Gifford 

Oh, thou art fairer than the evening air  

Clad in the beauty of a thousand stars 

The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus (1604) -- Christopher Marlowe 

   

Clothing fashions appear to change from week-to-week in our 

hectic world.  It is hard not to be anachronistic in styles for 

modern novels when they are apt to change between the final 

draft and printing. 

However, there can be no such excuse for getting the clothing styles of 

past ages wrong.   Books abound on the subject, and a quick trip to 

the library will yield more material than a writer can use.  

While it is fashionable to make fun of the constant change in women's 

fashion, a look at the history of clothing will show that men were often 

just as quick to take up the call to style.  Take, for instance, a close 

friend of  the future King George IV -- Beau Brummell (George Bryan 

Brummell, 1778-1840) .  Beau set the style for men's wear in his day, 

and his name has now become pseudonymous with dandy.  

Clothing styles are often named after a time period, such as Victorian 
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in the latter half of the 19th century when Queen Victoria's tastes 

influenced more than just the politics of her day.  Women's style of 

that time included the wide hoop skirt, long sleeves, and luxurious 

fabrics.  

But earlier in the same century, the clothing favored by empress 

Josephine during the rule of her husband, Napoleon, swept through 

Europe (circa 1804-1814).  Marked by a high waist (still known as 

empire waist today, two hundred years later), this style looks far less 

extravagant than what would appear before the end of the century in 

Victoria's reign.  The straight, loose skirt, puff or long sleeves, and a 

long train from the shoulders were decorated with fringe, embroidery 

and spangles.  

Obviously, since the simpler Empire style comes before the Victorian, 

we can assume that clothing styles will become simpler as we look 

back in time, right?  

Ah, but then we find the sumptuous Elizabethan style a full 200 years 

before Empress Josephine.  Named for Queen Elizabeth I (1533-1603), 

this late Renaissance style included wide skirts of rich material worn 

over farthingale (hook skirt or petticoat, used to extend the skirt), a 

corseted waistline and stiff stomacher, low neckline, wire-supported 

ruff, and with a variety of sleeve styles.  

You should notice by now that influential people set clothing styles.  

Imitation is not only flattery, but also a way of saying that the person 

doing the imitating is savvy in the ways of the world.  Dress codes 

have often been a sign of political station, and sometimes have been 
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enforced as such.  

While current day parents seem to find amusement in dressing their 

children up like miniature rock stars, there is usually a dichotomy 

between the styles worn by children and those worn by adults. In the 

late 1800's and early 1900's a proper young woman coming of age 

made a show of the transition by putting her hair up and lowering her 

dress hem, in opposition to how she had dressed before.  

And while today's styles may seem to change with frightening rapidity 

to someone with a checkbook or trying to write a hip (or has that word 

changed as well?) novel set in modern times, there are ways to get 

away from generic terms.  One of the easiest methods is to pick up 

something like Random House Word Menu by Stephen Glazier, 

(Copyright 1992, ISBN 0-679-40030-3), which has lists upon lists of 

different clothing types, each with a nice, short description.  An 

overcoat or cloak might be anything from a parka to a duster, 

mackintosh, greatcoat, shawl or poncho.  Each of these coverings 

gives a different feel to the character stepping out to face the 

inclement weather.  

But let us look farther back in time.  What is the difference between 

the clothing of the Ancient Greeks and the Ancient Romans?  To the 

casual observer, both look like nothing more than some cloth wrapped 

around the body.  The writer can't afford this kind of generalization in 

their work, and even if you don't intend to write about that age, it 

doesn't hurt to know a little bit about it.   

The basic Greek mode of dress was the chiton (Ky ton), adapted from 
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the earlier peplos, the chiton was a gown or tunic worn in ancient 

Greece.  They came in two styles (like much of Greek culture) the 

Doric and the Ionic.  

The earlier Doric style, very much akin to the peplos, was a single 

oblong piece of clothe, usually wool, folded to form a double covering 

at the waist and fastened with a broach at the shoulders.  Sometimes 

the broach was replaced by a row of small buttons.  A male version of 

this style, called an exomis, was pinned on the left shoulder, leaving 

the right one bare.  (Now there is a bit of information that could be 

worked into a story -- a man trying to hide a scar, perhaps, on his 

right shoulder would be at a distinct disadvantage here...)  

The Ionic style, however, had sleeves, was usually linen, and often 

sewn at the shoulders rather than pinned.  Both were held in place at 

the waist, usually by a girdle. 

Women's chitons were longer than men's, and the two styles present 

an entirely different look.  The cloth itself was usually quite plain, 

although sometimes a decorative border was added.  

Greek women also never left the house without a type of covering 

called a himation.  The term applies to cloaks worn by both men and 

women and appears to be a generic term for a number of styles, 

including a wrap of very fine wool called the khlanis.  The best of these 

came from Miletus and were called Khlanis Milesia.  The xystis was a 

longer robe of fine material and worn on special occasions.  

Men's cloaks and wraps were also worn over the tunics or as a single 

garment.  The tribon was coarse, dark colored wool, and was the 
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traditional dress of the men of Sparta.  The chlamys cloak was usually 

worn over the left shoulder and fastened at the right with a broach, 

leaving most of the right side open.  It could be fastened at the throat.  

The chlaina was a winter cloak, made of thick wool. 

Peasants often wore clothing made of animal skins like the diphthera 

(goatskin) or spolas (leather jerkin).  Cloaks of goatskin or sheepskin 

were cured with the wool on.  

Shoes came in a number of styles as well, from simple sandals that 

were little more than a sole strapped to the foot, to shoes that ranged 

from light, slipper-like coverings to heavy nail-studded boots.  

Hats, usually made of felt, were rarely worn except when traveling and 

in bad weather.  These petasos had a wide brim that could be turned 

up, and a strap that tied under the chin or at the nape of the neck.  

Kynai, made of skin or leather, were also worn, and conical hats were 

also popular, such as (In Hellenistic times) the tholia, worn mainly by 

women, and probably made of straw.  

A brief aside -- there is a big difference between Hellenistic and 

Hellenic times. 

The Hellenic age is usually considered the history of Greece from 

the 8th century BCE to the death of Alexander The Great.  

The Hellenistic age covers a wider landmass, encompassing all of 

the Greek civilization in the Mediterranean and parts of 

southwest Asia, from the death of Alexander  (June 10, 323 

BCE) until about the first century BCE.  Hellenistic culture 
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includes considerable fusion of foreign elements. 

Okay, we have a brief description of the Greek's clothing -- far too 

little for real use to a historical novelist, but enough to make a point 

about the variety of materials available.  What then, did the Romans 

wear? 

The toga is the ubiquitous Roman clothing best known to readers and 

writers.  This loose mantle of white wool was originally small and semi-

circular, but later became elliptical and about 18.5 feet long and 7 feet 

wide.  Worn doubled lengthwise and draped around the body in loose 

folds, it had a weighted end that was thrown over the left shoulder or 

arm.  

In early Roman history both men and women wore togas, but later 

only women of ill repute still adapted this clothing, while proper young 

ladies and matrons wore tunics.  

Togas did come in slightly different styles, according to their 

embroidery.  The most famous was the purple edged toga praetexta 

worn by young boys and various officials in free towns and colonies.  

Victorious emperors and generals wore the toga picta, with golden 

embroidery while the common toga virillis was worn by boys after the 

age of about fifteen.  The toga pulla, made of natural black wool, was 

worn at funerals.  

Togas were difficult to drape properly as well as to keep clean, and at 

times the Emperors had to enforce the law that they be worn at 

special occasions.  
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While most women no longer wore togas, the tunic continued to be the 

basic garment of both men and women.  Short sleeved, and tied 

around the waist, it was the common indoor clothing, as well as the 

dress for slaves and children.  Married women wore a stola over their 

tunics -- a long, full dress with a high girdle and a colorful border 

around the neck. Extra tunics were worn in winter. 

Purple stripes of varying size, running from the collar to the hem, 

marked senators from equestrians, while charioteers dyed their tunics 

the color of their faction.  A variation of the tunic was the long-sleeved 

dalmatica, which could be made of materials like wool, silk or linen.  It 

eventually became an ecclesiastical garment, reminding us again of 

the close ties between Rome and the nascent Christian Church. 

Soldiers -- primarily the cavalry -- wore trousers but for the most part 

they were considered the clothing of barbarians.  

Shoes came in a variety of styles, much like the Greek counterparts, 

but the most famous is probably the caliga -- a heavy sandal with a 

hobnailed sole and separate leather top, fastened by thongs.  One of 

the most infamous of the early Roman emperors, Gaius Caesar, was 

nicknamed for this boot -- Caligula -- because he grew up with soldiers 

in military camps.  For once the ruler was named for the style, not the 

other way around.  

