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WWOORRLLDDBBUUIILLDDIINNGG  
Issue # 14 

March/April, 2003 

Featuring an Interview  

with Julie Czerneda 

Special thanks to Ellen Wright for her work as guest copyeditor for 
this issue. 

Every writer worldbuilds, whether they write science fiction, fantasy, 

mystery, romance, or any other genre.  Worldbuilding isn't always about 

creating strange creatures or exploring alien worlds.  A romance writer is 

worldbuilding when she (and yes, sometimes he) creates an out of the way 

cafe for the lovers first meeting.  A mystery writer is worldbuilding when he 

creates a room full of clues to a crime. 

Worldbuilding also covers the houses where your character lives, and the 

people with whom your characters interact.  Plotting sets those characters 

on the right paths, but worldbuilding makes those paths come alive with 

details.  

I hope the articles in this issue help you in that constant pursuit of creating 

reality in fiction. Good luck! 

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 
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you have an insight on any of the following subjects, please consider 

writing us an article (500-2000 words): 

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!) 

http://www.lazette.net/vision/guidelines.htm
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MMAARRCCHH//AAPPRRIILL  IINNTTRROO  
BBYY      

HHOOLLLLYY  LLIISSLLEE  
©©22000033,,  HHOOLLLLYY  LLIISSLLEE      

I'm fresh from finishing a novel I've been working on -- if only 

intermittently -- for ten years.  This is the first such sustained project I've 

ever done, and, having just crawled out from under the revision read-

through but with the actual revision type-in still facing me, I have to say, I 

don't ever want to do this again.  It's much easier to revise a book that isn't 

a patchwork of material from the past decade; style is more consistent, 

continuity errors tend to be small rather than huge, and the story idea that 

you started with at the beginning hasn't morphed three times during the 

process, leaving shreds of dead books fossilized in the still-living text.   

So that's my Tip for the Month:  Books written in under a year are more fun 

to revise.  

With that probably-useless little info-bit out of the way, then, let's take a 

look at this month's issue.  For March/April, Vision takes on Worldbuilding, 

which can be either a miserable ordeal or the most delightful of tasks.  Our 

writers are going to show you their takes on making it fun, exciting, and 

worthwhile.   We also have my quiz on writing to save the world, technical 

and genre-specific articles, our book review, and much more.  

And because I have already done quite a few articles on worldbuilding, I'm 

including links to those in place of a new worldbuilding workshop.  
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Questions About Worldbuilding --  

http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Articles/faqs8.html  

Worldbuilding: Rollicking Rules of Ecosystems -- 

http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Articles/rules-of-ecosystems.html  

Fantasy Is Not for Sissies: Real Rules for Real Worlds -- 

http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Articles/rules-for-better-fantasy.html  

The Maps Workshop --   

http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Workshops/maps-workshop.html  

How Much of My World Do I Build?: A Workshop for Over- and Under-

Builders --  

http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Workshops/how-much-do-i-build-

workshop.html  

Lost on the Border at Twilight: Finding -- and Using -- Your Life's 

Essential Strangeness --  

http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Workshops/using-strangeness.html  

Keep writing,  

 Keep believing,  

  And never give up on your dreams.  

http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Articles/faqs8.html
http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Articles/faqs8.html
http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Articles/rules-of-ecosystems.html
http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Articles/rules-for-better-fantasy.html
http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Workshops/maps-workshop.html
http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Workshops/maps-workshop.html
http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Workshops/how-much-do-i-build-workshop.html
http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Workshops/how-much-do-i-build-workshop.html
http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Workshops/how-much-do-i-build-workshop.html
http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Workshops/using-strangeness.html
http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Workshops/using-strangeness.html
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WWEELLCCOOMMEE  TTOO  IISSSSUUEE  
FFOOUURRTTEEEENN  

By  

Lazette Gifford 
©2003, Lazette Gifford 

 Xylophone.  

No, scratch that.  

Xenophobia.  

Y es, that's a much better word for a writer of science fiction and 

fantasy.  No one has started out an article with X, you see. And I 

wanted to see the pretty letter (on the html version, at least).  

I am in the midst of yet another novel. There's nowhere I'd rather be, but 

then I'm kind of crazy that way.  I rarely turn down an opportunity to write 

for some other form of 'entertainment.'  Nothing is as fun for me as creating 

stories. 

Nevertheless, every few weeks I spend considerable time putting together 

these issues.  They're fun.  They're full of interesting ideas, and wonderful 

looks at how other writers create stories. The worldbuilding articles have 
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been especially entertaining, and have sparked more than a few new ideas 

for me.  I hope you find as many helpful pieces as I have.  

Anyway, welcome to the fourteenth issue of Vision.  Good luck with your 

worldbuilding, and your writing.  

And now, since this is the last piece I have to do for Vision... it's back to the 

novel!  

Zette  
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WWOORRKKSSHHOOPP::  
SSAAVVIINNGG  TTHHEE  WWOORRLLDD  TTHHRROOUUGGHH  

TTYYPPIINNGG  
By 

Holly Lisle 
©2003, Holly Lisle 

  

So you're a writer, and you want to use your writing as your vehicle 

to save the world.  

Can I talk you out of that?  

I know all sorts of writers.  I know Earnest Craftsmen, who are forever 

looking for a better way to tell their stories; Obsessed Lunatics, who put 

writing right after breathing and considerably ahead of eating or going to 

the bathroom; Tortured Idealists, who have survived something tough, and 

who are determined to get their experiences on paper so someone out 

there might read what they've written and escape the same fate; and 

Exuberant Talesmiths, who are forever bounding into view shouting, "You 

won't BELIEVE the idea I just had!"   

Then there are the other sorts.  The Scam-Artist Writers, who write things 

they have no respect for while publishing this self-described dreck 
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regularly, who sit around muttering, "I can't believe those suckers paid 

money for that".  The Pain-In-The-Ass Artistes, who throw tantrums when 

editors suggest that their words might be less than perfect.  And the worst 

of the lot, the Writing Superheroes, whose self-declared goal is to change 

the world through typing.  

And you may be saying, "Wait a minute.  I was with you right up until that 

last one -- but what's wrong with wanting to change the world with my 

writing?  

Let's look at the big picture first: the Whole World picture.  The last guy who 

really changed the world -- the whole world -- with his writing was Karl 

Marx, who had the unfortunate idea, based not on real-life experience but 

on theory, that we would all be better off if people were forced to share.  

Along came some folks who read his work, agreed with him, and thought 

they would like give his theory a test run -- from the position of Person 

Forcing Others To Share, mind you, not from the position of Person Being 

Forced To Share.  They carried Karl's half-baked theory into the real world.   

Horror ensued: mass slaughter, war, totalitarianism, annihilation of human 

rights, and the impoverishment of whole nations.  There are folks who will 

read this and scream, "But the people who tried out his theories 

misinterpreted his words."  Maybe.  That does not change the fact that he 

had a fundamentally bad idea, he decided to gift all of us by writing it down 

-- and that no matter which way you interpret the theories of Karl Marx, bad 

things are going to happen.   
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More big picture.  Let's look at the authors of the four Gospels of Jesus 

Christ, and Paul of Tarsus and his preachy letters; Mohammed and the 

Koran; Joseph Smith and his mysterious vanishing stack of gold tablets; L. 

Ron Hubbard and Dianetics.  The first two are genuine big-picture, the 

second two are big-picture wannabes.  Nonetheless, these writers have 

changed the world.  The Gospels and the Koran between them have been 

responsible for everything from hot-lead enemas and daughter-drownings 

and witch roasts and ripping people apart with horses, to war, to torture, to 

genocide, to infanticide, to the stripping of basic human rights from whole 

genders and classes and races of people.  And people acting on these 

writings continue to screw up the world today.  People are still being 

tortured and slaughtered and imprisoned and executed and oppressed, 

based on the dictates of these written works and the interpretations of the 

nutcases who believe them.  To a lesser extent, the L. Ron Hubbard and 

Joseph Smith works are guilty of crimes just as vile, and they would both 

be much worse if they were bigger.  

If you're inclined to say, "Yes, but so much good has come of these works," 

I simply counter, "Is there any way we can have the Pieta and Chartres and 

the Ode to Joy and people loving their neighbors, and just skip the iron 

maidens and the rack and the slaughter of Jews, slavery, Crusades and 

other oppressive, evil goodies?"  Because the bad is out there, and it is 

terrible almost beyond imagining.  And the bad is as much a direct result of 

readers acting on the words of writers as the good.  You don't get to claim 

one and pretend the other didn't happen.  
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About the best thing you can say about Genghis Khan is that he didn't write 

a book.  

Still want to save the world through typing?  

Let's do a Superhero Writer Sniff Test, then, and see if you're qualified.  

Start by giving yourself ten points, and honestly answer the questions 

below.  

1. Have you ever successfully saved civilization before?  

If NO, subtract one point and move to question two.  

If YES, answer questions 1A-1E.  

1A.  Have wars or human rights violations occurred as either 

primary or secondary fallout from your intervention?  

If YES, subtract ten points and go away.  Sucking at your job the first time 

around does not qualify you to receive a second opportunity to screw up 

people's lives.   

If NO, keep going.  

1B. Has anyone ever killed anyone else in your name?  

If YES, answer subquestion IB-i.  

If NO, skip to question 1C.   
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IB-i. Do you think having someone killed in your name or based on your 

precepts was an appropriate action?  

If YES, subtract ten points and go away.  We're up to our asses in zealots 

already.  

If NO, (in other words, if your words were misinterpreted), subtract eight 

points. If you can't write words that can't be misinterpreted in such a way 

that they result in fatalities, why do you think you're qualified to save 

civilization?  Go to question 1C.  

1C. Does your current plan for saving the world involve IN ANY 

WAY using force to change the minds of those who disagree 

with you, or require a majority of the world's population to follow 

your plan for it to succeed?  

If YES, subtract ten points (or all remaining points) and go away.  We have 

no job openings for the creators of dictators.  

If NO, go to question 1D.  

1D.  Does your plan for saving the world discriminate based on 

race, creed, gender, sexual orientation, philosophy, handicap 

status, or in any other way?  

If YES, subtract ten points, (or all remaining points).  Only equal-

opportunity saviors need apply.  

If NO,  go to question 1E.  
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1E.  What is your plan?   

Type it out in appropriate manuscript format.  

If you have less than five points, burn the manuscript and hit your head 

against a wall until you forget what you wrote.  It's a bad idea.  

If you have five or more points, but less than ten points, put the manuscript 

in a drawer and forget about it.  Maybe someday someone will come along 

and find your manuscript and do something worthwhile with it that won't 

result in disaster.  

If you still have all ten points, go ahead and submit your manuscript to 

publishers until one of them agrees to take it on, and then wait.  Once it's 

on the shelves, maybe we'll decide to shell out the bucks to buy it, and if 

we like it, and if we decide we like it enough to actually change our lives 

based on what you've written, maybe we'll get back to you in fifty or a 

hundred years.  

2. If your plan to save the world through typing is not based 

upon successful world-saving experience, on what is it based?  

A.  My written works have single-handedly saved an entire race or nation 

from disaster.  

Subtract one point for not having saved the whole world, and go answer 

questions 1A-1E.  
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B.  My written works were responsible for the elimination of the national 

debt, poverty, or world hunger.  

Subtract five points for having dealt with only one very limited issue, and go 

answer questions 1A-1E.  

C.  I am or have been leader of a first-world nation.  

Subtract ten points and go away.  You didn't save the world through action, 

sucker -- there's no WAY your writing is going to do the trick.  

D.  I have no relevant job experience.  All I have is a wild-ass theory that I 

think would work and that I would like my readers to force down the throats 

of unsuspecting world populations.  

Can you ... uh ... pass this theory on to the FBI, the CIA, and maybe 

Interpol, and title it “My Plan to Save Civilization”, and then ... um ... go 

stand in a dark alley in a crime-ridden neighborhood and try out your theory 

on the folks there?  No?  

Then subtract ten points for sheer idiocy, and ten more points for callous 

disregard for your fellow humans and their rights, and take a 

sledgehammer to your computer before you hurt someone.  

E.  I have decided that I really don't want to save the world 

through typing.  

THANK YOU!  Oh, thank you.  Thank you, thank you, thank you.  Subtract 

ten points -- you didn't want them anyway.  Pick up your 
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NotSavingTheWorld pip if you're a member of the Forward Motion 

Community, and wear it proudly.  Then go write something wonderful that 

we can read and enjoy.   

Writing to change the world, alter civilization, or save humanity are bad, 

bad goals.  However, writing to pass on your own experiences is life-

affirming, and can let you make the world a better place for those few of 

your readers who WANT to have their lives changed.  When you're writing 

from experience, you will manage to reach people who needed to read 

what you wrote, who were looking for answers, and who found them in your 

words.  You will be a candle making your corner of the world brighter.  And 

you won't have to get up every day, put on your superhero tights, and 

trudge off to carry the future of civilization on your shoulders.  Nor will you 

turn into a pompous ass while carrying it.  