 

But let's leap forward in time again and look at one last bit of clothing 

addition that is often misused, and placed in times wholly 

inappropriate.  The first zipper -- called a slide fastener -- was shown 
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by Whitcomb L. Judson at the World's Columbian Exposition in 1893.  

It used hooks and eyes with a slide clamp for hooking and unhooking 

them.  It wasn't until 1917 that the U.S. Navy made windproof flying 

suits with slide fasteners.  Zippers did not start appearing on civilian 

clothing until the 1920's and 1930's.   B.F. Goodrich Company gave 

the name zipper to the slide fastener on their overshoes.  This was 

formerly a trademarked word.  

Even someone creating a completely new science fiction world can do 

well by making a quick study of clothing styles, and how both politics 

and climate can affect them.   Clothing is a part of culture, and as 

important a part of worldbuilding and general research as deciding the 

natural climate in which your story takes place.  It need not -- in fact 

should not -- over power the story, but a quick study of styles can add 

a wonderful depth to written material.  

   

List of helpful books:  

A Dictionary of Costume and Fashion, Mary Brooks Picken, 

Copyright 1957 and 1985, ISBN 0-486-40294-0  

This book lists over 10,000 terms related to fashion and gives 

not only styles, but also information on cloth, fashion terms, and 

a number of other helpful tidbits.  

The Psychology of Dress, Frank Alvah Parsons, Copyright 

1920.  
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An interesting look at what drives fashion from the then 

president of the New York School of Fine and Applied Art.  

The Mode in Costume, R. Turner Wilcox, Copyright 1958, 

ISBN 0-684-13913-8  

Lightweight in text, but great in line drawings, this book is a nice 

quick reference for seeing how something actually may have 

looked.  

Costume and Fashion, James Laver, Copyright 1965, 1982, 

and 1985, ISBN 0-500-20266-4  

An excellent history of dress, with a nicely readable text and 

great pictures and drawings.  Well worth picking up.  

The Handbook to Life in Ancient Greece, Lesley Adkins 

and Roy A Adkins, Copyright 1997, ISBN 0-19-512491-X  

and  

The Handbook to Life in Ancient Rome, Lesley Adkins and 

Roy A. Adkins, copyright 1997, ISBN 0-19-512491-X  

These two books cover far more than just clothing (which 

sections are actually a little light), but are very good general 

introductions to the civilizations and good quick reference works. 
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Getting Started in Fantasy Writing  

By  

Sandra C. Durham 

© 2003, Sandra C. Durham  

This is a newcomer’s guide on how to get started in the genre of 

fantasy writing, from one newcomer to another.  The majority 

of what is discussed here has come from the Forward Motion 

community as well as from occasional meanderings on the Web based 

on pointers given by members of that writers' community.   

Writing fantasy, whether in the form of short stories or novels, does 

not necessarily follow a set pattern or formula.  A fantasy story can 

contain aspects of most other genres, including mystery, horror, and 

romance.  The underlying elements of the story determine the 

category it fits in.  A recent post by Forward Motion member Emily 

Horner listed sub categories of fantasy from Terri Windling’s The Year's 

Best Fantasy and Horror.  These sub categories included (along with 

sample novels):  

 Contemporary and Urban Fantasy – Stories taking place in 

the real world, but with an element of magic or fantasy.  Memory 

of Fire by Holly Lisle.  

 Epic and Heroic Fantasy - Stories that involve a battles of 

Good vs. Evil or quest.  Lord of the Rings, by J.R.R Tolkien.  
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 Historical Fantasy - Stories that are set in factual History, but 

contain fantasy elements.  Mists of Avalon, by Marion Zimmer 

Bradley.  

 Mythic Fiction - Stories directly inspired by myth, folklore, and 

fairy tales.  The Gates of Sleep, by Mercedes Lackey.  

 Humorous Fantasy - Light hearted fantasy stories.  Xanth 

series by Piers Anthony.  

 Science Fantasy – Stories where science and magic work, or 

science extends to magical abilities.  Darkover series by Marion 

Zimmer Bradley.  

The best approach to writing in any genre is to know your field.  If you 

have not read modern works of fantasy, you may want to go out and 

buy or borrow a few books in a sub genre or two that interest you.  

Like most things, the field of fantasy has changed over the years, and 

what sold well ten or twenty years ago may not have the same 

popularity today.  This can be approached by scanning for recent 

bestsellers, this year’s award winners (Hugo, Nebula, etc), 

recommendations from other’s who read heavily in this genre, or a 

quiet afternoon spent in the fantasy section of your favorite bookstore.   

Once you have your book collection, read them carefully.  If your 

experience in this genre is dated, note the subtle differences in the 

more recently published books.  While a fantasy novel about a woman 

who battled her way out of the kitchens to become the first female 

ruler of her kingdom may have flown off the shelves in the 1970’s, the 
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same basic story element may stagnate in a time where women’s 

equality is not at the forefront of societal issues in the real world.  

A next logical step in progressing as a new fantasy writer might be to 

pick up a few good books on the subject.  A few suggestions are  

 How to Write Science Fiction and Fantasy by Orson Scott Card  

 The Writer’s Complete Fantasy Reference, from Writers Digest 

Books.  

The first book gives an overview of the field from a writing 

perspective.  The second provides an introduction into elements of 

fantasy worlds that may be part of your stories - discussions of ritual 

magic, medieval life, or cultural differences.   

A critical step in writing fantasy is a concept called world building.  

Workshops exist on this subject at Forward Motion, and books abound.  

World building is the effort of designing the world in which your story 

and your characters live.  Depending on the subcategory of fantasy 

you are dealing with, this can be as simple as introducing magical 

elements into modern life, or as complex as designing the geography, 

history, language, and culture of a world that exists only in your own 

imagination.   

Each step in the world building process is crucial to providing a 

cohesive background to your story.  Writing thousands of words to 

describe your new world is not uncommon, even though this effort 

never becomes a direct part of your story.  Consider it as if you were 

writing a history story or article.  Though you may understand and 
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remember a good part of the focus of your history article, you may not 

be able to link important subtle issues without going through the 

detailed process of investigating your topic.  World building is the 

investigation and discovery of your new world.  It provides the rich 

detailed backdrop of your fantasy story that enables you to work in 

subtle nuances like Faylin the Chief Bard hates raspberries because a 

particularly thorny bush sat outside his childhood home, and his elder 

brothers used to toss him into the bush at any occasion.  

A final step in all this is market research: who are the publishers for 

your field of interest, and what have they published lately?  Many 

resources exist for this, both as printed material, and as online 

references or newsletters.  Fantasy markets exist in novels, ebooks 

(electronic downloadable or online books), magazines, and ezines 

(electronic or online versions of magazines).  Research and keeping up 

with the publishing market for your stories are crucial steps to your 

eventual success in publishing your efforts.  Writers Digest is an 

excellent resource on many levels, for both their comprehensive 

annual Writer’s Market guide, as well as their monthly magazine, and 

online article archives.  Unfortunately, for the tight budgets of many 

aspiring writers, little of this comes free.   

A less expensive route may be options like the SFWA (Science Fiction 

and Fantasy Writers of America).  This organization has interesting 

articles and links off their web page, as well as a quarterly bulletin 

available even to nonmembers (membership requires being a paid 

published author, and may not be an option for a beginning writer).  

The bulletin has a reasonable fee, and focuses exclusively on the 
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science fiction and fantasy markets, unlike the Writer’s Digest 

magazine, which covers all genres of writing.   

You can glean current information about the market for your stories 

from numerous resources on Forward Motion and other writing sites 

online.  One of the upcoming resources includes the Writers Research 

Index effort started on Forward Motion, which covers all aspects of 

what has been introduced here.  

Beyond these general guidelines, fantasy stories must contain all the 

usual elements of good storytelling – plot, characterization, 

description, and dialogue.  There are many resources listed in Vision 

articles, and on the Forward Motion web pages.  Learning the basics of 

writing and storytelling means writing, whether you write the first draft 

of your proposed novel, or you write a series of short stories.  No one 

learned to ride a bicycle by reading about it, and few have likely 

learned the skill of writing and storytelling solely by reading.   

An excellent resource for honing your writing skills is critiques.  These 

are editorial reviews of a story or subsection of a novel.  At Forward 

Motion, you can request that others review your story, after you have 

gone through the effort of editing it yourself.  You can also learn much 

about writing from doing critiques for other’s stories.  Crits, as they 

are called, are not just a good community service.  Critiques can be a 

tool to sharpen your eye for seeing issues in your own writing.   

Entering the world of fantasy writing can be equal parts excitement, 

and frustration.  The elements of storytelling and other genres 

combine with the rich depths of your own imagination, to produce 
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stories to amaze or entertain.  With these introductory tools, perhaps 

your steps to creating the stories that burn in your mind's eye will 

come more easily to the written word.   

Books referenced :  

The Year's Best Fantasy and Horror: Eighth Annual 

Collection 

by Ellen Dalton (Editor), Terri Windling (Editor)  

Publisher: St. Martin's Press; ISBN: 0312132190  

  Memory of Fire by Holly Lisle.  

Publisher: Eos (Mass Market); ISBN: 038081837X  

Lord of the Rings, by J.R.R Tolkien.  

Publisher: Houghton Mifflin Co; ISBN: 0395193958  

Mists of Avalon, by Marion Zimmer Bradley.  

Publisher: Del Rey; ISBN: 0345350499  

The Gates of Sleep, by Mercedes Lackey.  

Publisher: Daw Books; ISBN: 0756400600  

Zanth:The Quest for Magic by Piers Anthony.  

Publisher: Del Rey; ISBN: 034545328X  

Darkover  series by Marion Zimmer Bradley.  
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Publisher: New American Library; ISBN: 0886775930  

How to Write Science Fiction and Fantasy by Orson Scott 

Card  

Publisher: Writers Digest Books; ISBN: 158297103X  

The Writer’s Complete Fantasy Reference, from Writers 

Digest Books.  

Publisher: Writers Digest Books; ISBN: 1582970262  
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Mystery Writing:  

Taking a Clue from the Pros  

By  

Russ Gifford 

© 2003, Russ Gifford  

O
f all the genre stories, the mystery might have the best 

known blueprint for a successful story. Tell an intriguing tale, 

seasoned with an underlying theme of danger and liberally 

spiced with tension, and you have the basis for a great book. Combine 

those traits with a great character, and you might have an evergreen 

series, if the results of those authors that spend their time on the 

bestseller lists are any indication. The stories of Sherlock Holmes, Nero 

Wolfe, Philip Marlowe and many others still draw readers today. And 

the stories written by the man who brought the private eye back into 

style in the 1970's, and the woman who put the first female private 

eye on those same lists, are still writing their exploits today. 

The mystery/suspense genre offers a clear outline for would be 

writers.  Obviously, however, writing any book is difficult, writing a 

good book is even harder, and writing a best seller is an incredible 

feat. Let's look at the body of evidence compiled by Robert B. Parker 

and Sue Grafton, and see if we can find any clues to creating a best 

selling mystery.  

Robert Parker published his 29th Spenser novel, "Widow's Walk," in 

2002, and did something he rarely does: he actually built the story 
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around a murder mystery. Did the young wife kill her aging husband? 

Everyone thinks so, and Spenser, hired by the defense attorney, has 

to find the answer. This is strange turf for a Spenser novel. In most 

cases he is seeking a missing person, or a stolen item, and the murder 

comes later. 'Mystery' is rarely the driving force. Frequently, Spenser 

decides who is the likely culprit, and spends his time "tugging on loose 

threads" until he finally forces the bad guy to reveal himself.   

Sue Grafton, the creator of the first female private eye to reach 

bestseller status, almost always has a true mystery on her hands. In 

"Q is for Quarry," the 17th Kinsey Millhone outing, Grafton has 

returned to her roots, looking into an unsolved murder. Unlike 

Spenser, though, in almost every Grafton novel the mystery remains 

until the final scene, following the traditional formula for the 

mystery/suspense genre.  

Characters We Care About 

These books, and the other best sellers like them, give us an 

important first clue: unlike the traditional mystery novel, the plot 

might simply be an excuse to spend time with the lead character! Like 

youngsters sitting at the foot of an aged grandparent, we readers are 

really only buying these books to see what pithy truths we might glean 

when we view the world from Spenser or Millhone's perspective.   

However, as we see from recent reviews and sales history, that 

formula has faltered in recent years. Let's look closely at the problems, 

and how these best-selling authors have worked to overcome these 

issues.  
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Lack of Mystery Equals Lack of Suspense? 

Since the "bad guy" is often known early on in many Spenser books, 

the suspense is generated by the question of Spenser's survival. In the 

early stories, before Spenser was a household name, that fear of death 

or serious injury carried the series, and served the writer and the 

reader well. But as the Spenser books became a fixture, the nature of 

a continuing series undercut that strategy. Not much chance Parker, or 

anyone else, would walk away from a highly profitable series before 

the author was ready to hang up his pen for good. Given Parker's 

intense love affair with the two supporting characters, and their 

success as characters, he isn't likely to kill or maim Hawk or Susan, 

either, so that avenue was closed as well.  

Unpredictable 

Grafton, meanwhile, tried a different track. A number of her stories 

became "on the road" adventures, where Kinsey is sucked along in the 

whirlwind of events, which prevented a normal structured approach to 

the plot. Unpredictable things happen, which Kinsey could only deal 

with, not foresee. Unfortunately, the situation also left readers 

wondering what happened to the forceful character they liked reading 

about!  

 

 

Surprise Endings 



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 13 
January/February, 2003  176 

 
  
Grafton's other attempts remained more traditional mysteries. But in 

an effort to keep the series lively, the plots suddenly incorporated an 

additional twist at the end, surprising Kinsey – and the reader. 

Unfortunately, these endings were too much of a surprise, and violated 

the genre agreement that the ending will provide a satisfying answer, 

since they seemed contrived only to fool the reader.  

Thus, recent outings for Spenser and Millhone have been met with 

some indifference, and in many cases, disappointment. Would the 

market finally put these premier private eyes out of circulation?   

Grandmasters 

Both of these authors had proven early on they are grandmaster 

writers of mystery and suspense fiction, and neither would willingly be 

consigned to the "hack" pile. Watching their efforts to resurrect their 

series' fortunes tells us a great deal about what a great P.I. novel 

requires.  

In the newest Spenser, Parker clearly makes the effort to re-introduce 

the concept of a mystery, and keeps the tension on by drawing out the 

suspense. By keeping the reader guessing as to the actual killer, and 

more importantly, as in all Spenser books, the reason why someone 

acts as they do, he successfully keeps the reader's attention.  

Not only did he add the air of mystery, he also brings back a character 

that could sow trouble for Spenser, as in a former love interest. Parker 

also allows the normally imperturbable Susan to display a jealous side 

as well.  
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These actions show us that the balance between plot and character are 

important. The effort also shows us that Parker knows where his 

problems lie. Is it completely successful? No. Is it better than the last 

handful of Spenser books? Absolutely. And these are lessons we 

writers need to learn. Too many of the recent Spenser novels have 

been pre-programmed. More importantly, Spenser had stopped giving 

readers those deep insights or sardonic asides on his peculiar view of 

the world. He no longer described the colors, textures, or clothes in 

the ironic sense or style that he used to tell the reader how he really 

felt about fashion, or fads. Parker, obviously, could see this loss as 

well, and moved toward correcting it.  

These are things we would be writers also need to learn. Can we infuse 

our characters with a viewpoint that helps our readers see the world in 

a different light? Can we impart excitement, or displeasure, strictly 

from our description of the item, not our statement of our feelings?  

This is something both Parker and Grafton previously excelled at. And 

it is important. We base our view of the character not on them telling 

us how they feel, but by feeling it with them.  

Status Quo? 

Another problem is inherent to continuing characters: They rarely are 

allowed to grow, as that would mean change, and we, the reader, 

might not come back. That, of course, flies in the face of the concept 

of a book, where a character must face a major crisis, and 

demonstrate personal growth in overcoming that problem. Since the 

series character ostensibly does not change -- much --the impact of 

the climax of the previous book rarely has a long-term effect.  
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Aging Heroes vs. Aging Writers 

Also, preventing change encompasses another problem. How do we 

handle the maturation of the character as the writer grows older? As 

an example, Spenser in 1971 could be a Korean vet, but if that's so, 

today he'd be older than Dirty Harry, and less likely to win fights. 

Parker chooses to still refer to Spenser's aging, but mainly because his 

age was a theme from the beginning. Spenser was older than the 

"normal" P.I. at the time of his first book, and all the early books dealt 

with a man who had made his way in the world by physical means 

dealing with the slowing that comes with age. Spenser was in his late 

thirties, if not already 40, in his first book.  

As Parker has aged, there is more rumination in Spenser as well. And, 

this has also led to another difficulty: the action has decreased in 

these later books, as well as the romance.   