And thank you for that, too. 

http://hollylisle.com/gifs/nstw.gif
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IINN  TTHHEE  CCOOMMPPAANNYY  OOFF  JJUULLIIEE  
CCZZEERRNNEEDDAA  

Interview by  

Lazette Gifford 

©2003, Lazette Gifford 

Canadian author Julie Czerneda (CHUR-nay-duh) is more than a 

new rising star in the SF world. She has burst into the genre with 

the power of a nova, bringing back the wonder and excitement of 

genre stories that meld both science and adventure. Her first book 

publication in 1997 began the 

Trade Pact Trilogy with A Thousand 

Words for Stranger, making her a 

finalist for the John Campbell Best 

New Writer Award; the trilogy now 

also includes Ties of Power and To 

Trade the Stars. Her popular Web 

Shifters Trilogy (Beholder's Eye, 

Changing Vision, and Hidden in 

Sight [April, 2003]) has garnered 

equal notice and praise, along with several award nominations. Her 

standalone, In the Company of Others, has won an Aurora Award, RT 

Reviewer’s Choice Award, and a Finalist for the Philip K. Dick Award, and 

is on the Nebula preliminary ballot.  
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Julie's books are filled with unusual humans and exotic aliens coexisting in 

a universe brimming with danger and surprises. With the publication of six 

(soon to be seven) novels and a handful of short stories, she has won a 

legion of fans eager for every snippet she posts in her newsgroup, and 

haunting bookstores as release days approach.  

Julie Czerneda is also one of the most approachable writers in the SF 

community. Her very popular Sff.net newsgroup gets several hundred posts 

a day, and she attends many conventions during the year. You can find her 

website at . http://www.czerneda.com  

She kindly took time out of what is obviously a very busy writer's life to 

answer a few questions for Vision. 

Vision: You are from Canada and live in Toronto, which I believe has a very 

large SF community. Do you feel that being Canadian has influenced your 

themes in any way? 

Julie: I actually live 2 hours due north of Toronto, but you are quite right 

about the wonderful and active SF community there. When we get together 

at conventions (Toronto has several), there’s often talk about what being 

Canadian brings to our work. In my case, I believe it’s influenced me to 

create characters who seek compromise rather than victory, who find it vital 

to accommodate distinctiveness, even if that isn’t always comfortable or 

safe. And, of course, there’s hockey in one of my novels and beer in pretty 

well all of them. I can’t help that.  

http://www.sff.net/
http://www.czerneda.com/
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Vision: Tell us about the Aurora Awards, and the books you've written that 

have won this award. 

Julie: The Prix Aurora Awards are Canada’s version of the Hugo Awards, 

in which works are nominated in a variety of categories, then those 

attending or supporting the Canvention are able to cast a vote. To win, your 

work has to be noticed, enjoyed, and remembered by those 

who nominate, then your work has to successfully compete 

among the nominated works. It’s a great honour. I’ve won 

two thus far: Best Long-Form English in 2002 for In the 

Company of Others, DAW Books, and Best Short-Form 

English in 2002 for “Left Foot on a Blind Man” an sf story 

that appeared in Silicon Dreams, ed. by Martin H. 

Greenberg and Larry Segriff, DAW Books. Both Beholder’s Eye and 

Changing Vision made the final Aurora Ballot in their respective years. You 

can find information about the Aurora Award at 

http://www.sentex.net/~dmullin/aurora/  

Vision: You attribute your love of writing to your mother giving you a 

typewriter when you didn't like the ending of a book, and telling you to write 

your own. This started you writing -- but has it also affected the way you 

end your own stories? 

Julie: Interesting question. I hadn’t thought of it, but I’m sure it must have. I 

want to be satisfied at the end of a book. That doesn’t mean the ending has 

to be happy, although I tend that way in my novels, but it does mean I want 

a strong feeling of closure, that enough has been finalized to fulfill the 

http://www.sentex.net/~dmullin/aurora/
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promise of the story. So yes, I try to provide that. Hopefully with success. 

No one’s told me -- yet -- that they feel I should have changed an ending.  

Vision: Are there any specific writers who have influenced you?  

Julie: I think you’re always influenced by those authors whose work seems 

to speak particularly to you, whose books you reread and continue to enjoy. 

As I was growing up, I loved an eclectic bunch, and still do. Andre Norton. 

Mary Stewart. Isaac Asimov. Gordon R. Dickson. Keith Laumer. Rex Stout. 

Edgar R. Burroughs. John Creasey. J.R.R.Tolkien. John Wyndham. 

Alastair McLean. Ray Bradbury. Many more, believe me. I’m something of 

a reading glutton. When I consider those I truly treasure, though, they are 

the suspenseful storytellers whose characters were far more than plot 

holders. That set my taste, I’m sure. Of course, there are writers today of 

whom I am in complete awe, such as Patricia McKillip, C.J. Cherryh, and 

Terry Pratchett. Is awe an influence?  

Vision: Your science background includes research in animal 

communications. What has that brought to your stories? 

All the problems Esen ever faces in the Web Shifter books! ::chuckle:: 

Seriously, that background, and my continuing interest, provides me with 

both the fundamental plot of my stories and informs the world-building. For 

example, the Trade Pact series is an exploration of one idea: how far would 

an intelligent species go to promote an inheritable advantage in its 

population, given that the final cost could be their own extinction? Within 

that series are an assortment of aliens, and their homes, which are quite 
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definitely based on what I know of life here. The Web Shifters? Reeks of 

biology. Quite literally. My science is my playground as well as passion.  

Vision: What suggestions do you have for new writers who would like to 

write material that has a science background when they don't have an 

education in science? 

Julie: There’s two parts to this. First, if you want to write a science fiction 

story, then there must be a scientific speculation at its heart. A ‘what if ...’ 

the author cares to investigate. For example, What if cell phones could be 

implanted in people’s heads? What if people were born who could only see 

in the dark? You’ll need to learn enough of that science to speculate 

plausibly. That doesn’t mean obtaining a degree in neurology, but you 

might want to read about what we are capable of implanting today, the risks 

and problems. Or you might want to walk around your neighbourhood to 

see if it is ever really dark, and research how much light the human eye 

requires for normal image formation. Golden rule: know the science that 

matters to your story.  

Which brings us to my second part. World-building. 

Whatever you do, don’t let your world violate what your 

readers know already. Science fiction readers – and editors 

– are interested in science and its consequences. You can 

use that to your advantage, because they will follow your 

speculation. But nothing discourages such readers faster 

than distrust, so your science must be consistent within the 
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story. If your story must take place on the Moon, find out what being on the 

Moon would be like before you write it.  

Readers will accept what you make clear is your speculation in science. 

They won’t accept a setting that disobeys natural laws. (Unless that’s part 

of the story.)  

I’m being long-winded. Sorry! I encourage every writer to try science fiction. 

It’s wonderful, meaningful stuff and you shouldn’t be dissuaded by being a 

non-scientist at all. You can find out what you need to know. You can ask 

someone with a science background to check your facts. The point is to tell 

a story in which a science concept matters, in which you show your reader 

the consequences, the issues, and perhaps a bit of the wonder. We need 

all such stories we can get.  

Vision: You have written books from the first person point of view of an 

alien. How do you get inside the alien mind? 

Julie: Very carefully and with smidge of lubricating jelly.  

Sorry, Zette. Of course I can only make my best guess at what it would be 

like, but we do that, as writers, every time we write about a person other 

than ourselves. In my case, with aliens, it’s also a different biology. I use 

that as my starting point. How would things appear to alien senses? How 

would that appearance affect “me” the character? For example, would a 

loud sound be startling or pleasant? The more differences from human, the 

more the reader – and I – will believe the character isn’t human.  
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Motivation matters, too. When I write from Esen’s viewpoint, I have quite a 

bit that’s not-human right from the start. Part of her essential nature is a 

very different sense of time. The other aspect I particularly enjoy is her 

combination of knowledge and inexperience. It allows me to provide 

credible information about a situation, while having a character who can 

make mistakes.  

There’s also being able to “see” a human character as alien. It reinforces 

the sense that the POV character isn’t human, for one thing, while letting 

me explore what it means to be human. I really enjoy this. I’ll use the alien 

POV to point out what is silly about being human – and what is wonderful, 

too.  

Vision: You have created intricate worlds filled with fascinating characters, 

both human and alien. Any worldbuilding hints on how to create such 

complexity? Where do you start? Characters? Plot? World? 

Julie: Thank you. Hints, huh? Well, I start with the problem I want to 

explore in the plot. Thinking about that seems to give me a strong sense of 

the overall tone of the story. Then, I think about the sort of character who 

would logically be affected by that problem. Until I have that framework in 

my head, I don’t do any worldbuilding beyond my usual stuffing of folders 

with cool information.   

Where does the complexity come from? Layering, I suppose. I write from 

start to end, and do much of my world-building as I go, but I’ll add more 

details as I reread. I like to make the settings part of the plot, as much as 
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possible -- Drapskii, from the latter two Trade Pact books, being the 

ultimate example. Sometimes that part is to help establish a mood, but 

always it’s to tell the reader more about the species or culture involved.   

But the real reason? I’m very curious. Very. I get sidetracked by that all the 

time. I made Ret 7 a planet suited to an amphibious species for no 

particular reason except I wanted a slimy character. Having done that, I 

immediately wanted to see what such a species might be like. Where would 

they live? How? What would please or disgust them? And I love trivialities. I 

really do. Downspouts that funnel rainwater into their homes, not out. 

Mobile fungi instead of rats to scurry away from garbage. An aesthetic that 

prefers flooring and walls curved like waves. See what happens to me? It’s 

really a problem sometimes.  

The end result, however, becomes a richer palate to use as the book 

grows. Humanoids don’t like the irregular floors – or moving fungi, for that 

matter. It adds to the uneasiness of such characters when dealing with 

Retians, while adding credibility to their different moral approach. 

Complexities suddenly abound.  

Vision: You are also involved in editing anthologies. Do you have any 

suggestions that might help new writers based on things you have seen in 

stories sent to you? 

Julie: How about a list?  
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Check that you’ve put your name and contact information on it. Please. 

I’m not kidding.  

Triple check the submission guidelines before you send it. Have you 

done *all* the seemingly inane things you were asked? If not, do them. 

The editor has a reason and yours is not to wonder why. And make sure 

your story really does fit the theme of the anthology (or intended 

readership). Saves everyone time.  

Story basics matter. Point of view. In a short story, keep to one unless 

you have a very good reason to flip into another head. Real characters. 

If there’s any common failing I’ve seen in first stories, it’s the absence of 

physical description of the main characters. The next would be creating 

characters with no past and very little present. The more whole you 

make your characters, the more whole your writing. Make sure you are 

writing a short story. Yes, people do go on to write novels from their 

short stories, but you don’t think that way at the start. It shows. I’ve 

rejected many stories because the author set up a novel’s worth of plot 

only to have to force an ending to the story by either ignoring most of the 

threads or trying to resolve everything at once. Short stories are hard to 

write for a reason. You must accomplish everything inside that word 

count, including a satisfying resolution.  

A couple of thoughts on reacting to rejection. (If you’ve been accepted, you 

don’t need any, yes?)  
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If your story is rejected and the editor had time to give you comments 

why, pay attention. First, this is a sign the editor was interested enough 

in your writing to say something. Submit more work to this person in the 

future. Second, even if you don’t agree with the comments, think about 

them calmly. Use them. What you wanted to say with your writing didn’t 

make it inside that person’s brain – why?  

 

If your story is rejected, it may have nothing to do with its perfection. I’m 

careful to restrict the number of submissions I accept to an anthology. I 

still receive more wonderful stories than I can put in that book. I’ve been 

able to use three so far in later projects, but I have the luxury of more 

time than most editors, because I only do one or two anthologies a year. 

Frankly, I’m cutting down the number of invitations more each time. I 

hate saying no.  

Vision: One of your projects is No Limits: Developing Scientific Literacy 

Using Science Fiction, a resource for teachers to use SF in the classroom. I 

believe that Orbiter is the latest in this series. Can you tell us a bit about 

this project?  

Julie: While my first novel was swimming in the slush pile, I was doing 

workshops with teachers and students on various aspects of science. (I’ve 

an extensive background in educational publishing.) Science fiction was a 

tool I loved to use for many reasons, from its ability to excite students as a 

genre to the issues it deals with, societal as well as scientific. The schools I 
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visited had limited resources, with their sf collections being either immense 

classic works unsuited to the timeframe of a teacher’s program, or shorter 

works that didn’t feature the type of science or issues relevant to the 

curriculum. (And yes, there were many fun reads that were sf only in having 

a space ship on the cover.) I approached my non-fiction publisher with the 

notion of commissioning short stories that would be based on science 

topics being taught in schools, by authors who could write imaginatively 

and interestingly for younger readers. Packing Fraction and Other Tales of 

Science & Imagination was the first, containing five stories, poetry, and 

illustrations all tied to high school science. No Limits is the teacher’s guide I 

did to show how to use the stories. It was great fun and has been 

exceptionally well received.  

In fact, educators liked it so much, we decided to move into elementary 

grades next, with the Tales from the Wonder Zone series. These have a 

more deliberate language arts aspect as well, with the books varying in 

reading level and the stories within each book ranging in difficulty as well. 

For example, the Stardust authors chose from grade 4 science topics, and 

those stories are for beginning independent readers. Explorer slots into 

grades 5/6, with more challenge in the reading. The Orbiter and Odyssey 

(in production) authors could play with any grade 7/8 science topic and 

those books contain stories an adult sf reader would definitely enjoy.  