Kinsey "Ages" Gracefully 

In her latest outing, Grafton has chosen to meet this challenge 

directly. She has sown the seeds of future change for Kinsey. She is 

foreshadowing these changes, and providing a hook to bring readers 

back to the next book. This time, she is perhaps less subtle than 

others, leaving many unresolved issues to later books. If the action or 

the plot falls short of the goal in a particular story, it appears Ms. 

Grafton hopes you'll return anyway, to learn details of Kinsey's 

childhood, and how the story of newly discovered family will play out.  
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This perhaps reveals more of Grafton's TV background, but it is a good 

technique to consider, since the continuing character shares much in 

common with a TV show character.  

Grafton, too, has toned down the violence, and the sex, from her 

earlier stories. In her case, however, it seems a bit off. Early on, 

Grafton made it clear she was tackling the aging issue. In the first 3 

books, each published a year apart, only three months passed in 

Kinsey's world. Now, almost 20 books later, only 3 years have gone 

by.  

While a good ploy, again, think of the problems this presents for the 

writer. Computers and the World Wide Web are not beckoning to give 

the answers to Kinsey, as well as a host of other changes in the past 

17 years that cannot be allowed to affect her world. This can be a bit 

disconcerting for the reader, since it makes us shift gears, rather than 

the character. "Why doesn't she have a cell phone? She could call for 

help… oh. Right."  

The Results 

Thus, both writers, acknowledged as top writers in the 

suspense/mystery genre, have taken the effort to re-energize their 

marquee titles. They have faced the reality: their recent books were 

not as good as the earlier ones. They also acknowledged that the key 

issue was the characters had to return to what drew the readers to the 

first books. Did they succeed? The answer is "yes." Though both took 

different paths, they reached the destination. Both of these are better 

books than the previous one, and buy each another year.  
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Pulling the Lessons Together 

Even for Parker, who talks of how much he enjoys writing, and how 

the Spenser books "write themselves," saw that he needed to make 

changes to the trend of the previous books. He chose to branch out, 

and bring the character's insights back to the fore, but also to try to 

introduce a stronger plot, moving back to the mystery of earlier books. 

It is easy to see the difference that effort has made.  

Grafton, also clearly has a plan to reach 'Z', and has taken the steps 

necessary to see we get there with her. She chose to change the safe, 

static structures that surrounded Kinsey, pushing her into the "real" 

world, and changing Kinsey as she responds to these new problems. 

The response has been positive, and has resulted in more attention to 

this book than the last four or five.  

Though these authors are no longer young Turks, desperately hungry 

for fame and success, money or recognition, they could have taken the 

money and ran. Instead, they are both willing and able to make 

changes to prolong the public's interest in their books.  

Perhaps this is the most important thing we would be writers can learn 

from these masters: everyone has to work at writing, even the "big 

guns."  

The second most important thing we can learn, though, is that no 

matter who you are, if you work at your writing, you can improve. 
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Changing the Valves  

How to be Memorably Wrong  
in Science Fiction  

By Bob Billing   

© 2003, Bob Billing   

Arthur C. Clarke, towards the end of the Second World War, 

published an article called "Extra-Terrestrial Relays". In this he 

described something we now take for granted - the 

communications satellite. However this was ten years before the 

invention of the transistor. In his subsequent science fiction he 

described his relay stations in detail. In both "The Other Side of the 

Sky" and "Islands in the Sky" he refers to orbiting stations which are 

continuously manned. This seemed to be obviously correct at the time. 

After all there had to be someone on hand to change the valves, or in 

the case of American stations the vacuum tubes.  

The great Isaac Asimov was not immune to this sort of thing. In 

"Everest" he described the colony of Martian scientists living at the top 

of the mountain, where the thin, cold air suited them and they were 

ideally placed to observe the human race. Occasional sightings of the 

gentle, furry aliens had given rise to the legend of the Yeti. Because of 

this, Asimov claimed, Everest would never be climbed. However it 

would seem that there is a divinity with a sense of humour. Between 

acceptance and the story appearing in print the British expedition 

made it to the top. Edmund Hillary and Tenzing found no aliens.  
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The planets Mars and Venus have trapped most authors since H.G. 

Wells in the same way. Until science fiction was prepared to leave our 

solar system there seemed to be only two really useful destinations for 

space travel. Old, cold Mars with its dead or dying civilisations and its 

endless, quiet canals really was too good a location to leave alone. 

How many readers have stood to drink in the beauty of the Martian 

sunset in all its variety? Even knowing that conditions on the surface of 

Mars would kill a human in seconds doesn't detract from the sheer 

poetry of C.S. Lewis's "Out of the Silent Planet." His description of the 

planet, particularly the scenes where Ransom climbs right out of the 

atmosphere on the mountain road to Augray's tower, are so evocative, 

and do so much to awaken the endless longings, that it is perfectly 

possible to forgive his quite abominable physics.  

Warm, fertile Venus is another archetypal image that has haunted 

science fiction for generations. Lewis himself sent Ransom there and 

found floating islands in "Perelandra." Heinlein in "Space Cadet" 

peopled it with a delightful aquatic sentient race. Finding out that the 

real surface conditions are similar to the inside of a particularly 

unpleasant chemical process does nothing to subtract from these 

stories.  

There is another way in which authors can be wrong, and sadly this 

has afflicted some of the greater names. In "The Deep Range" Clarke 

throws away a line about the future of religion which has most 

definitely not come true. Similarly in "The Black Cloud" Fred Hoyle has 

a very old alien confirm his steady-state theory. To my mind these are 

minor flaws in otherwise great books. It's an easy trap for an author to 
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fall into. When describing a distant future the urge to say, "...and the 

author was finally proved right" must be quite overpowering.  

There are of course simple errors of fact. In the novel "Needle" Hal 

Clement mistakenly coined the word symbiote when he meant 

symbiont. This spelling is simply wrong but has passed into popular 

folklore and has been regularly used by other authors. The spell 

checker on the word processor I am using to write this article accepts 

both spellings when set to American.  

So why is it that stories which contain gross errors become and remain 

classics? To investigate this I'd like to look at another of Arthur C. 

Clarke's short stories. In "What Goes Up", part of the "Tales from the 

White Hart" collection, Clarke begins by telling us that the rest of the 

story is a lie, then proceeds to spin the tale so well that it becomes 

perfectly believable. The story contains, among other things, an 

outrageous violation of Newton's laws of motion. The force acting on 

the unfortunate protagonist seems to have two completely different 

values at the same time.  

This is an extreme case, but I think it nicely illustrates my point.  

What we, as authors, are asking from the reader is not peer review of 

our science. Even if this were possible we'd have to live with the fact 

that theories change as time passes and that all science fiction must, 

in the end, fall out of date. If interstellar travel becomes, as I hope it 

will, a reality I fully expect that my fictional FTL drives will raise a wry 

smile. But at the same time I look to a future in which my stories will 

still be read.  



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 13 
January/February, 2003  184 

 
  
In the end I think that the simple background of the story, the 

worldbuilding against which it is set, only has to ask the reader to join 

in the conspiracy by suspending disbelief. To my mind worldbuilding 

must be good enough not to contain inconsistencies that set off alarm 

bells in the readers' head. At the same time it most not obtrude in 

front of the story that the characters on stage are telling.  

If your writing - and mine - can achieve that level, it will be worth 

reading. 
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This Is Not A Test... 

Epublishing in the Real World  

By 
Lazette Gifford 

©2003, Lazette Gifford   

Far too many people do not take writing for electronic markets 

very seriously.  It's bad enough in readers, or even in writers 

who submit only to print markets, but I've seen rather troubling 

attitudes in people submitting to electronic markets as well.  I've even 

seen it described as a place 'to practice' getting published. 

This isn't a game, a test, or a practice run.  Publishing 

electronically is every bit as serious as publishing in print.  After all, 

won't real people still read your work?  Do you really want to put out 

'practice' material with your name on it?  Even if you use a 

pseudonym, wouldn't you like to be able to claim something as your 

own, not deny that you ever wrote it?  This isn't a practice run, but 

rather more akin to publishing in a small press, and for little money.  

Too many people equate money with professionalism, and it doesn't 

always have to be that way. 

The growth of the electronic market has been steadily increasing in the 

last couple years.  More readers are finding what they want online, not 

only because they are becoming more comfortable with computers and 

the Internet, but also because of the ease with which they can find 

material once they know how to look.  Add to this the proliferation of 

PDA's, and the realization that business travelers can carry a dozen 
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books with them on one little device -- and still have plenty of room 

for work related material -- and you can see why the medium is 

starting to pick up. 

Always remember that the 'shelf life' in epublishing far outstrips that of 

print.  That story you sell today could be available for a long, long 

time.  An ebook does not have to 'earn out ' in the first two weeks 

after release.  You can build up a readership.  You have time. 

The audience for epublishing is, by the very nature of how they come 

to this material, predominantly tech-savvy -- and often professionals 

in their fields.  This means they are also less forgiving of grammar and 

punctuation mistakes, as well as bad site design and presentation. 

But fixing those problems should be the work of the editor, right?  

Authors can't always have perfect grammar and such, and some of us 

need more help than others.  And we have no say over how the ezine 

or ebook site is set up.  So that's not a problem the writer should 

consider -- or is it? 

This is where choosing the right epublication is a very important step. 

Anyone with some web space and a bit too much time on their hands 

can start an ezine, or even an ebook publishing company.  Far too 

many people do. They proliferate and die out at a rate that would 

astonish fruit flies, and both the good and the bad seem to have an 

equal chance of surviving, at least for a few months.  The presence of 

a publisher on the Internet is not an indication that they are good at 

the work. 
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As authors looking for publishers, we have to be vigilant about finding 

the proper place, and more so on the Internet than we would in print 

publications.  A print publication, because of the expense, will not 

survive long if it is not professionally handled.  The same cannot be 

said for epublication sites. They will linger, drawing a few new people 

to submit material now and then (and sometimes filling the slots with 

their own material, published under different names).  They have no 

reason to die out, since there is no 'survival of the fittest' in the 

Internet where there is still room for everyone. 

So authors have to look carefully at epublication sites before they 

submit their material to them.  This is just the first step in the process 

of making certain that your material is professionally presented.  You 

do not want to have your story available at a site that would 

embarrass you. 

Grammar and punctuation, proper sentences, spelling -- those are all 

things that writers should want to do for themselves, if for no other 

reason than it gives them a better chance at selling the piece, whether 

to an epublisher or a print publisher.  Another reason to 

Some -- but not all -- epublications employ copy editors.  Look for the 

ones who do.  While it may look nice if they say 'make sure your story 

is free from all mistakes, we aren't going to touch it,' that means 

everyone else they accept has to be as good as you are.  And they 

aren't.  If you could guarantee that your story or book is the first piece 

someone is going to happen upon, you don't have to worry about what 

the perspective reader will find before they stumble upon your book.  

Unfortunately, it doesn't work that way.  If the first book or story that 
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she looks at is riddled with mistakes, that person is never going to 

look at your material. 

Ebook publishers often say so right in their contracts. In ezines, the 

publisher is often the editor as well.  If the material in an ezine seems 

chaotic, with some material of a better edited quality than the rest, it 

usually means that the ezine takes stories just as they are presented 

to them, and the people running the publication don't put in the extra 

work to bring all the stories up to par. Generally, these kinds of sites 

are not ones you want to be associated with... however, there can be 

exceptions.  First, if it is a narrow niche market for material that you 

can't publish elsewhere, it might be the best choice. Second is 

something slightly more devious: if you place a very well edited and 

well-written story at a site like this, it will stand out from the others.  

This only works well if it is a popular site, however. And popular sites 

are usually well edited. 

If you find an ebook publisher that you think you like, make certain 

that they carry the type of books you write, and then read the sample 

chapters.  You might even email the authors of similar books to see if 

they have any reservations about the publisher. 

The best advice I can give to an author who is considering epublication 

is to study the market and take it seriously. Look before you leap. 

  

Lazette Gifford is the Managing Editor for Vision, and has 
sold more than fifty novels and short stories on the 
Internet, as well as maintaining Sff.Net's Estand for the 
promotion of on-line material. 
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Forward Motion Writing  
Community Puzzle! 

By Cassandra Ward (Andi/Fetu on the boards) 

Forward Motion Writing Community 

                       

  F F P I P S G N I M R O T S N I A R B   

  Y O U N G W R I T E R S S C E N E N B   

  S D R A W A D A E R A D N E L A C O E   

  P N O W A R T I C L E S N R W L O I G   

  I P O A A E D I T J A T O L A K R T N   

  W R H I S D N E I R F D I S S S M C E   

  R E O O S T M B O A R D S I O R N I L   
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Articles     Dare       Phoenix 
Chat   Story   

Awards     Discussion     Pips     Teach   

Banners    Edit       Plot     Vision   

BN Class    Fantasy      Post     Website  

Boards     Forward Motion    Read     WIP   

Books     Friends      Research    Write   

Brainstorming   Grammar      Revise    Writers 
Challenges 

Calendar    Holly 
Lisle      RIP     Writing 

Geeks  

Cato     Jatol       Romantic 
Fiction  Young Writers 

Scene 
Character    Learn       Science Fiction      

Classes     Moderator      Smilies        

Crits     Mystery and Suspense  Splatted Smiley      

                       

 Hidden Message (26 Letters):              

 

Puzzle Solution (next Page) 

Please note that many of the words overlap,  
sometimes in the same colors. 
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Book Review  

Two Books on  

Freelance Writing 

by Radika Meganathan 

© 2003, Radika Meganathan 

Hand Book for Freelance Writing 

Michael Perry 

ISBN 0-8442-3256-4 

How to be a Freelance Journalist 

Christine Hall 

ISBN 81-7224-698-6 

   

“I would love to join the literary pantheon, 

but in the meantime, the local hospital 

needs a 800-piece on skin cancer and 

choosing a sunscreen.” -- Michael Perry   

How true.   

The truth is that freelance writing pays. P.A.Y.S. meaning paid bills 
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and happy children. And more important by paying the bills we 

have  hassle-free, peaceful writing time and the mind frame for our 

passion – be it romance, science fiction or fantasy. On second 

thought, aren’t most of us freelancing? At least the members of 

Forward Motion I have met during the chat are working writers. For 

me, if you write as a second career, then it is freelancing.    

Contrary to popular laments, it is not really difficult to break into 

this field. There are innumerable local magazines, newspapers and 

websites that always need current, local articles and seasonal 

news. The world out there always has some news to offer, as long 

as you are a part of it.    

But the problem with freelance writing is time. Taking into 

consideration the response time of magazines and backlog factor, 

it may take from 3 to 9 months to get your accepted article 

published and many publications pay after print. Add this to 

problems like a lackluster query letter, inadequate research, bad 

structuring of article and wrong submission etiquette, and your 

freelance career might never even get started.    

So it is very essential you be prepared for this business. That’s why 

I recommend the following two books – The Handbook of 

Freelance Writing By Michael Perry and How to be a Freelance 

Journalist by Christine Hall – as a primer to jumpstart your 

freelance career.    

Handbook for Freelance Writing    
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Michael Perry has written for publications ranging from Newsweek 

to the New York Times Magazine  and from  the Christian Science 

Monitor to Cowboy magazine. His essays and humor are heard in 

both Wisconsin and Minnesota Public Radio. He is also the author of 

Why They Killed Big Boy & Other Stories.   

Here is what Michael Perry says in the preface:   

“There is no single path I follow. And so, how did I choose my path 

through this book?  

  First of all, the path reflects my freelance experience. 

Interpret what you read in that context. Second, the 

path may not be straight, but it is straightforward. 

There are no overblown guarantees, no discourses on 

subjects with which I have no practical experience. This 

book isn’t about fame or angst or big book deals or the 

writer as a heroic figure. It is about fulfilling livelihood 

developed through individual combinations of spirit and 

craft; a livelihood that allows its practitioners the 

luxury of practicing survival by indulging a passion.”  

The first 3 chapters focus on Perry’s thoughts about the writing life, 

secrets to success and what the writer should do to break into 

commercial writing. In Chapters 4 to 11 you learn what to write, 

how to write it and how to sell it using the prefect query letter. To 

know more about rights and re-selling tactics, zoom in on Chapter 

13. Chapter 14 – The Business End – offers what to do about 
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taxes and billing when you start your own practice.   

The chapters are strewn with quotes and sidebars about writers 

and writing-related incidents. More like an autobiography, 

Handbook for Freelance Writing tells all you need to know to 

understand the field and build a thriving business as a freelance 

writer.   

How to be a Freelance Journalist  

Christine Hall   

Compiled by erstwhile Editor Christine Hall, the book is packed full 

of practical ideas and instructions to break into solid commercial 

journalism. Written from an editor’s view point, this books is an 

invaluable resource of insider knowledge, revealing the best 

feature subjects, how to write them and what editors really want. 