Annette Griessman and I co-authored teacher’s materials for the first three 

Wonder Zone anthologies, focusing on science more than language arts. 

Because of the (rabid) interest shown by language arts teachers, we’re 
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redoing those to include more activities allowing the books to be used in 

both classes. Science fiction literally seems to have no limits on what can 

be accomplished with it.  

Vision: You are also involved in the Webs of Wonder project. Can you tell 

us about that as well? 

Julie: This was an initiative of David Brin (who financed the contest), 

Analog, and several others (including the fine people involved in 

Developing Young Readers and Readers for the Future) concerned about 

declining literacy among young people. The idea was to offer a $1000 prize 

for web-based teaching materials that used science fiction stories, then 

build a wonderful online resource for educators from the winners. 

Unfortunately, despite our considerable efforts, the number of entries was 

so dismal the contest has now ended. I’ve been talking to David about a 

different format, because the underlying concept is an excellent one.  

Vision: You have attended many conventions in the last few years, and I 

see that you have several more planned. Do you think conventions are 

important assets for writers? What do they offer to you? 

Julie: In our genre? Very important for writers. Before I was published, I 

met people at conventions who were in publishing, from agents to 

publishers. I met authors. I attended panels and workshops. In sum, 

conventions provided me with invaluable, credible information as well as 

business contacts.  
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Today, I meet friends and colleagues, interact with my readers, and 

continue to learn from other writers. And, interestingly, I still do my face-to-

face business with my own publisher at conventions, having not yet made it 

to the DAW office in New York City.  

I admit, I get a huge creative boost from every convention. It’s a 

tremendous thing, to be among people who share one’s love of wonder, 

and to see how they express it. I attend as many as I can afford, in terms of 

time and loot. It’s always been worthwhile.  

Vision: Your news group at SFF.Net (sff.people.julie-czerneda) is 

extremely busy, and filled with snippets of stories (both yours and other 

writers), contests, and discussions. You seem to really enjoy the contact 

with others, both fellow writers and fans. Does this help your writing? Or is 

it just fun? 

Julie: ::chuckle:: There’s fun, of course. But the newsgroup has become 

immensely important to my writing on several levels. The obvious is being 

able to suck the brains of all these bright and talented people. What, you 

thought I was selfless here? They are a marvelous resource and I’m 

grateful for all the help I’ve been given. And plan to ask more questions. It’s 

also been helpful to learn which aspects of my writing readers enjoy most. I 

pay attention. That’s fun too.  

Less obvious? Writing can be solitary. My newsgroup is a gathering of like 

minds I can reach with a click of my mouse. More than a gathering. There 

is a real sense of community here. We share each other’s joy and success. 
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We support each other through failure and loss. I’ve made and expanded 

friendships here I know will last a lifetime (if they can put up with me that 

long). I know, beyond doubt, the enthusiasm I encounter in my newsgroup 

makes it easier to get to writing every day.  

When I first ventured into the newsgroup world, it was because I consider it 

to be my responsibility as a writer to be accessible to my readers and this 

seemed a more interactive means than individual emails. Certainly it’s been 

far more successful than I’d ever imagined, something I attribute to the 

generous nature of the people who’ve adopted it. From snippets to 

kindnesses beyond words, they’ve proved that you don’t have to meet face-

to-face to enjoy one another’s company. This being said, there’s now a 

delightful trend at conventions for newsgroup folks to gather in order to 

meet one another. I admit to loving that part, especially when I can be there 

too.  

Vision: DAW has purchased two new science fiction novels to be 

published hardbound in 2004/5 along with two prequels to The Trade Pact 

Universe, entitled The Stratification: Books I & 2. I also see that you 

recently sold a short story. You appear to be a very busy writer. How long 

does it take you to write a novel? How do you arrange your time? 

Julie: Writing is my full-time job, so my time – on those days under my 

control – is organized thus: I get up at dawn, breakfast and check mail, 

then exercise. In the summer, I run, do weights, and garden; in the winter I 

have an exercise machine in the basement. I’m usually back at my desk 

and writing by 9 am. My husband works at home too, so we meet for coffee 
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breaks and lunch. We both tend to drift back to work for an hour or so after 

supper as well, in winter. In summer? More gardening then reading on the 

deck! YUM!  

However, I probably get three, maybe four days out of seven 

that go as planned. There are visits from family, for one 

thing. The need to make a mail/shopping/Tim Horton’s run to 

town. Those amazing days when one has to go biking, 

canoeing or fly ... You get the drift. Roger and I don’t take 

weekends or holidays as such. We take our opportunities for 

fun when they arise, then work the rest of the time to make 

up for it.  

Mind you, everything changes when I get to about the halfway point of a 

novel. From then until the finish I’m hard to pull away from my desk, tend to 

miss meals, and pretty well ignore everything around me. Thank goodness 

Roger’s here to make sure the house doesn’t burn down. I still exercise 

before I’ll sit at my desk, though. I’ve learned the hard way that it lets me 

write longer and better. (And still stand up when done!)  

How long does it take me to write a novel? Hmmm. Under six months. 

Short stories? Probably three weeks to do a short story from scratch, less if 

I work solely on it – which I rarely do. Until I’m devoted to the next book, I’m 

prone to having a few things underway at once. Okay, even after I’m 

devoted to the next book, I can’t help dabbling. The more I write, the more 

writing demands to be done. It seems inevitable.  
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I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention something else here. I earn my living as a 

writer. The more I write, the more my family benefits – both financially and, 

hopefully, as I become a better writer through practice. Simple as that. So 

being this busy isn’t all about the desire to create. It has its very practical 

side as well.  

Vision: Would you like to tell us a bit about your upcoming projects, like 

those you've sold to DAW? 

Julie: Twist my arm. ::smile:: What I have under contract from DAW will 

keep me happily busy for a couple of years. I take it as a milestone in my 

career, and DAW’s confidence in my work, that these next books will come 

out in hardcover editions first. ::bounce:: Species Imperative, Books 1& 2, 

will be two halves of a whole, as will Stratification 1 & 2. The former will be 

another big stretch for me. I enjoy those. Really. The latter will add an 

immense amount of backstory to the Trade Pact series. I have several 

other books planned for the future as well. You should, all things being 

equal, see Esen again in the not-too-distant future.  

Meantime, I’ve expanded my young adult anthology editing into a new 

series. Tentatively called “Realms of Wonder,” these will be fantasy stories, 

written around a theme such as the quest. The first book is well underway 

and I’m looking forward to readers’ reactions.  

Vision: Anything else that you would like to add?  

Julie: I do have a couple of anthologies coming from DAW Books. The 

first, Space Inc., comes out July 2003 The authors explored what it would 
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be like to have a regular job, but in space. I think readers will enjoy the 

result. The second, with Isaac Szpindel, is ReVisions, in which the authors 

have been asked to speculate on what might have changed had a 

particular scientific discovery or event happened in a different time, or in a 

different culture. The first stories in are fabulous, so I’m looking forward to 

the rest.  

What else would I like to add? Only my sincere thanks to those who’ve 

taken the time to try my stories. I have a wonderful time writing them, and I 

hope you have an equally wonderful time reading. Merci!  

Find out more information about Julie Czerneda  

and her work at her website: 

http://www.czerneda.com 

http://www.czerneda.com/
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This issue's Theme Articles... 

I had not expected such a large and wonderful turn out for the 

Worldbuilding Issue.  This is something we discuss often, but very few 

people seem to have a practiced approach to the work.  

These articles are filled with excellent suggestions and advice.  However, 

as with everything else in writing, some suggestions will be helpful and 

other will not.  There may be some little gem of help in an article that 

otherwise doesn't suit you at all. I hope that you at least enjoy looking 

through them.  
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NNAAMMEE--BBUUIILLDDIINNGG  ----  
WWHHAATT''SS  IINN  AA  NNAAMMEE??    

by   

Ellen Wright 

©2003, Ellen Wright   

  

Open up many fantasy or science fiction books, and you will find 

names that are nonsensical, unpronounceable, or just plain silly. 

From the reader's perspective, this is carelessness on the 

author's part. But from the writer's perspective, how can such names be 

prevented? 

There are generally two directions for names to go. The first is vaguely 

disguised -- or not at all disguised -- variations on names that exist in our 

world. These are all well and good in science fiction that takes place in our 

own world with only human characters, or in contemporary/urban fantasy, 

starring characters who were born in modern hospitals and named by 

modern men and women, or even in historical fantasy. However, why 

should names on worlds that are entirely unrelated to our own resemble 

those we're familiar with or conform to English spelling patterns? The other 

common method of dealing with this situation is to string more or less 

random combinations of letters together to produce names that are, on the 

whole, either largely unpronounceable or internally inconsistent. It must be 
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pointed out that aliens, assuming they are configured significantly 

differently from humans, would have the capability of producing sounds that 

we are not, and that we have no way of representing in our language. But 

to say "His name was in the alien language, and it is impossible to render it 

in human writing" smacks of laziness. Alien names the same as any others 

must be rendered in our own writing system if they're going to be included 

in a book written in it. 

Internally inconsistent can mean a lot of things. One of them is using too 

many letters -- English 'c' is more or less useless, since 's' or 'k' can replace 

it in every context; likewise 'q' is nothing more than a 'k' that's followed by 

'w.' There's nothing wrong with deciding that all of your 's's will be spelled 

with 'c's, but why have both? A name like Sicak that is pronounced "sick-

ak" is unrealistic. Another way in which writers follow English spelling 

conventions is by using double letters where the sound is pronounced 

exactly the same as it would be were it spelled with a single letter. Is the 's' 

in "Essan" pronounced like the 's' in "kiss" or the 's's in "kiss Sam"? If it's 

the first, you may as well spell it "Esan." A good rule of thumb is to have a 

regular correspondence between a sound and the way it is represented in 

writing. A sound could be represented by two letters, like our 'th' (which 

actually can represent more than one sound, but I digress), but those two 

letters should always represent the same sound, and that sound should 

only be represented by those two letters.  

How, then, does the writer avoid clichéd or unbelievable names? An 

understanding of some of the basic principles of linguistics, and careful 
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attention to detail, easily prevent these problems and give the author 

consistently believable -- and pronounceable -- names. As a group, your 

names will become as familiar to the reader as those of any extant 

language do after some study.  

One of the most important things for the English writer to realize is that the 

English spelling system is significantly more idiosyncratic than most. If 

you've ever studied Spanish, you know that by looking at a written word 

you immediately know how to say it. For example, stress in words with two 

or more syllables is always on the second to last syllable unless it is 

marked elsewhere. Even French has far more predictable rules than 

English. And we've developed ways to write words from just about any 

language in the English script. No matter how complicated the sound 

system you come up with, there's probably a way to transcribe it regularly, 

if not easily, in English letters -- necessary from the start when you're 

writing a book that will be published in English.  

All names start, ultimately, from the language of the culture that is doing the 

naming. This means that if you're going to have consistent, realistic names, 

you need to know something about the language your characters speak. 

This doesn't need to be in-depth knowledge -- just the sound system and a 

few words.  

The first thing to do is to decide on the sounds that are possible in this 

language and the way you will represent them. There are a large number of 

sounds that are not present in English but could be used by other 

languages. Though all languages use a finite number of sounds, some do 
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use more than others. English has one of the most complicated vowel 

systems. German has a combination of sounds that is impossible in English 

-- "pf" -- and also the "ch" in "Bach," which is not an English "k" as it is 

generally pronounced.  

The three most important ways in which sounds are distinguished are point 

of articulation -- across the top of the chart -- or the place in which the 

sound is made, manner of articulation -- down the left -- or the way in which 

it is made, and voicing -- whether or not the vocal cords vibrate as you 

make the sound. The five manners of articulation refer to the amount of air 

that is allowed to pass through the mouth to make the sound. A stop is 

made when the airflow is blocked completely at the beginning of the sound; 

a fricative lets a small amount of air through, and a resonant allows more 

than a fricative. An affricate is a stop followed immediately by a fricative, 

and a nasal is made by letting some air out through the nose.  

Another dimension is aspiration, a short puff of air that can follow a sound, 

though it is not used in distinguishing English sounds. Linguists sometimes 

use apostrophes to denote aspiration; this is one of the few reasons one 

can legitimately use apostrophes in names. (Another is the glottal stop, the 

catch in the middle of "uh-oh," which is an independent sound in some 

languages, such as Hebrew.)  

Vowels are considerably more complicated than consonants. They have  

three general dimensions -- height, frontness, and tenseness or laxness. 

You can feel height and frontness for yourself. Say "ee," "eh," "ah" in 

succession ('i', 'e', 'a') and you'll feel the downward movement; then say 
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"ee" and "oo" ('i', 'u') and you should feel backwards movement.  Most 

languages have fewer vowels than English does; the five letters we have 

for them in fact represent many sounds.  

As I've mentioned before, you want to choose a straightforward writing 

system, once you've picked out your sounds. Give yourself a key -- write 

down a list of your letters and sounds so that when you see 'i'  you know 

that it's pronounced like the vowel in "feet." Most languages have direct 

relationships between sounds and the characters that represent them.  

There is a correlation between certain sounds and certain meanings, and 

you can manipulate these to give your readers specific reactions to your 

names. As easy example is the word "mother"; in many languages it tends 

to have the consonants 'm' or 'b' and the vowel 'a', since these are among 

the first sounds a baby learns to make. Tends is a key word here, though. 

The fact that there is a pattern does not mean that it must always apply. 

Also, some sounds and groups of sounds tend to have a feel to them that 

others do not. Vowels, being the most open sounds, can be considered 

more melodious; stops and affricates are often said to be harsh; fricatives 

such as 's' and 'sh' are hissing, like the sound of a snake. Obviously these 

impressions are colored by a person's native language and are strongly 

subjective, but this is still a factor to consider.  

After you've decided on your sounds, and how you're going to represent 

them, you need to decide which combinations of sounds are possible and 

which aren't. Most languages have limits on how many consonants there 

are in a row -- the maximum in English is three, and that's assuming the 
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first is an 'r' or an 'l'. You could go beyond that -- "altpra" is pronounceable, 

and it has four consonants in a row -- but too many consonants in a row 

can be troublesome. If you're designing names and words for human 

mouths to pronounce, you ought to be able to pronounce it, or come close. 

So pick a number of consonants, and write it down in your key along with 

the vowel sounds. Never go beyond that.  

Make more specific rules about what sounds can go together, too. Are 

there no words that have more than five sounds total? Write that down 

somewhere. Does a certain sound always come after or before another -- 

say, 'y' only comes before 'i' or 'e'? Write that down, too. Keep a detailed 

list of the sound rules of your names, and use it so that you will not violate 

them.  

Where do our names come from? In English the process is not as 

transparent as it may be in some other languages and cultures, but still 

many people have looked their name up and found a meaning associated 

with it. You may have tried translating your name into another language 

based on the meaning. Creating a list of words and their associated 

meanings will give you fodder for creating names, and you'll also know 

something about the characters -- or at least about their parents and family 

-- based on the meaning of the name you choose. You'll have very different 

impressions of someone named "beauty," someone named "fifth child," and 

someone named "mistake." Your readers might not know the meanings of 

their names -- though they might, if another character makes a reference to 

them -- but you will, and that can make your characters' personalities richer 
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--  and give you ideas for stories. What reaction does the child named 

"mistake" have to hearing his or her name? What could have prompted the 

parents to choose it? Just from that one word there are many stories 

bubbling up. And the child named "beauty" -- what if she turns out to be 

quite plain? Or perhaps her parents thought of beauty as the most 

important thing for a girl to have, and tried to bring her up believing that 

premise -- but even though she is pretty, she wants something else from 

life.  

Also, languages often have particular endings that are associated with 

names, or with a particular gender. 'Y'/'i' and 'a' are common endings for 

our female names (coming in this case from when nouns had gender, and 

so the names had the gender associated with the words they came from) -- 

Sally, Mary, Teri, Nancy, Pamela, Gabriella, Tina, Laura. 'M' is a common 

ending for male names -- Tom, Sam, Jim. Names that have a male or 

female feel will sound more realistic, and readers will have the reassurance 

of an idea when they first meet a character of the person's gender. Fantasy 

writers often make use of English name endings to give readers this feeling 

-- you expect that Thalorina will be a woman, and Patim will be a man. But 

if you train the readers to expect the same sorts of patterns in your world, 

the same reactions can be provoked with names that are consistent with 

your culture. (And, of course, once they've learned the patterns, you can 

trick them and use violations of the patterns as another way to deepen your 

characters.)  
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Creating your wordlist, or creating the roots you're going to use in your 

wordlist, is largely a matter of random chance. Pick sounds you like, or 

close your eyes and point, and then alter the word if you don't like how it 

turns out. But when you start combining them with name endings or other 

words, they become fully formed names.  

Like any worldbuilding, little of this will go directly into your story.  There will 

be no place where you say "But 'l's can never go after 'd's in our language, 

Fred!" However, the detail will be appreciated by anyone who notices it, 

and you'll rarely be stuck looking for a name.  

It is a frequent complaint of critics of fantasy -- and its readers, as well -- 

that the scene never changes; it is usually a society based on medieval 

Europe, with knights saving princesses, and dragons and mages trying to 

prevent them. European names support the stereotypical fantasy setting. If 

this is not the case for your story, using these rules to generate names will 

reassure your readers that you are introducing them to a new, authentic 

world.  They'll quickly realize that this is not just another clone, but an 

original place and an original culture for them to learn about.  
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WWOORRLLDDBBUUIILLDDIINNGG  AANNDD  TTHHEE  
CCHHAAOOSS  MMIINNDD  

By  

June Drexler Robertson 
©2003, June Drexler Robertson 

M ost of us who watched the second Lord of the Rings movie 

marveled at how real the computer generated character of 

Gollum looked, even up against the very human actors.  

Animators can achieve such realism today because fractal equations and 

other such chaos equations allow them to randomize their creations.  They 

can create creatures that look alive in ways that the 'logical' brain of the 

computer could not otherwise accomplish.  

When I draw maps, I cause my hand to go into a sort of spasm when 

drawing the coastline.  The irrational movements make the shore look 

realistic.  That's chaos again in my quivering hand, making things more 

real.  And, then there is the quintessential demonstration of order out of 

chaos -- the Mandelbrot Set.  Study one of these elegant 'paisley-like' 

designs.  As you zoom in smaller and smaller, you find pattern after 

pattern.  The Mandelbrot is ever changing, yet never without design, no 

matter how deep you probe.  

It would be nice if we could apply those same chaos equations to our 

worldbuilding, wouldn't it?  Who wouldn't want to generate a world that felt 
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real at every level from pattern of the continents to the smallest alley in the 

tiniest village?  The problem is, how does one do that?  

Too often, our creations fall flat.  They don't seem real, even to ourselves.  

Or, worse, when they do feel real, they also look disturbingly derivative.  

We followed all the rules.  We drew maps.  We studied the scientific 

theories on which we based our ideas.  We asked ourselves all the right 

questions and played suppose until our brains felt like they'd run a 

marathon.  Why, then, do our worlds too often seem either original or good, 

but never both?  

Let's start with where all worlds begin, with an idea.  Ideas usually come to 

us like spirits, a flash out of nothing that we must grab quickly lest we lose 

it.  We usually know when we've caught a good one.  There is a kind of 

tingle that runs up the spine and the urge to tuck this idea securely away 

where it can't escape or be stolen.  Getting a good idea might be one of the 

most fulfilling, energizing experiences a writer can have.  It probably stands 

right under the exhilaration of actually finishing a project.  But, really, what 

is an idea?  

Ideas happen when our mind randomly connects a few interesting bits into 

something new.  It is the creative brain sparking, the Chaos Mind at work.  

We can't deduce what the natal idea for great masterworks of worldbuilding 

were.  Did Tolkien suddenly realize one day that the language he was 

creating was the tongue of elves?  Was Herbert's Dune spawned on the 

notion of what if a barren world produced the most important resource in 

the universe?  We'll never know.  However, one thing we can be assured of 
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is that neither Middle Earth nor Arrakis was built on only one idea.  Worlds 

that feel real are made of hundreds, if not thousands, of small ideas, just as 

Gollum was generated by millions of fractal-randomized pixels.  

You need more than a single base idea to build a world.  And that's where 

the problems begin.  

I suppose it's possible to simply sit and wait until you are randomly struck 

with enough ideas to build a whole world, but most of us don't want to wait 

that long.  We want to create ideas consciously.  We want to build our 

worlds.  Unfortunately, while the original idea flashes from the Chaos Mind, 

what we build comes, too often, from the logical portion of the brain alone.  

The logical mind is not creative.  It is prone to symbol and to stereotype.  

The logical mind likes the expected.  And, when we build from this part of 

our mind, that's frequently what we get -- the expected, the ordinary, and 

the unoriginal.  There is a place for logic in the worldbuilding process, but it 

comes after the initial ideas are in place.  The base creative work -- the 

sparking of original ideas -- is not logical.  

Somehow, we need to find a way to circumvent all that stereotypical, cliché 

thinking and get the Chaos Mind working.  We need to turn on the 

randomizer in our brain.  

One method I use is list-association.  This method exhausts the logical 

mind, leaving room for the Chaos Mind to take over.  
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Begin with that initial idea, that tiny spark of the Chaos Mind.  It doesn't 

matter if your idea seems cliché or stupid.  The list-association will enliven 

it.  Don't have an idea?  That's fine too.  Begin with what mood you'd like 

your story to have.  I want to write a spooky fantasy is enough.  

What we are going to do is take the base idea apart.  Remember, the base 

idea is really just two or more unrelated things that connected randomly in 

your mind.  For the above-mentioned spooky fantasy, the elements would 

be: spooky and fantasy.  

Let's use an idea-based example: a village of ignorant peasants invaded by 

evil magic.  

This is not the most original idea, but let's go with it anyway.  Were we to 

apply logic-based worldbuilding to this we'd probably begin by locating the 

village on a landscape.  Then we'd think about what the village specializes 

in -- farming, herding, commerce.  We might wonder if they have a liege 

lord and what he's like.    What's likely to develop is a fairly boring pseudo-

medieval world with peasants straight out of a Pietre Bruegal painting.  

Eventually we'll get to the evil magic, which will likely take form as some 

evil wizard being, well, evil.  We look at our finished creation, and yawn.  

We've read this before, haven't we?  Of course we have, because the 

logical mind loves the expected and common.  

Let's not do that.  Instead, let's try list-association.  When we pull the idea 

apart we have three components: villagers, ignorance, evil magic.  Put 

each of these components at the top of a sheet of paper.  Then make lists 



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 14 
March/April, 2003  50 

 
of associations for each.  Don't stop at the ten or so associations that come 

easily to mind, though.  Force yourself to make a hundred associations, or 

two hundred, or five hundred.   

What you want to do is run your logical mind totally dry, exhaust it.  You'll 

wind up getting silly just to fill lines.  You'll write things like: my mother-in-

law, trashcans, and nothing.  The only rule is that you can't repeat yourself, 

so all of them are valid entries.  When you have finished your list only the 

top ten or twenty will look at all reasonable.  Throw those away.  

What you want to look at is the ridiculous part of the list.  

   

Back to our ignorant villagers and the threat of evil magic.  On the list of 

associations for evil magic I have a flock of ducks.  Boy, my mind was 

really running out of ideas.  Evil magic is a flock of ducks?  But, wait, don't 

dismiss the ducks yet.  

What is a flock of ducks like?  They make a raucous, disturbing sound.  

They migrate seasonally in vast numbers.  They take over every open 

water source in an area.  If you feed ducks, they swarm you.  What if we 

apply those traits to evil magic?  

Evil magic signals its arrival with an eerie crackling noise on the wind 

overhead.  Each autumn, or spring, it settles into open water.  It swarms 

people if they try to draw it away from the water with offerings of grain.  

This is getting a bit more interesting, isn't it?  
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I now picture a peasant in his hut, listening to the sound of magic overhead 

and shivering.  He glances toward the corner where he's put his jugs of 

water, each with a bowl of corn atop it to siphon away the magic should it 

try to taint his supply.  He won't be able to drink from the wells or the lake 

until the evil has passed for the year.  In the morning, he will watch as 

those poor souls chosen to seed the lake shore with grain trudge to what 

might be their doom.  The magic, after all, has absorbed more than one.  

Maybe this village is the center of a short story.  Maybe it is but a chapter 

stop for a hero on the way to greater adventures.  Either way, this is not a 

place I've visited in a dozen other books.  It has unique traditions and 

strange magics.  It's original, because evil magic just might be like a flock of 

ducks.  

The Chaos Mind can be turned to every aspect of our writing and 

worldbuilding from the creation of our maps to the details of a tiny village's 

traditions, to character development, to scene ideas.  By breaking the 

standard connections our logical minds so love, we develop true originality.  

Try the list-association.  Then look for other avenues into your own Chaos 

Mind.  You'll be amazed where it takes you. 
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CCLLOOTTHHEESS  MMAAKKEE  TTHHEE  MMAANN    
((OORR  WWOOMMAANN,,  OORR  EELLFF......))  

By  

Gabrielle Bradeen Hoyt 
©2003, Gabrielle Bradeen Hoyt 

One of my favorite parts of worldbuilding is the everyday stuff, the 

things the inhabitants of the world would really come into contact 

with -- things like houses, food and clothing. Clothing is 

especially important, because it's so tied-in with culture. A woman in a 

burka says a lot about her culture, even if she doesn't say a word. So does 

a woman wearing a business suit or nothing at all. This can lead to 

stereotyping if done in broad strokes: desert culture = Arabs; fantasy 

setting = medieval England.  

The overuse of medieval England for fantasy costumes is fairly stale. So is 

the Big Stereotype: brawny, Nordic men in tiny underpants (usually fur, 

though studded leather is almost as popular) and swords-women in equally 

tiny chain-mail bikinis.  

So, here's a list for giving realism to the clothing systems for your world. 

Like most worldbuilding, this background won't appear in your story. But if 

you know the way things work in your world, little details will 

subconsciously slip into the story, enhancing the illusion.  
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Governing Bases  

What is the climate? Does fashion respect climate (traditional Lapland) or 

defy it (Regency England)? If fashion defies climate, why? How?  

Climate isn't only the amount of rain and snow, and the number of hot 

days, but also wind, mud, sand, lava, etc.  

What's the technology level? If it's low-tech, that obviously means no 

polyester, rayon or spandex, and it also means that cloth will be more 

valuable since it's handmade.  