An added bonus is that Christine knows the business from both the 

sides – she was a journalist before she became an editor.    

As in Handbook for Freelance Writing, Structuring And 

Writing The Feature provides extensive information on how to 

develop your idea into an article.  However, there are other 

chapters as well, some of which will take you by surprise. There is 

a full chapter on how to illustrate your articles and how to use 

photography to raise the value of your feature. The chapter 

Building A Good Relationship With Your Editor strives to clear 

the picture about the terrifying role of an editor. Breaking into 

print – step-by-step lists out the many (local) opportunities the 
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freelance writer has, that will leave you wondering why you didn’t 

think of that before.    

This book is almost a writing course by itself, with checklists of 

things to do at every stage, case studies, sample queries and 

letters, and sections on marketing and payment. There are also a 

lot of funny anecdotes and advices throughout the book.   

“It is tempting if an interviewee suggests meeting at a 

restaurant, particularly if they offer to foot the bill. 

Once I interviewed a manager of an exclusive Swiss 

restaurant chain. But have you ever tried eating, 

talking and taking notes all at the same time? While I 

tried to handle pen, knife and fork simultaneously, the 

delicious food got cold. And all I could hear when I 

played back the recorded tape was the noise of cutlery” 

Christine Hall delivers the ultimate horror info – she tells you what 

happens at the backstage, after the Editor receives your 

manuscript. This section is definitely not for the faint-hearted, but 

nevertheless, a very useful piece of revelations for those who are 

into serious freelancing.    

The Comparison   

Now here is the reason why I reviewed two books at one go.   

If Handbook for Freelance Writing is a memoir of a veteran 

freelancer, then How to be a Freelance Journalist is a how-to 



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 13 
January/February, 2003  197 

 
  

manual. The first tells you, from a freelancer’s point of view, what 

you need to do to get published. The second, from a person who 

buys manuscripts, informs you what you should be doing to get 

published.    

Straightforward and practical, these two books show you how to 

develop ideas into publishable features, how to sell them and how 

too develop a hobby into a profitable full-time business. 

Throughout these two books, you’ll benefit from proven strategies 

and real-world advice on every aspect of a freelance writing career, 

including:    

 Finding what editors really want  

 Choosing a salable topic  

 Finding expert sources  

 Crafting the effective query letter  

 Structuring the article/feature  

 Interviewing skills  

 Commercial writing  

 Branching out  

 Rights and secondary sales  

 Taxes, billing and more sales  

 Journalists who have made it – and how 

So if you want to have a starter kit to go into freelancing buy these 

two books. They are worth every penny you pay and more. 
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Web Site Review  

A Reject is Born 

www.rejectwriters.com  

By 

Jenny Mounfield, Reject Writers Creator 

© 2003, Jenny Mounfield  

While wallowing in the mire of my mid-life crisis back in 

1999, I had a brilliant idea – I'd become an author. 

I enrolled in a 'writing for children' course (That'd be a 

piece of cake, right?), and spent the next year blissfully creating my 

first blockbuster novel, which, I might add, is still propping up an 

editor's wonky desk somewhere.  

Now that I've traveled down the writers' track a bit, feeling a tad 

older, and a lot more paranoid, I yearn for those carefree days of 

ignorance.  

Don't get me wrong, I love writing and learning, it's the rest of the 

process I'm not keen on. Namely REJECTION.  

As someone who's dealt with more than her fair share of rejections 

over the years: teachers, men, employers (not to mention my brief 

encounter as a telemarketer for a 'revolutionary new marital aid'), 

you'd think I'd be used to it. Not on your Nelly. I believe that while it's 

http://www.rejectwriters.com/
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possible to reach a point of shoulder-shrugging indifference, every 

rejection leaves its mark.  

To be fair, rejection can be useful, too, providing we have the answer 

to that all-important question: Why? But how often does that happen? 

Well let's just say that the odds of scientists cloning Shakespeare by 

Tuesday are marginally better. So we're left to pore over 'how to' 

books in the hope that eventually we'll be blessed with earth-

shattering enlightenment. And the odds of this happening are… well 

you figure it out.  

The good news is we are not alone.  

The warm, fuzzy feeling I basked in while writing my very first piece of 

brilliance had worn off by Christmas 2001. In fact it had been brutally 

stripped off, along with several layers of my delicate writer's skin.  

In January 2002, I enrolled in an intensive three-month career booster 

program, laid my soul bare, and discovered I wasn't the mother of a 

masterpiece after all. What the hell was I doing? It was sink or swim 

time.  

My newly acquired tutor/mentor cracked the whip and I churned out 

reams of new stories and non-fiction at a rate of knots. By the end of 

the program I was back on top. My work was deemed to be at a 

publishable standard. What more did I need? I was on my way. I had a 

mission. I'd found my muse, (albeit rather scruffy and unreliable). It 

was only a matter of time before the contracts were in the mail. 

I'm a firm believer that pigs can fly.  
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In mid 2002 I indulged in another dummy-spitting, tantrum-throwing 

crisis. I was a grade-A reject, and I let everyone know it.  

It was during one of the 'woe is me' monologues that I regularly 

inflicted on my fellow writers, that my muse crawled out of his sewer 

and threw me a tidbit. A member of my writers' group announced that 

she was in the process of creating her own website: "Oh great. What a 

fabulous idea," I said, head butting Agro (my computer).  "Actually it's 

such a great idea I might get a website too. And you know what I'm 

gonna call it? Reject Writers. What do you think of that, eh? Ha ha 

ha!"  

Most of my writing friends thought I'd finally lost the plot. No 

argument from me. All except one, that is, and I'm pretty sure that's 

because she's crazier than I am, (but for heaven's sake don't tell her I 

said so).  

My dear friend, Gail Breese, loved the idea. This was great news since 

I knew absolutely nothing about creating websites, and it just so 

happened that she did (can I pick 'em or what?). Ta-da! The hybrid 

child of two rejected writers was on its way.  

What is it? Fun. That's what. Everything rejection isn't.  

Within a week Reject Writers was off and running!  

Gail slaved day and night to create a unique site. She designed 

everything from scratch, deciphering alien codes and weaving her 

artistic magic. Words poured from my scarred fingertips like never 

before. We were a team, united in our goal.  
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While Gail and I want Reject Writers to be a little corner of cyber 

space where writers can have a laugh and forget their worries, we also 

want the site to be informative. Well-known authors, including Vision's 

own Holly Lisle, willingly offered their articles and advice on rejection. 

The response was, and still is, overwhelmingly positive.  

Have you ever wondered what goes on inside an editor's head? Are 

they from another dimension? Do they wear frilly underwear? (Ah, I 

can't actually answer that one, but I'm working on it). Sue Whiting, a 

successful children's author and editor, is now the world's first Reject 

Editor. Each month Sue takes time out of her hectic schedule to tell us 

what it's really like straddling the publishing fence. 

Then there are what can only be described as two of the planet's most 

rejected writers, Jack Doff and Bjorn Loozer. Believe me, no matter 

how suicidal you are, the antics of these guys will have you feeling like 

the hottest author since JK Rowling in no time.  

But wait, there's more… How to Annoy an Editor, Fun and Useful 

Things To Do With Rejection Letters, Reject Writers' 

Dictionary… On and on it goes. Where it'll end, nobody knows. 

(Sorry, couldn't help myself.)  

 The Reject Writers' Forum is planned for early 2003, and we would 

like writers everywhere to join. In fact, we're always looking for 

writers to share their own tales of rejection on our Rave On page. It's 

great therapy and might earn you a certificate. A prize, and the 

illustrious title, 'Reject of the Year', will be awarded to one lucky reject 

on Reject Writers' first birthday. So hop to it!  
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Whatever your reasons for writing, never give up. Famous authors are 

simply rejects waiting to happen. And when you feel you need a break 

from all the insanity, why not drop in and get a dose of ours?  

Rejects Rock!  

www.rejectwriters.com  

Contact: rejectwriters@yahoo.com.au 

http://www.rejectwriters.com/
mailto:rejectwriters@yahoo.com.au
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Meet the Moderators 

June Drexler 

My father was a scientist, a mathematician, and, later, a 

ceramic artist.  My mother had, in her youth, a voice to rival 

Judy Garland's.  Whether their talents had any impact on my 

view of myself, I don't know.  I do know that I grew up feeling 

thoroughly average.  I saw myself as rather stupid, actually.  For 

example, the other children, upon returning to school each year, could 

always boast of reading fifteen, twenty, even forty books over the 

summer, while I had never managed more than one.  The teachers 

never thought to ask, and I never thought to offer, the various titles of 

those books read.  So, I have no way of knowing whether the boy who 

read forty books had included The Agony and the Ecstasy (the book I 

struggled through that year) or not.   