Does this society have the resources (cotton plants, sheep for wool, etc.) to 

produce the textiles? If not, does it have the resources to import these 

materials?  

   

Standards Of Beauty  

What is the standard of beauty for women (rubenesque, skinny, tall, petite, 

blonde, brunette, fair-skinned, tan and tawny)? What is considered ugly? 

What do most people actually look like?  

What is the standard of beauty for men (strapping and rugged, whisper-thin 

and pallid, etc.)? What is considered ugly? What do most people actually 

look like?  

What part of the body does this society fixate on?  
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Again, this is not static. In the 1880s, a woman's derriere was the object of 

adoration, hence the exaggerated bustles. A few years later the enormous, 

matronly mono-bosom was in fashion and bustles were a thing of the past.  

   

Society  

How are women viewed in this society? If they're seen as decorative 

trinkets, their clothing will reflect that ideal.  

How are men viewed in this society?  

Is age a large division in society? Teenagers and grandparents rarely 

follow the same dress code. What would a rebellious teen wear? What 

would be unseemly for Grandma?  

Is race a large division in society, as well as clothing? Consider Jews being 

forced to wear the Star of David in Nazi Germany, for example. Which 

races? What are the emblems or styles?  

Is the use of magic a large division in society? If so, what must magicians 

wear to differentiate themselves?  

Do the various brotherhoods, schools, magic sects, guilds, etc. have 

specific dress codes? What are they? Colors, emblems, styles?  

Does the society have sumptuary laws (which prescribe what clothing can 

and cannot be worn by commoners), and if so, what are they?  
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Do slaves or servants, if any, have uniforms? What are they? Does the 

master prescribe the styles, or are the enforced by government laws (as 

once proposed in ancient Rome)?  

If there are no slave dress codes, what do they wear? Why do they not 

have uniforms? In Rome, it was decided that if slaves wore a uniform, 

they'd see how large their numbers were and realize that they could easily 

revolt.  

Do married men and women dress differently than those who are single? 

How?  

Is religion a factor in dress? If so, is everyone affected, or only those in the 

clergy?  

How is extravagance in clothing viewed? Is it normal, as in pre-

Revolutionary France? Or is it frowned upon, as in Oliver Cromwell's 

England?  

The absence of which article of clothing would embarrass someone from 

the society most?  In ours, lack of pants would be rather disturbing, but in 

another, serfs might often strip down to their underwear to work in the fields 

-- but they wouldn't be caught dead exposing their elbows.  

   

Materials And Color  
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What color dyes are difficult to produce, and therefore 

expensive/exclusive?  

What minerals and stones are prized?  

This isn't a static thing; before the seventeenth century, diamonds were 

difficult to cut and therefore not valued as highly as they are today.  

What clothing materials are there? Cotton, wool, leather, fur, silk, satin, 

linen, Lycra?  

What do colors signify to this culture?  

In ours, white is for traditionally weddings, but I believe in Asia, white was 

for funerals and red was for weddings. Of course, as Western culture 

continues to spread it changes traditions: nowadays, white is a common 

wedding color in Asia.  

   

Hair And Adornment  

What are the hairstyles for women? Marie-Antoinette pompadours or 

boyish bobs, or something in the middle?  

Is straight hair, wavy hair, curly hair or no hair in fashion? If your hair 

doesn't meet the standards, can you wear a wig? Or is a hat the only 

alternative?  
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Is dye the refuge of pathetic old women, or is it respectable for any woman 

to go from blonde to brunette to purple-and-green?  

What are the men's hairstyles? Long, flowing, Gornthor-of-the-North 

manes, or Marine-style haircuts, or something else less extreme?  

What is considered just slightly too feminine for a man: powdered 

headdresses or hair just a little too long?  

How do men wear their hair in the military (if the military is considered 

admirable, men's hair might reflect it, as in the close-cropped 1950s. If the 

military is in disrepute, men might rebel like they did in the androgynous, 

long-haired '60s)?  

Do men's styles include facial hair (beard, mustache, mutton chops, etc.)?  

What forms do jewelry take? Necklaces, medallions, headdresses, 

bracelets, rings, piercings in every conceivable location?  

Is weaponry integrated into fashion? If so, is a sword part of a dress 

uniform, or everyday street-wear?  

What kind of makeup, if any, is popular or accepted?  

Makeup itself is an ancient device -- eye shadow was used in Egypt to 

excess; but in the Victorian Era, no respectable woman would even think of 

using the slightest powder.  
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What forms of alteration/mutilation, if any, are fashionable? Tattoos? 

Piercings? Implants? Something worse?  

What wearable objects are thought to protect one from evil (as in the 

crucifix)?  

What general form does the clothing take? Drapery? Baggy tights and 

tunics? Skin-tight, as in our own society? Or nothing at all? Does it differ by 

gender?  

   

Miscellaneous  

Can certain clothes be used as a punishment, such as wearing a scarlet A 

for adultery?  

What is considered terrible taste? Plaids with stripes? White after Labor 

Day?  

How much does one's profession impact one's apparel?  

An equestrian needs comfortable, thick and protective pants (saddles are 

not forgiving), and any soldier who wants to survive a battle wants a 

helmet, no matter how artistically unbecoming they are.  

How much of fashion is ambi-gender? These days, both genders wear 

pants, but only women can, customarily, wear dresses. In the age of Rome, 

men and women wore virtually -- to our eyes -- indistinguishable togas (to 
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Romans, men and women's fashions were quite different: women wore 

stolae, and men wore a toga. Any woman who wore a toga was likely a 

prostitute).  

What animals are held in fear or respect? Do powerful people dress in their 

skins (as in the jaguar warrior of some pre-Colombian civilizations), or 

simply wear simulacrum wooden masks? Do they do this to appease the 

animal or gods, or is it to show their people how strong they are?  

* * * *  

When worldbuilding, write an overview of what costume looks like for men, 

women, children, and the upper and lower classes.  

You can probably think of more questions. Remember, you can answer all 

the questions in this article, and still come out with something that 

resembles Medieval European fashion. But if you do, there will at least be a 

consistent and well thought out reason for it.  

Remember that while the people in your story may physically resemble 

Europeans, or Africans, or Asians, it doesn't mean their clothing must look 

just like what Africans or Indians wear in our world. As long as the clothing 

fits with the society, technology and climate of your world, it can be as 

familiar or as exotic as you want.  
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  IISS  IITT  AALLLL  WWOORRKK  AANNDD  NNOO  PPLLAAYY  
FFOORR  JJAACCKK??  

By  
Connor Caple 

©2003, Connor Caple 

  

You may have just spent weeks designing your world and its 

inhabitants, but did you give any thought to their social lives? Do 

your characters work, or fight, all day and then just retire to a bar at 

night? Perhaps you've read novels where that was the case. Maybe it 

seemed to work fine, but if I lived in a world that dull I'd probably be dead by 

now.  

Even the roughest of cultures have games. Children in every civilization play 

games as they grow. When they become adults, does that desire for 

recreation suddenly desert them?  

Games can be split into many classifications. In our world we have children's 

games (Hopscotch, ball games, models and toys) and several types of adult 

games.  

 

The adult games can fall into categories like:  
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Games of chance (cards, dice, etc.)  

Games of skill (Field events, darts, skeet shooting, foot races)  

Recreational pursuits (Dancing,)  

Team Games (Soccer, Polo, Hurling)  

Games of intellect (Mancala, Chess, Checkers)  

Modern literature also has many examples of these games:  

J. K. Rowling – Quidditch plays a major part in the Harry Potter books.  

David Gemmell – The Rigante series has a book based almost totally 

around gladiatorial combat  

John Norman – His Gor series has the 'Game' and the 'Players', who walk 

around dressed in checker-boarded clothes and play a game a lot like 

chess.  

We even have real world spin-offs like Terry Pratchett's 'THUD' game, which 

you can now buy.  

The possibilities are endless. If you want to design a game for your world, 

look at the culture you are working in. Is there religious significance, like in 

ancient Greece where the games were part of the worship of the gods? Is 

gambling popular? We know games of chance have existed for thousands of 

years. There is the biblical reference to the Romans dicing for the robe of 

Jesus as he was sent for execution.  
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How 'intellectual' is the population? The game of Chess, for example, has a 

long and varied history. The rules as we know them have only existed for a 

couple of hundred years. Before that, pawns initially moved only one square. 

Chess developed from another game called Shatranj, which had elephants 

instead of bishops, and a less powerful  'queen.'. Look back even farther and 

you will find a four-player game called 'Shatarunga' that used a die to decide 

what piece was allowed to move!  

Would a bloodthirsty bunch of nomads play chess, or would they be more 

likely (as in modern Kazakhstan) to play a variant of polo on their war 

ponies?  

The ancient Celts knew board games, but they also played a vicious game 

called 'hurling' which has survived (in a toned down form) to this day in 

Ireland and Scotland. In fact, if you read the ancient literature, they used this 

game to settle quarrels instead of a fight, since the death count would be a bit 

lower. Yes, people died playing these games. There were no safety rules, no 

helmets, no 'fouls.'  

How far can your imagination take your games?  

If you think like one of your own characters, you will get more ideas. 

Imagine that you, for example, work in the senate of your local town. You 

are a pen pusher, you come home at night and ... do what? Sit and stare at 

the wall? Get drunk and collapse, until you do it all over again the next 

day? There must be more to life than this. Are you an intellectual? Would 

you enjoy a board game, attend a play?  
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Do you thirst for bloodier entertainment after a hard week's work and head 

for the Coliseum? Do you go there to make money, laying wagers against 

the combatants and the racers? Perhaps, as in ancient Rome, there are 

well-developed chariot race tracks set up in your world. Teams from each 

'stable' race weekly. The drivers are heroes to the local crowds. The races 

are vicious affairs where whipping an opposing driver is well within the 

rules. You might bet on your 'faction' in the games, you support them 

wildly; you perhaps wear their insignia somewhere about your person - or 

their colours? This is not a lot different to modern soccer or baseball 

games in some ways - all team games have their supporters.  

Would Harry Potter work as well without Quidditch? It's not just a 

recreational pursuit; the rivalries are used to move the story forward, to 

build tension. In the fourth book, the villain 'fixes' the games in an attempt 

to trap and kill the hero. Can you see a way that games and contests could 

be used for a similar purpose in your world?  

The ancient Mayan civilisation played a dangerous game in a stone walled 

courts with a solid rubber ball. By all accounts the team members were 

heroes to the populace. The game was dangerous -- the ball could break 

limbs, or cause concussion or even death. The players struck the ball with 

their hips, but we do not know how much physical contact was allowed 

between players.  We do know that at least one prince or king took part. It 

is recorded on one of their pyramids.  

Does your culture value 'hard men' or would it prefer softer pursuits? 

Perhaps the barbarians up the road play a more vicious game and your 
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culture encounters it - how do they react? The Romans gathered animals 

and people from around the world for their lavish entertainments, with the 

sponsors trying to impress the populace. What could the politicians in your 

world stage as a recreational activity to sway the population's opinion? 

Would they even want to? Might they just take their enemies and make 

them fight to the death for sport?  

In films like Clash of the Titans and Jason and the Argonauts, the gods are 

depicted as using humankind and other species as pieces in a game. They 

move them around a stylised map and cause death, disaster and conflict by 

their actions. Are your people just pieces in someone's game?  

What about the status of your game players? In the Gor series, the Players 

are outside the law. The warring city-states would not harm a Player. The 

best Players are famous throughout the world and revered by the citizens. 

A father might boast to his son that he once played the Champion of Ar at 

the Game. It would not matter that he had lost - he played the champion, it 

was an honour that he was allowed to do so. Would your culture revere a 

sportsman or a player in the same way?  

Think about games – let them add depth to your world.  

References:   

Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire (Book 4) by J. K. Rowling  

Publisher: Scholastic Trade; Reprint edition (July 30, 2002) ISBN: 
0439139600  
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Midnight Falcon (The Rigante Series, Book 2) by David Gemmell  

Publisher: Ballantine Books; (May 1, 2001) ISBN: 0345432363  

THUD the Boardgame by Terry Pratchett  Publisher: Millennia Marketing  
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AA  HHEETTEERROOGGEENNEEOOUUSS  WWOORRLLDD  
By  

Rang Lieu 
©2003, Rang Lieu 

   

"Variety is the spice of life."  

Want to spice up your world?  Add variety.  Let your characters -- 

and readers -- feel not just the sweltering heat of the tropical 

forest, but the freezing winds on the ice-clad mountaintop as 

well.  Let them experience a heterogeneous world.  Mountaintops vs. 

valleys, ship's deck vs. underground mines, courtrooms vs. living rooms -- 

the more disparate settings you include, the more depth and breadth and 

richness you imbue into your world.  

But what if your characters aren't on a journey around the world?  Not to 

worry, there's plenty of variety even in a single city, if you know where to 

look.  There's the open street, the local courthouse, the bar, the factory, the 

office cubicle, the houses of various characters, the doctor's examination 

room, etc.  But think how boring the story would be if every scene occurred 

inside someone's living room.  