I would not have defined myself as a writer in those early years.  I 

was, instead, an artist.  A pad of paper and a pencil was for drawings, 

not words.  I suppose I would have continued along that route if not 

for college.  I spent a year at a state college in Pennsylvania where I 

was disabused of the idea that I was any sort of artist.  I was, it 

seems, not creative enough for even the freshman professors.   

So, I left college, got married, had kids, and somewhere in the first 

decade of my children's lives began scribbling down stories.  Most of 

those attempts were incredibly bad.  Actually, I began by scribbling 

poetry, but that was so painfully horrid that I switched quickly to 

something that did not require a concept of rhyme.   
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I am not a talented writer.  Words do not come easily for me, nor have 

stories always erupted in my brain like a Yellowstone geyser (loud, 

strong, and on time).  Rather, it is the pure creative need that I can't 

escape.  I need to make something in order to be happy.  Early, that 

something took the form of drawings and paintings, later stories.  

Creation, not fiction, satisfies the soul-hunger for me.   

Not being particularly talented, it has taken me a very long time to 

compensate with craft -- over 20 years, in fact.  Part of the reason for 

this is that I've taken a lot of time off from writing.  I've raised two 

children, both in their twenties now, worked at various jobs from T-

shirt printer to patent department secretary, been married, then 

divorced, then married again.   

I spent long sojourns in fan fiction also.  Sometimes I wonder why I 

did that.  That time feels wasted, but I also met many good friends 

while writing for Pern clubs and other fan groups.  I think, perhaps, I 

was running away.  The larger world of 'real' fiction, scared me.  In the 

end, however, my own 'fiction places' have always drawn me back.   

I have learned a lot about writing and writers over the years.  I have 

also failed to learn at times, allowing the opportunities to pass I now 

wish I had embraced.  Today, as with the very first time I tried to 

write, I fluctuate wildly between believing the thing I've just written is 

magnificent and thinking it is too foul for a dog to sniff.  I still strive 

for the words, curse the characters, sob and scream and pull my hair 

out -- writing is a painful exercise.  It is also the thing I love doing 

above everything else.   
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I'm not sure what this article was supposed to be.  Perhaps a history 

of my life, but, to be honest, I've had a boring life.  Perhaps I should 

be giving pearls of wisdom about writing.  I'm not sure I have any.  

Writing is hard.  Writing is rewarding.  It is fun, but it is also work.  

Beyond that, writing is a road each writer has to carve for his or 

herself.  I wouldn't want to deny anyone else their own journey by 

promoting my route as THE good one. (Unless you care to go to 

Scotland by way of New Zealand, don't follow my example anyway.)   

About the only advice I can give is: don't look back with regret.  

Whatever failures or distractions you've allowed yourself regarding 

your goals, those paths have made you the person you are.  Enjoy 

yourself. 
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The November Madness Has Passed... 

In the list below you will see how some of the Forward Motion 

people did in last year's NaNoWriMo madness.  The people on this 

list wrote a total of 1,702,854 words in the month of November! 

Congratulations to the entire group, and welcome to the new members 

who joined us from the NaNoWriMo madness!  

  

allikat  52,780 on November 

30th 

Catherine Rain  33,060 on the 30th 

Chaimann  50,220 on 11/30 

(Joined FM from 

NaNoWriMo) 

Dragon  52,899 words, at 

about 10:45 p.m. on 

November 30th 

Eliste  50,084. And I finished 

around noon on the 

30th. 

emily_horner  50,041 on the 27th 

Feath  50,300 words, 

finished NaNo in 20 

days. 

Gaisong  52,248 words on 
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11/26/02! 

Ipsissimus  53,200 on 11/19 

Jacobine   50,515 on Nov 30 

(Joined FM during 

NaNoWriMo) 

JamiJo  50,020 at 1:30 in the 

morning on December 

1 

jkusters  50,210 words on the 

21st 

Linda Jo Martin  50,000 words on the 

17th about 57,000 

words on the 30th. 

lyricalmoon  50,059 about noon on 

Nov. 30 

Mariko  50,026 on the 22nd; 

at the end of the 

month I had 64,059 

(Joined FM from 

NaNo)  

Maytree  51K on November 28 

Nonny  31,498  
Nodigio  50,917 finished on 

11/11 

pkurilla  50,038 words by Nov. 

30 

Rang  50,021 words by Nov 

29th. 
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Ravenbear  50 369 on November 

26 

Resasaurus  50,340 by 11/28 

Restless Pen  60,000 by 11/30 

Rickn99  50,064 on 11/27 

(Joined from 

NaNoWriMo) 

RuthAnne  50,000 on November 

29th 

Shadawyn  50,000 by November 

18th and finished with 

68,695 on the 28th 

Silverleaf83  50k on November 

29th 

Sophia  50K on November 

26th 

Soren  54k on the 30th 

Veren  50,000 words on Nov. 

23 

Yume  50,011 words on 

November 26 

zette  (1) 101,654 

(November 10th 

(2)75,101 (November 

30th) 
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Good News From Forward Motion 

Latest publishing news from our members. 

 

Holly's latest 

book is in the 

bookstores!  If 

you can't find it 

order it from 

your local book 

stores!  (This is 

better for 

authors than 

ordering on-line 

-- it keeps their 

numbers up where they count!) 

 

 

 

Cover work for Holly's new novel, Vincallis the 

Agitator 

Look for it in bookstores now! 

Holly Lisle's acclaimed trilogy THE SECRET 

TEXTS is the epic adventure of heroes battling a 
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resurrected evil that had nearly destroyed the world a millennium 

before. Now Holly Lisle take readers back to the days of that ancient 

apocalypse -- and to the decadent heart of a fantastic, doomed empire 

. . .  

Glory of the Dragons 

Based on a science of sorcery called Dragon magic, the Hars Ticlarim is 

a miraculous place of mansions built on clouds and gardens blooming 

diamonds beneath canopies of captive stars. But this incomparable 

beauty hides a dark core: Dragon magic draws its power from the 

agony of slaves who are killed for sorcerous fuel. And for three 

thousand years, no one has dared question the empire's inhuman 

cruelty . . . until now. 

 

Wraith, a boy with an uncanny power, seeks the art to foment a 

revolution within the Hars Ticlarim. Solander, a brilliant young mage, 

believed he has discovered a totally new form of magic. Luercas, a 

sadistic noble, will commit any crime that furthers his ambition. All 

three are clever, resolute, driven -- and naive. For they challenge the 

rulers of a globe-spanning power that has endured for millennia -- 

rulers who will do anything to stay in power forever . . . 

Holly Lisle's current books -- on the stands now!  

 

 Moderator S. L. Viehl has sold: 
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 Melting the Iceman and two additional romance novels to Onyx 

(NAL) 

 A Matter of Consultation (AH short story) to Baen    

  

 Nov 4... Della McFerren (Login: Kiervan) posted that a magazine 

has offered to buy a term paper when it's written, though the sale 

hasn't been officially made. 

 Nov 10... Damon Lord (Ananaso) won second place in a North 

Korean poetry contest. 

 Nov 11... Jim Mills (Jim Mills) sold a story called "Charlie Killer" 

to Anotherealm. 

 Nov 13... Jon Paradise (jparadise) sold "The Girl with the 

Butterfly Tongue" to Ideomancer, appearing "early-to-mid next 

year." 

 Nov 16... Sarah Jane Elliott (Dolphin Girl) has had short story 

"Tides of Change" accepted by Tales From the Wonder Zone: 

Odyssey, "The tentative publication date is May 2003" 

 Nov 27... Liisi Ojamaa (genniva) is having her fourth book of 

poems published. 

 Dec 3... Stacey-Ann Cole (Kareen) has had a poem and short 

story published in the Women on Writing e-zine. 
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 Dec 8... Justin Stanchfield (Justinvs) won first place in the 

SFReader fiction contest with a story called "Gravid" that will 

appear in January. 

 Dec 23... Justin sold a short story to Planet Relish. 

 Lazette Gifford's current publications 

 

The Good People of Coralville  
is now for sale! 

  

The Price of the Song will be available soon from in an anthology 

DDP (http://double-dragon-ebooks.com/) 

Aubreyan 

The Dark Staff Series 

Book 1 

Double Dragon Ebooks 

(Early July)  

   

http://www.writers-exchange.com/epublishing/zette-book1.htm
http://double-dragon-ebooks.com/
http://double-dragon-ebooks.com/
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Beyond the Skyline 

Edited by 

Selina Rosen  

Yard Dog Press 

This is a collection of first reactions to the tragedy of September 11th, 

and includes not only my short piece, but also Elizabeth Moon, Vera 

Nazarian, Linda Dunn... and many others in all walks of life.  Money 

from sales will be given to specific families who lost loved ones in the 

attack.  