And if you really, really feel that you can't find any variety in your world -- 

manufacture it.  If your whole story takes place on a starship, you can 

individualize parts of the ship.  Star Trek has been doing it for years -- 
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engineering room, command bridge, etc.  This same concept of 

manufacturing variety by differentiating parts of a seemingly homogeneous 

whole applies to any setting.  For example, mercenary army camps have 

generals' tents, cooking fires, latrines, sentry lines, camp followers, etc.  

Variety of setting will spice up a story.  Why not avail yourself of this extra 

tool in your writer's toolbox?  Make each setting and each atmosphere as 

distinct and different from another as possible.   

More Than Geography  

Creating a heterogeneous world doesn't only mean creating heterogeneous 

physical settings.  Heterogeneity springs from social differences as well.  A 

homeless shelter and a CEO's office are very different places and that 

difference adds complexity to your story world. To inject that extra 

complexity, choose your scene settings with an eye to social variety -- 

police stations vs. junkie's hideouts, royal dining halls vs. food lines filled 

with the poor.  Including such sharply contrasting settings in your novel 

allows you to add social range.   

Take your reader on a tour of the highs and lows of your story world.  The 

principle of highs and lows in a heterogeneous world goes beyond 

mountaintops and valleys.   

Geography and Plot Associations  

Ideas are nebulous, but settings are not.  Tying ideas to settings makes 

them more tangible.  Tying separate ideas to different settings solidifies the 
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boundaries between them.  If you've got several plotlines in your work, you 

can tie them to different settings.  

For instance, every time the main character goes home, the reader knows 

that you're about to expand on the tumultuous relationship he has with his 

wife.  Every time he goes to the office, the reader knows that you're back to 

the storyline about the corporate rival trying to frame him.   

Establishing these setting-plot associations doesn't mean that the wife can't 

show up at work, or a co-worker can't visit at home.  As a matter of fact, 

such upsets can complicate matters and make the story interesting, 

especially when subplots and different plotlines start tangling with each 

other.   

These setting-plot associations are general guidelines that help the reader 

compartmentalize and keep track of the different subplots.  A 

heterogeneous world offers the advantage of natural differentiators for plot 

associations.  Take advantage of those possibilities.   

Geographical Progress  

A heterogeneous world can also be used to mark progress.  A story can 

begin in one location and then move to another, signaling a shift in phase.   

Each change in setting can indication a plot twist and plotline progress.  

Fantasy quest novels in particular make extensive use of heterogeneous 

geography as a marker of progress, charting the path of the hero as he 

journeys from region to region.  
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What if you're not writing a fantasy quest novel?  Scene selection can still 

help you mark plot progression.  Perhaps the first portion of your book is 

aboard a colony ship, and then the story moves onto the new colony world.  

That shift in setting immediately translates into a shift in plot phase 

progression.  

The key is that whenever you shift settings, the reader understands that the 

new environment -- a different environment -- represents change.  Change 

means progress and development in the storyline.   

Straw and Sticks and Bricks  

So, when you build your world, take a lesson from the three little piggies.  

Make a house out of straw, one out of sticks, and one out of bricks.  Think 

how boring that fairy tale would be if all the piggies had made their houses 

the same way.  Think different, think variety, think heterogeneity.  
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NNOOTT  AALLLL  TTHHAATT  IISS  KKNNOOWWNN  
By   

Steven Swain  
©2003, Steven Swain 

 

When writers worldbuild, we are sometimes afflicted with the 

desire to incorporate all of it into our story somehow.  This is 

often not necessary. And the more you worldbuild, the more 

unnecessary it is.  

For example, when you set up a royal genealogy going back twenty 

generations, and then you mention the King who was nineteen generations 

back, restrain the urge to recite all the generations in between like some 

Biblical list of "begats." It is sufficient to merely mention that this particular 

King was nineteen generations back. You don't even have to specifically 

mention the number of generations if your royal titles are set up so that 

every King has a title that all the others had and the only change is in the 

number. For instance, if the current King is known as "Robert, Twentieth 

King of Vehreni." If this is the case, all you would need to do is refer to 

"Henry, Second King of Vehreni" for the reader to have all the clues he 

needs to know that Henry was eighteen generations before Robert.  

In fact, you can use this method as a shortcut in worldbuilding. You will 

notice that I only mentioned two names.  I didn't even bother coming up 

with the other eighteen names.  And you don't need to, either, until it 
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becomes necessary.  

In David Weber's The War God's Own (Baen, ISBN:0-671-57792-1) the 

author has one character tell another "Let this be a lesson to you, my 

friends. Never assume that just because something was once common 

knowledge it must be still."  With apologies to the author, I would like to 

modify the words slightly and apply them to this topic.  "Let this be a lesson 

to you, my fellow authors. Never assume that just because something is in 

your worldbuilding notebook it must be in the story."  

Oftentimes all that is necessary for the reader to know about the history of 

the world is a hint here, a mention there, perhaps a short snippet of a tale 

somewhere else.  Those tantalizing glimpses of a world that goes deeper 

than the immediate story is enough to make the world seem all that much 

more real.  

I like to compare it to our own world's history.  Consider three civilizations: 

English, Egyptian, Babylonian.  We know a lot of the history of England - 

enough, in fact, to have an information overload. How much English history 

that we've learned do we bother to remember? Not all that much, right? We 

know much less about Egyptian history.  In comparison to English history, 

we don't know all that much.  We know the names of some kings and how 

long ago they lived and maybe which dynasty they were part of.  We know 

of their monuments and statues -- the ones that remain.  We are teased 

with glimpses of the long history of Egypt and those glimpses give modern 

Egypt that aura of mystery, of age, of continuity. Contrast those two with 

Babylon. We know practically nothing about Babylon, even in comparison 
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to ancient Egypt. A mere few tidbits: a monument or two here and there, 

names of a few kings. These few facts are almost all the proof we have that 

it really existed. Likewise, when using an ancient civilization as background 

or a sideline in your story, only a few facts are needed to convince the 

reader that it existed. 

A writer has to be almost mercenary in how the facts are doled out 

amongst the available number of words.  The writer has to consider 

carefully the effect that will be given. Will this particular fact be a tantalizing 

glimpse of some ages-old civilization, or will it be merely another fact in a 

long list of recited facts about some civilization we know almost too much 

about? Get the most punch for your facts when you can. The mercenary 

soldier spends as much as he has to on his armor and weapons and other 

equipment and, often, not a penny more. The rest of the money is saved for 

entertainment.  So, too, the writer. Spend as many words as you have to 

for setting up the world, but no more. Save the rest for entertainment - the 

actual story itself. But don't misunderstand me - those "world words" are 

essential. You must have them! Don't skimp when skimping isn't called for.  

It can often be a delicate balancing act. It is as demanding of care as 

walking a tightrope. The tightrope walker can sway only so much -- but no 

more! -- before he will fall.  Likewise, the author can be flexible in the 

amount of world words used in contrast to entertainment words, but only to 

a certain point! Beyond that point, the story will fall. This analogy is not 

meant to frighten, only to caution.  Just as the tightrope walker gets better 

with practice, so will you. 
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This is not to say that you should not worldbuild.  In fact, worldbuild all you 

want. The more you know about your world, the more facts you have, the 

more judicious you can be in which facts you give the reader.  Just 

remember that not all that is known to you should be explicitly given to the 

reader. Good luck and happy writing. 
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AA  CCOOMMMMEENNTT  OONN  PPAARRAALLLLEELL  
WWOORRLLDDSS  

By  
Tony Hellmann 

©2003, Tony Hellmann 

So you're building a parallel world. What does that mean? Star Trek 

watchers may remember the episode when Kirk found himself in a 

parallel universe, on his ship, with this crew…only they were evil, 

and the Federation was an evil empire. That's one example of a parallel 

world. But there are others.  

I've just finished the second draft of a novel set in a parallel world. The 

protagonist is a straight man in a world where everyone is gay and faces 

life as a sexual minority. Some parts of this parallel world need little 

explanation. Since my book is set in Seattle in 2003, readers have an idea 

of the technological aspects of American society, and because I 

occasionally reference history and pop culture, they recognize a common 

understanding of the setting. They assume that all the physical laws and 

sciences work in the manner to which they are accustomed, unless I 

explain differently. My explanation must be good enough for them to 

suspend disbelief and continue on.  

After finishing my first draft, I jubilantly took my manuscript to the best-

known discount POD publisher in the country: Kinko's.  There I had a half 
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dozen reader's copies printed. The first question on each of the three I got 

back was the same: If straight people compose less than ten percent of the 

population, how do babies get made?  

My initial thoughts ran along the lines of the misunderstood artist: It's not 

important how babies get made. Don't you see that this is a social 

commentary designed to get you to challenge stereotypes and notions of 

heterosexism by putting straight people in the oppressed position?  

However, these weren't the first words out of my mouth, as I believe that 

the responsibility for accurate communication lies with the sender. The 

receiver just receives. The sender has to transmit the correct data for the 

receiver to get the correct picture, and if readers have questions, I can't go 

to each of them and explain the answer verbally. I need to do it in-text. It 

occurred to me that regardless of my intended message, my readers could 

not ignore a glaring inconsistency just for the sake of argument. One can 

do that without prior explanation in the 'mental experiments' common to the 

fields of physics and quantum mechanics (like Schrodinger's Cat), but not 

in a novel.  

So that brings us back to worldbuilding in a parallel 

world/universe/dimension/space-time continuum. Parallel worlds will 

require a suspension of disbelief, like all fiction, but it needs to have some 

background in order to make it real. If Michael Crichton had started 

Jurassic Park with ImGen cloning dinosaurs, and without explaining where 

they got the dinosaur DNA, it would have been difficult to suspend disbelief 
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regardless of how good the rest of the novel's parallel world turned out to 

be.  

Believable premises must precede diversions from current reality. The 

believable premise in Star Trek wasn't the transporter accident that sent 

Kirk to the parallel world--that was the catalyst--it was that the Enterprise 

was in uncharted territory, making new discoveries, with each of those 

discoveries altering the way the human race understands the universe. 

That parallel universe was yet another discovery, equally as fantastic as 

the ones the Enterprise made before and after.  

For my novel, the believable premise went back three thousand years, to 

artificial insemination practiced by the ancient Egyptians, among other 

societies. It's true that this isn't important to the setting of my novel; 

however, it is vital that the reader knows and accepts the underlying thesis. 

As you build parallel worlds, pay attention to the why as well as to the what. 

Your readers will.  

Jurassic Park, Michael Crichton, ISBN: 0394588169  
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AANN  EEMMPPTTYY  RROOOOMM  
By  

Melissa S. Born 
©2003, Melissa S. Born 

Like many writers in college, I enrolled in a creative writing class to 

improve my skill and get an "easy A."  However, this class became 

a challenge from the moment I walked through the door.  The 

teacher, a young poet with a Masters in poetry, walked in with a phone 

book clutched in her hands.  Just a phone book.  She set it down on her 

desk, opened it and began tearing pages from it as the last of the students 

filed into class. 

After everyone was seated, several pages filled with a cascade of names 

and numbers were given to each of us. "Take out a blank sheet of paper 

and a pen.  This is called character building through setting." She smiled, 

"A somewhat roundabout way of doing it.  Pick a first name and a last 

name from the pages I've given you and fill your page with information 

about that person."  

Okay.  Character creation.  I can handle this.  So I picked a name, trying to 

make him as interesting as possible -- I had several Smith pages after all -- 

and began jotting down little things about my character.  I wrote down his 

hair color, his eye color, height, weight, age, education, everything I could 

think of, and before I knew it my page was full and the teacher was telling 

us to put down our pens.  
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She then told us to get out another blank sheet of paper and said that this 

was where we build our characters.  We had to write a page length 

description of the room in which our characters lived. Where the person 

lives would tell us much about her life.  She smiled somewhat deviously 

this time when she told us that our character couldn't be present in the 

room.  

What?  A story with no characters?  

I stared at my blank page, then back at the page I had filled full of 

information about the character.  All that information I had written down told 

me little about who he really was and what sort of room he had.  Would he 

be cleanly?  A slob?  A teenager up on all the latest technology?  Or a 

wizard who blew up electronic devices just by walking by them?   

The teacher dismissed class and I drove home thinking about my 

character.  It wasn't until I walked into my own bedroom that I realized I 

could do it.  CDs covered my stereo stand, posters on the wall, computer 

blaring with a white screen; these things reflected my personality.  I had a 

character.  He was young, lonely, living in poverty.  His world danced with 

wonderful creatures like faeries, elves and dragons.  So his world wasn't so 

great.  He spent most of his days locked away in a tower, carving pictures 

in the stone walls.  But wait...  

Pictures on the walls.  Perhaps my character hoped to someday be free 

and the pictures were drawings of the time he would be?  Maybe a simple 

leather blanket would be enough to make him happy as it warded off the 
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evening chill.  And from the single small window he could look out and 

watch the faeries play outside in the sunlight and smile, knowing someday 

he'd join them.  

So I began to write.  I knew my character now like no one else, all because 

I knew where he lived and how he lived in the same way that I know where 

I live and how I live.  The room reflected the story of his life, his goals, and 

his dreams.  Short and to the point, one page about an empty room taught 

me more than a thousand pages of character description ever could.  And 

guess what?  I got an A on that one.  

-Credit to Professor Cullen Bailey Burns  

Example Piece:  

The Room by Melissa S Born  

Damp, dirty, blue-gray bricks held the cold inside the room as if 

it were collecting it.  A single dancing light, projected from the 

last dying candle, flickered across the walls, moving to an 

unseen rhythm.  The lone window, high on the outside wall, 

allowed only one tiny gleam of moonlight in to pronounce the 

time of day.  Scratches in the stone and rusty chains hung with 

eerie decoration as a reminder of the past.  Thick white spider 

webs flowed across the room, shimmering in the candlelight, 

and a lone live victim struggled against the intricate design that 

swung gently in the wind.  Wrapped tightly in silk threads its will 

faded as the owner of the beautiful, but deadly, creation 
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approached carrying hunger in its many eyes.  Rats squealed 

and padded across the hard floor, their nails scraping the ground as 

they scattered away from the crystal webs as if in fear they would be 

caught too.  

A tray of bread and water sat untouched beside the thick rotted wood 

door.  A rough, worn leather mat, still warm, with a balled-up blanket 

thrown carelessly on top, as if forgotten, sprawled out beneath the 

window.  Beside the make-shift bed a broken chunk of brick left a chalky 

residue, that formed drawings of a small stick-figure wrapped in a blanket, 

surrounded by tiny stick forms with wings, in the thick dust on the floor.  

The only indication of life, bare footprints, those small enough to be from a 

child, imprinted in the dirt next to the mat, glowed with tiny sparkles that 

lead to the window and disappeared into the night.  
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WWOORRLLDDBBUUIILLDDIINNGG::    
FFRROOMM  HHOOMMEETTOOWWNN  TTOO  

GGAALLAAXXYY''SS  EENNDD  

By  

Jon Chaisson 
©2003, Jon Chaisson 

Do you remember those days in grade school when you brought 

home your newly acquired textbooks, and your first assignment 

was to put paper covers on them?  The easiest and cheapest 

covers were always made out of those brown paper grocery bags.  My 

mother had quite the collection of them, so I was never without a cover.  I'm 

sure that for most students the cover would get plastered with band names, 

love notes, assignments, and countless scribbles to get a pen working 

again.  

I must have been the only kid in the entire school system to plaster his 

book covers with drawings of maps.  The first question I'd get was, "Hey, 

what's that a map of?" and often I'd shrug and say that I didn't know, I just 

made it up as I went along.  Their reaction to that was an interesting cross 

between fascination and concern.   

I honestly have no idea where my interest in cartography came from; I have 

never even studied it.  I believe it came from digging out roads for my 
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collection of matchbox cars in the side yard dirt.  I enjoyed drawing from an 

early age onward, but when a fifth grader bypasses the usual badly copied 

caricatures and band logos, and goes straight to drawing maps, 

something's a little peculiar.  To this day, I still get people asking me what 

I'm drawing a map of when they look over my shoulder.  I have one in my 

back pocket right now, which I work on during breaks.  

 

I see map drawing as art, rather than a show of geometry and geography, 

simply because I draw maps of nonexistent places.  Many of these 

drawings take their inspiration from real places, such as a river's path that I 

drive past every day, or a highway's path that I'm familiar with.  There is 

always a railroad stop near the center of town, a fork in the river, a gas 

station and at least two churches.  There is always a mountain or at least a 

high hill nearby, with a path to the top.  

I'm especially fond of geographical maps—the US Census maps with the 

elevation marks and the green-shaded woodlands.  If I stare long enough 

at it, the three-dimensional effect works better than those Magic Eye 

posters I've never been able to figure out.  With these maps I see the 

shape of the land, of what it once was, and how we as a nation have 

carved and tended it to our liking.  

When creating the fictional city-state of Bridgetown for my work in progress, 

I fell back on my meager cartography skills to create a sprawl that captured 

the sheer size of a futuristic city, filled with not only humans but humanoid 

aliens.  My only prerequisites were a wide river with an island to the south, 
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the ocean to the east, federal "wilderlands" to the north, a "nullport" to the 

west, and a giant tower right in the middle of it all.  Everything else in 

between was a free-for-all.  

There are a dozen 'sectors' in Bridgetown.  I used the history of Boston's 

suburbs as a parallel for these sectors, deeming them former cities and 

towns incorporated into a larger whole.  Thus, each sector had its own 

unique story, from Branden Hill's academia to the uppercrust Pullock Street 

Heights to manufacturing in South City.  These were all off-the-cuff ideas, 

things I never put much thought into until I needed them.  Once I placed 

points of interest in those sectors, such as a college or police headquarters 

or a museum, it only opened up yet another avenue (pardon the pun) for 

me to investigate.  Secondary and tertiary characters, even entities like 

companies and stores, came out of the woodwork, all begging for a bit part.  

I soon realized that the term "worldbuilding" does not necessarily need to 

be taken literally; a writer need not create an entire planet, for instance, if 

he or she is writing a fantasy that takes place only in Wolf's Glen.  It may 

not even be an entire town, but a local neighborhood.  You control the 

world here; take only what you deem important to the story, but keep an 

ear open for its secrets and lost legends.  

Keep in mind that each town has its own story.  That story may or may not 

be the one you write, but it is definitely part of it.  You need not come up 

with a long, detailed history; you must, however, create just enough for 

your characters to react to it in some way.  One of my main characters lives 

in a dangerous sector of Bridgetown, but the fact that he's so familiar with it 
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from his childhood leads him to believe that he wouldn't want to live 

anywhere else.  Another character hates the area because it makes her 

uncomfortable.   

These rules should exist in equal scale when creating anything from a 

magical realm to a planet to a universe.  Of course, the regular laws of 

physics, logic, and reason might hamper some of your wilder plans, but 

above all, your world is only as real as the characters that live and move 

within it.  It's often the best part of writing, because once you know where 

your characters are, chances are you know how they'll react; thus you'll be 

able to keep the story moving forward.  

I'm still drawing maps, only now I have a handful of sketchpads rather than 

book jackets, like the notepad I always carry around in my back pocket. I 

never know when inspiration is going to strike.  Map drawing has become a 

good meditation, as it forces me to focus on only one thing.  I picture what 

the land actually looks like in each of these drawings, from the placement 

of houses on a street to the rise and fall of each hill.  Creating the setting 

for a story is very much the same thing.  

Perhaps being a peculiar kid in the fifth grade wasn't such a bad thing after 

all.  

edentree@gis.net 

mailto:edentree@gis.net
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OORRGGAANNIICC  WWOORRLLDDBBUUIILLDDIINNGG  
by   

Robert A. Sloan  
©2003, Robert A. Sloan 

or many writers, an organized worldbuilding checklist like Patricia Wrede's 

website is a godsend. Fantasy, SF and horror have special worldbuilding 

needs, but even in contemporary settings, working out all those details can 

help immerse a reader in the setting.  

Unfortunately, sometimes checklists can lead to excessive preparation 

instead of getting down to writing the story or novel. Less can be more, 

even in speculative fiction; in an SF story, the plot-relevant rules of robotics 

might be much more important than women's fashion unless your robot 

character is a shoe salesman. A few well-placed details, lightly sketched, 

can create a vivid impression--if they're the right ones for the story.  

Organic worldbuilding is letting your world accrete gradually around the 

events and characters in your fiction, keeping every new element in 

harmony with what's been established. That robot shoe salesman might be 

funny enough to kick off a second story, where he gets a chance at his 

dream of piloting a spaceship.  

Television, shared worlds, fan fiction and long-running series writers are 

already familiar with continuity bibles. Growing piles of worldbuilding notes 

may have started with a simple sketch, but proliferated like that spider plant 

http://www.io.com/~eighner/world_builder/world_builder_index.html
http://www.io.com/~eighner/world_builder/world_builder_index.html
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your ex-roommate gave you fourteen years ago on moving out. 

Organization is essential. Whether you keep your notes electronically or on 

paper, make sure all of them stay in the same place and that you 

understand how to find what you need, fast.  

My personal method of organizing backstory notes is to create a line per 

scene synopsis on everything that's rough, in a .txt file. I use 

the free word processor RoughDraft, available from 

http://www.rsalsbury.co.uk/rd.htm. This program automatically attaches a 

"Pad" file to any .rtf file, and that's become a major worldbuilding 

convenience for my material.  

For general notes, I make project folders like Nomads or Piarra for setting, 

nesting separate folders for novels or stories. General setting notes may 

get copied into both the setting folder and the novel folder. I use file names 

like NomadReligion.txt for a long note on religions in my Nomad universe, 

or PiarranCycleV02.txt for an often-referenced list of Houses in my Piarra 

universe. That makes them easily found, even if I misfile them. Character 

bios, timeline charts, any worldbuilding notes all become separate files with 

descriptive names. When I need to know what I did in the last book, I look 

in the last book's notes. I'm not afraid to copy the same file five times into 

different folders to make it easier to use with each project.  

Back in the old days when my office wasn't paperless, I used one or 

several ring binders per setting and tab dividers within the binders. My hole 

punch got plenty of use, but that kept my assorted notes from winding up 

filed with last year's utility bills, grocery circulars and long letters from pen-

http://www.rsalsbury.co.uk/rd.htm
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pals. Some people use file cabinets. While they fill fast, staying organized 

will help you win trivia contests on your setting even when it's too large to 

handle.  

How can this help?  Star Trek began with a simple premise, a strong 

theme, and a cast of great characters, most of who were replaced after the 

pilot episode. Today it dominates film, television and series books, with a 

depth of backstory that demands as much research as a historical novel if 

an author new to the genre lands a contract.  

One trick to making your original world as compelling, organic and rich as 

Star Trek is to begin with a simple sketch. Instead of defining everything 

that's necessary to the premise, write a short, half-page description of what 

your first piece is going to be--and decide if you're going to leave it room to 

grow. This is the time to buy ring-binders, download RoughDraft, or set up 

your filing system.  

One element will stand out from the rest as defining your world. For Anne 

McCaffrey's Pern series, that would be dragons. For Anne Rice's vampire 

novels, it's vampires. For a crime series, it might be a specific type of 

murder, serial killings, domestic crimes, or homicide. The defining element 

is central to your premise, main theme and main character's motivation, 

even if, as the series progresses, new main characters step into the 

spotlight.  

From that starting point, your setting can grow in the same way characters 

do. Everything that happens in your outline demands special conditions, 
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whether that's the internal rules of a street gang or the way dragons choose 

their riders. Some of these conditions will come up mid-plot, because they 

would create more conflict than your original default conditions.  

If your detective grew up in a neighborhood with a gang, he may have 

relatives in the gang. That's good conflict; who wants to have to arrest his 

own brother?  Does the MC want to arrest his brother? That sounds like a 

family with plenty of conflicts where the detective may be the white-sheep 

cop of the lot. Alternately, if your detective is from out of town, he may not 

recognize any of the gang's habits, hangouts, members and colors. Given 

that, you gain an opportunity to stick his neck out doing things he shouldn't 

in a neighborhood where he should've brought two more partners for 

backup.  

Those are all plotting choices that can result in a good crime story or novel. 

Either of them could work, or both could be combined into the same piece if 

those cops are partners. At this level it still looks like an ordinary premise. 

What would make this situation more original is if the gang was multiracial, 

the department more complex than all honest cops or all bad crooked cops, 

while some Asian mob starts moving in on everyone. Maybe a crooked cop 

straightens out when he's caught between payoffs from competing gangs, 

and the whole situation becomes more complex.  

This is where filling your files with details as you go starts to become 

important. perhaps one faction or gang has one religion and historical 

background, another isn't religious and had a different history, a third came 

from another country and has completely different customs.  Keep track of 
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the details.  

With a fantasy novel, your magical system could be the starting point of 

organic worldbuilding. Magical systems can grow rapidly and stir reader 

interest, because like the crime in a crime novel, they are puzzles readers 

can solve. Fictional sorcery is a major hobby for many computer game 

players, programmers, and IT experts who enjoy reading fantasy. Like 

armchair detectives, puzzle readers like to outsmart mage characters and 

create interesting spells based on the magic system's rules.  

Magic can also be mythic and carry a theme. This is where series theme 

starts to deepen. A main theme embedded in that first premise 

worldbuilding sketch can deepen and grow with subthemes developing in 

later stories and novels. Theme notes taken throughout may make it easier 

to keep sequels on track and variations reflecting back into the immersive 

core.  

Turning back to the example of Star Trek, the series began with a theme of 

exploration and embracing diversity. Aliens symbolized wide cultural gulfs 

among the audience, and interacted with a multicultural crew drawn from 

those audience groups. Timeless values like courage, integrity, loyalty to 

crew, and good leadership qualities contrasted with theme-driven moral 

questions that picked up contemporary topical issues. In Plato's 

Stepchildren, Lt. Uhura kissed Captain Kirk under an alien being's 

compulsion.  Kirk objected, not because she was black, but because he 

was forced to violate a military code of honor against romancing people 

under his command. That proved more powerful than, say, if Lt. Uhura had 
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dated the Russian, Mr. Chekov.  

Whether the creators of Star Trek added the Starfleet ruling against 

fraternizing with lower officers at the beginning in the series bible, or after 

Plato's Stepchildren, it became a permanent element in the Star Trek 

setting. Rules, laws, customs and traditions are important sources of 

conflict.  