The Last Days of Faneh-Thenyal 

Jintsu E-texts. 

Bittersweet and poignant, Lazette Gifford's novelette "The Last Days 

of Faneh-Thenyal" is a highly original take on the last days of a 

fading empire, and the courage of one man who dares to see and 

act beyond the ordinary repercussions of conquest.--Vera Nazarian, 

 author of DREAMS OF THE COMPASS ROSE 

  

Silky 

Embiid Publishing  

Exciting, complex and richly textured, with a world you'll believe and 

a protagonist you have to cheer for -- Silky is wonderful.  

--Holly Lisle, author of Courage of Falcons  

http://www.yarddogpress.com/
http://www.eggplant-productions.com/jintsu/etext.asp?id=5
http://veranazarian.com/
http://www.veranazarian.com/
http://www.embiid.net/
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Masthead 

V
ision is published bi-monthly and gives preference to 

articles submitted by people who belong to the 

Forward Motion Writer's Community.  Joining the 

community is free, and it's a great resource for upcoming 

writers.  However, we will be happy to look at any articles that 

will help writers. 

Guidelines for Vision 

Holly Lisle And Lazette Gifford, Publishers 

Holly@hollylisle.com 

zette@hollylisle.com 

If you have any questions, or would like to propose an article for an 

upcoming issue, feel free to drop a line to either of the editors 

below.  We look forward to hearing from you! 

• Lazette Gifford (zette) -- Managing Editor, Vision E-Zine  

zette@hollylisle.com  

Copy Editor: 

• Beth Adele Long  

http://www.lazette.net/vision/Issue5/join.htm
http://www.lazette.net/vision/Issue5/join.htm
http://www.lazette.net/vision/guidelines.htm
mailto:zette@hollylisle.com
mailto:zette@hollylisle.com
http://hollylisle.com/community/lazette-gifford-intro.html
mailto:zette@hollylisle.com
http://hollylisle.com/community/beth-adele-long-intro.html
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Guidelines 

We will happily consider writing-related manuscripts from 

either unpublished or published writers. We are 

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 it 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 we’ll be interested in taking a look. 

We are a non-paying market with a 100% volunteer staff. In return 

for your work, you get as many copies of the e-zine as you care to 

download, and our sincere thanks. Your work will make a nice tear-

sheet to present when selling other work, but it doesn’t count as a 

professional market because we can’t afford to pay. 

On the other hand, the e-zine is also free. 

We use only non-exclusive serial rights; what this means is that you 

can sell your piece elsewhere before, during, or after you have 

placed it with us. However – and this is very important for you to 

keep in mind – if you place a piece with us that has not been 

published elsewhere, we will be using your First Serial Rights, which 

means they will not be available for sale elsewhere. Reprint rights 

are harder to sell. And back issues will be available from the site  for 

as long as I can keep them there, as a reference for new people 

coming into the site. 
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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  

Lazette Gifford. 

We look forward to hearing from you. 

Holly Lisle and Lazette Gifford 

Publishers, Vision 

 

Expanded Submission 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.  

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 looking reading.   

mailto:zette@hollylisle.com
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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 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  
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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 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  
 Horror  
 Poetry  
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 Romance   
 Science Fiction  
 Suspense & Mystery  
 Young Adult & Children  
 Young Writer's Scene 

And we are always interested in articles about the act and art of 

writing. 

Upcoming Themes for Vision in 2003: 

For the coming year we are going to go through the steps in 

creating a story. These steps should apply to both short stories and 

novels.  

Please remember that these cover only the theme section of the 

issue.  The editors at Vision are always looking for material on all 

aspects of writing, including how writer's live and work, as well as 

material on writing for specific genres.  

March/April -- World building (Deadline, February 1, 2003) 

 What background material do you create for your story, 

and how do you use it? 

May/June -- Plotting & Outlining (Deadline, April 1, 2003) 

 What do you do to layout your story line? 

July/August -- Putting it all together (Deadline, June 1, 

2003) 
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 From the first line to The End -- what do you do go about 

actually creating the story? 

September/October -- Revising (Deadline, August 1, 2003) 

 How do you work through revisions, and when do you 

know to stop? 

November/December -- Submissions and Rejections 

(Deadline, October 1, 2003) 

 Preparing cover letters, queries, short story submissions -

- and what to do when you get those inevitable rejections.  

Thank you!  

Lazette Gifford 

Managing Editor 

Questions?  Queries?  Submissions?  Email me! 

mailto:vision@lazette.net
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How to Join Forward Motion 

   

The community came into existence for several 

reasons. First, I hadn't been able to be a part of a 

writers' group or attend conventions in a few years, 

and knew that situation wouldn't be changing in the 

foreseeable future, and I missed the company of readers. 

Second, I am fortunate to be able to do the thing I enjoy 

most for a living, and I wanted to be able to help others 

who shared my obsession find their way to living their 

dreams. Third, I knew a lot of people -- writers and 

readers - - who I thought should meet each other. 

When the Internet suddenly erupted with free, easy-to-use 

community-building tools, I suddenly had the solution to 

bringing those many people together and sharing what I 

knew with them and letting them share what they knew 

with me and each other.  

The community has three sections -- public boards, which 

anyone can read and in most cases anyone can post to; 

private boards, where writers can post sections of works-

in-progress and receive critiques of them; and restricted 

boards, which include the Young Writers' Scene, the 

Erotica & Sensual Fiction board, and boards for various 

classes. The private areas require community membership 

and are password-protected to preserve all publication 
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rights for each author's use. The restricted boards further 

require submission of an application -- in the case of 

Young Writers' Scene, to make sure the applicant is under 

seventeen years of age; and in the case of Erotica & 

Sensual Fiction, to make sure the applicant is eighteen 

years of age or older and that it is legal for him or her to 

participate in a board containing erotic content. All 

restricted class boards will have application procedures 

posted as new classes open.  

To participate in the public boards , all you have to do is 

read them and post to them. If you register with the 

community, you gain the ability to post in HTML and use 

signatures, add your picture or avatar to your posts, use 

our private messaging and e-mail systems, rate other 

posts and other users, edit your posts, and so on. But in 

most cases there's no requirement to do either. (The Rants 

board, due to a short-lived problem with trolls, requires 

membership to post.)  

To participate in the private portion of the community, 

where you can receive crits on your own work and crit the 

works of other writers and participate in various writing 

exercises, dares, and challenges, you must join the 

community. You will have to be logged in to gain access to 

the private boards.  

To join the Young Writers' Scene, you must first join the 

community, then message me 
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(http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/ 

dcboard.cgi?az=send_mesg&userid=hollylisle ) with your 

application. In it, you must send your real name, your age, 

your birthdate, an affirmation that you are seventeen or 

under, and -- if you are thirteen or under, your parents 

must send to me at holly.lisle@sff.net by separate e-mail 

approval for you to participate in the community.  

To join the Erotica & Sensual Fiction section (commonly 

called Writerotic) you must first join the community, then 

message me (http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-

bin/dcforum/ 

dcboard.cgi?az=send_mesg&userid=hollylisle ) with your 

application. In it, you must send your real name, your age, 

your birthdate, and affirmation that you are eighteen years 

old or older, and an affirmation that your participation on 

this board is legal in your place of residence (defined as 

the place where you live when you're sending your 

application). Writers in military service stationed in areas 

where participation would be illegal are welcome to apply, 

but are asked to use discretion about when they 

participate. I don't want any of our folks getting into 

trouble.  

Anyone may join the community. Simple click this link 

(http://hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/ 

dcboard.cgi?az=user_register ) and fill out an application. 

Membership is free and approval is automatic. The 

excellent site moderators can help you find your way to 

http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=send_mesg&userid=hollylisle
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=send_mesg&userid=hollylisle
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http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=send_mesg&userid=hollylisle
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=send_mesg&userid=hollylisle
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http://hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_register
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topics of interest to you, crit circles that can help you, and 

ongoing projects, challenges, exercises, workshops, 

articles, and contests that might inspire you.  

We have a good group of people in the HollyLisle.com 

community. Come look us over, introduce yourself, take 

part in a few conversations -- or jump straight into the 

deep water and start working on your book or short story.  

We're here to help you make long-cherished dreams turn 

into reality. I hope you'll join us.  

Holly Lisle 
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