Organic worldbuilding is character driven. Running gags may develop out 

of one starter idea like 'robot shoe salesman' into later quirks like the 

robot's giving shoes to every unhappy woman he meets in the starlanes, 

because he's a nice guy. Once he's made friends with a Galactic Overlord 

by complimenting her shoes, her character is around to trample the good 

guys in the next story wearing the high-heeled lavender conquest boots the 

robot thought were gorgeous in the first story.  

Jotting details like lavender leather spike-heeled conquest boots can 

become a useful list of plot starters. They also tie a series together, if the 

robot doesn't appear in the Lavender Overlord's story, her accurate boot 

description will still remind readers of the previous story. The entire cast will 

become familiar, even for readers who aren't trivia buffs.  

When you've missed one of those details, inconsistency can be a source of 

originality. That may sound insane, but if your backstory grows and 

apparent contradictions emerge, the process of rationalizing them can give 

rise to whole new conflicts. If the gnomes are a greedy people whom other 

characters in a fantasy world complain about, yet a gnome shows religious 
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devotion and compassion for a character in another story, perhaps a 

comment on religion might emerge in the idea that these gnomes literally 

worship gold. A religion centered on capitalism can develop in depth in the 

background by contrasting weak and strong characters from that culture.  

That contrast might not emerge until well into the series. How can an 

organic worldbuilder create elbowroom for concepts like that gold-religion?  

Here there be dragons. Throughout, drop tantalizing hints that aren't 

fleshed out at all. Sketch. Mention the names of twenty different arcane 

tomes of mindbending terror, the way H. P. Lovecraft did, and sooner or 

later the nightmare contents of any of the titles may blossom in its own 

story. Detail what's foreground for the piece in hand, but make loose 

references casually and use side incidents that foreshadow longer arcs. 

Find new depths in existing developed areas by examining aspects that 

weren't important on your original list--like the gnomes' religion.  

Worldbuilding can be approached in either direction--as prewriting or 

meticulous postwriting. Organization is essential to keeping continuity 

whether you create these details before, during, or after the first draft. 

Either way, consistency, inherent conflict and growing complexity makes a 

setting original and memorable!  

Plato's Stepchildren first aired Nov. 22, 1968, in the third season of 
the first Star Trek series.  

Patricia Wrede's Worldbuilding Checklist:  

http://www.io.com/~eighner/world_builder/world_builder_index.html#alpha 

http://www.io.com/~eighner/world_builder/world_builder_index.html
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TTHHEE  RREEAALLIITTYY  GGAAPP  ----    
OORR  DDOO  MMYY  CCHHAARRAACCTTEERRSS  

KKNNOOWW  TTHHEE  TTRRUUTTHH??  
By 

Jos Howick 
©2003, JosHowick 

  

Y ou've come up with a fun new world to base your fantasy or SF 

story in - drawn the maps, named the countries, written the history 

- and you're all set to start writing, yes?  

No.  

If you go out into the street and ask ten random people how the world was 

made, I'm betting the answers will fall into at least two groups: the 

evolutionists and the creationists. Who's right? Well, unfortunately I can't 

ask the creator of this particular universe - assuming that there even is 

such a being - so I can't give you a definitive answer. But as the creator of 

your world, you have a responsibility to ponder these weighty cosmological 

issues.  

If you're writing a science fiction story, then your world was probably 

created by the Big Bang or some similar scientific phenomenon; 
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conversely, many fantasy worlds, like Middle Earth, were created by a deity 

of some kind. (Outside these two genres, it's really up to you whether the 

origin of the universe is relevant to your story.)  Given the reality that you, 

the creator, know, you have to decide what your characters believe. There 

are three main scenarios:  

1. The Enlightened World  

In this type of world, the characters are in agreement with their creator. OK, 

maybe they don't know the whole truth, or they may have slightly different 

versions of it, but they're basically on the right track. This is the usual 

scenario in hard SF (in fact in SF generally), and it is also prevalent in 

fantasy; a classic example is The Lord of the Rings, where different 

cultures have their own religions but they are all worshipping aspects of the 

same immortals, and those immortals are definitely real. It's also the 

easiest scenario because, patchy though your characters' information may 

be, they are conveying the flavour of the truth. You can use the characters 

to explain the nature of the universe, and the only problem lies in avoiding 

lectures and infodumps. (Which of course you do, don't you?)  

2. The Schismatic World  

Our world is more like this one; there are at least two mutually exclusive 

versions, i.e. divine creation vs. 'self creation' via Big Bang (not including all 

the different religions and scientific theories), so presumably one of them 

must be wrong. One could even argue that whichever version is true 

defines the genre of your fiction. If this issue is important to your story, it 
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seems likely that your protagonists 'know' the truth, so their attitudes will 

colour the reader's perception; in fact, if the issue is central to your story, 

there may be definitive proof one way or the other. If it isn't important, your 

reader will assume that your characters have different beliefs for reason of 

verisimilitude, and won't worry about it. With a bit of care, this world isn't 

much harder to write than the Enlightened World, though you may have to 

be especially sensitive about lecturing the reader on the 'correct' world-

view.  

3. The Ignorant World  

This type of world is mostly found in historical novels and science fiction set 

in low-tech societies. The universe may well have started with the Big 

Bang, but your characters don't know that - perhaps even the most learned 

scholars of the period believe in divine creation (or maybe your rational 

atheist characters are in for a big surprise...). In order to be accurate to the 

society you are presenting, it may be necessary for characters to have a 

wholly mistaken view of what is going on, but this runs the risk of 

misleading or confusing the reader.  

For this reasons this is perhaps the hardest kind of world to write, 

especially if the setting is invented. After all, we know that some medieval 

people believed in witches and demons, but the reader of a historical novel 

doesn't assume these things are real just because the characters believe in 

them. Your problem with a work of speculative fiction is that the reader 

knows you have invented the world and that he is therefore dependent 

upon you to explain what is going on. If you start off with spaceships and 
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then throw in a bunch of gods and monsters, some readers might think you 

don't have control of your genre. So what do you do?  

If you're writing fantasy in SF clothing, you have some leeway; in this 

situation you're probably trying to jolt the reader out of their twenty-first 

century complacency by revealing the cosmic truth to which the atheist 

characters are blind. In a contemporary setting, this is an established sub-

genre called "urban fantasy"; if you're imposing fantasy on a futuristic 

setting then I'm afraid you're beyond my area of expertise, so good luck to 

you!  

If, on the other hand, you are definitely writing SF, you have to establish 

your credentials early on. That way when the fairies do appear, the reader 

will say to herself "nah, this is SF - I'm sure there'll be a rational explanation 

eventually" (and there'd better be!). You can do it in an upfront way like 

Anne McCaffrey did in Dragonflight, which has an introduction carefully 

couched in SF language: "Rukhbat, in the Sagittarian Sector, was a golden 

G-type star." This is safe, but not exactly subtle!  

What I try to do is be sufficiently offbeat in my worldbuilding that the reader 

knows this isn't a generic Earth-like fantasy world, even if it has humans 

with a pre-Industrial culture and some familiar Earth flora and fauna. My 

world has a ring system and an exaggerated axial tilt; the composition of its 

crust means that everything from rock colours to native flora and fauna are 

distinctly different from Earth. Hopefully, by the time the reader gets to the 

beings that my characters view with superstitious awe, they will seem to fit 

into the SF world instead of being a contradiction...  
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Maybe by now you're thinking that this is all too much, and you want to 

stick with a world where characters - as well as readers - know The Truth. 

You're probably right, and if the description of Enlightened World that I 

gave above fits your writing then go ahead; you'll be in top company. But at 

least you'll have made that decision knowingly - and when it comes to 

building a world, the more in control you are, the better your writing will be.  
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WWOORRLLDD  EENNOOUUGGHH,,  AANNDD  TTIIMMEE 

By  

Elizabeth Gohr 
©2003, Elizabeth Gohr 

Time is subjective, to cultures as well as to individuals.  How do 

people handle time in their daily lives? Do certain concepts of time 

universally exist, or does your story demand new concepts?  Are 

there significant events that will be remembered and relived on schedule?  

What about clashes between time concepts of different cultures, or 

stresses caused by changes in how different generations view time?  All of 

these thoughts have lead me to believe that time is an essential part of 

worldbuilding. 

As in any kind of worldbuilding, if the background details are compelling, 

your readers will believe.  But allow an inconsistent assumption to slip in -- 

say, have your Regency dandy pull out his pocket watch and wonder why 

his companions are five minutes late -- and they will start to wonder.   

The need for care in handling a historical era, like the attitudes of a certain 

culture, should be obvious.  But time issues can crop up whenever or 

wherever you set your story.  Let's look at some details about how this 

might affect your world.  
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The Basics  

Subjective time can trip you up.  Would the characters in your story notice 

time the way that you describe it?  If you're working in a historical era, an 

unfamiliar culture, or an invented world, plan to do some research.  Even if 

you're setting the story in your hometown, you are likely to find people and 

cultures that look at time in a different way than you do.  

What struck the false note in my Regency example?  The answer lies in 

anthropology and cultural history.  Extrapolation from facts doesn't always 

work when it comes to attitudes.  

Clocks accurate enough to display minutes or seconds were developed in 

the 1660s (a fact).  The new devices revolutionized oceanic travel, but the 

rest of society made little use of minutes and seconds in their daily 

routines.  Although people had more accurate clocks, they did not begin to 

use them the way that we do until the mid 1800s.  In the early 1800s a 

member of the leisure class normally would not worry about five minutes.  

Here are some broad guidelines for cultural attitudes towards time:  Pre-

historic people were hunter-gatherers and time was equivalent to space -- a 

solution to a bad situation was to go somewhere else.   Agricultural people 

became tied down, gained in abundance, lost in the development of 

banditry, and were the first people with government and taxes.  Industrial 

people traded all their seasonal problems for working for the clock.  Finally, 

post-industrial society is experiencing a reshuffling of time priorities once 

again.  
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Even if you write in the present, historic cultures exists everywhere -- on 

local farms that supply produce, in the migration of workers following low-

paying jobs and homeless seeking a place to exist, and in every school that 

still teaches 'Get a good job and you don't have to worry about anything 

else.'  

Biology is another science to look for basics.  Humans have biological 

clocks tracking intervals on the order of seconds, minutes, days, months, 

and years, and these clocks work at various levels of accuracy.  Be aware 

of the physical abilities of the character, his tools, and the time focus of the 

culture for casual mentions of time.  Extraordinary humans pursuing 

extraordinary goals can always be eccentric -- as long as you know how 

you're pushing the limits!  

Subjective History  

The objective history of your world is often portrayed from the subjective 

viewpoints of your cultures.  History as told by a nation, religious group, or 

other social group will contain a lot of clues to how its members will interact 

with the world.   

A writer will use the characteristics of a culture, including its time sense, to 

develop problems to put into the path of major characters.  In Flight of the 

Old Dog, the hotshot Russian pilot has to respond to a radio command to 

check in rather than take a shot at the American bomber.  Russia's 

historical reality says that soldiers cannot be allowed to stray without 

periodic confirmation that they are under control.  Dale Brown, the author, 
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used a cultural restriction to add unexpected yet believable difficulties for 

the antagonist.  

Even small groups will have different views of recent history.  It is always 

fun to have groups meet, and compare notes.  In The Lord of the Rings 

Frodo thinks the Ring and his quest is a deep secret that he shares only 

with Gandalf and Sam; but his friends are observant and have formed a 

conspiracy to help him out, with a spy revealed to be in both camps:  

"Sam!" cried Frodo, feeling that amazement could go no 

further, and quite unable to decide whether he felt angry, 

amused, relieved or merely foolish.  

Emotion  

Time and emotion are practically married.  Look at all the clichés featuring 

the pair, such as 'Time flies when you're having fun'.  The interaction of 

time and emotion in your world may help you show motivation from another 

perspective.  

Group emotions can affect the entire world.  The anticipation of the 

millennium may bring religious or technological hysteria.  One culture may 

observe that other cultures are taking over the world -- and if the culture is 

that of the Elves as in The Lord of the Ring, its emotional reaction may be 

withdrawal rather than violence.  Groups of people, like mobs, tend to be 

primitive in their reactions, adding more color to your world.  
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Think about cultural attitudes towards the future, the past, the present, and 

cyclical events.  The self-satisfied time view of the Regency era allowed the 

upper crust to believe that the Season, when marital concerns were worked 

out alongside the work of government, was the most important event of the 

year.  Mary Balogh shows the power of this belief when she has the most 

headstrong, managing, convention-flouting character succumb to the 

emotions and beliefs of her culture in Lady with a Black Umbrella.  Her 

reluctant suitor, after asking Daisy to marry him and having spent two 

pages trying to convince her, comes up with the winning argument -- the 

need to salvage her sister's Season:  

Daisy was tapping one finger against her lips.  "What if we were 

to pretend to be betrothed?" she said.  "That would serve, 

would it not?  Rose would have her season and meet her 

eligible gentleman.  And at the end of it you could go back to 

the way of life you enjoy, and I could go back home to look after 

my people again.  Everyone would be happy."  

"And you would be seen as a jilt at the end of it all," he said.  

Daisy made a dismissive gesture.  "What foolishness," she 

said.  "Do you think I would care for that?"  

   



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 14 
March/April, 2003  102 

 
Expectations  

As the elderly relative of social emotions, expectations are habits of thought 

turned into custom, and assumptions about the framework of the past, 

present and future.  Life assumptions, for example, can develop into unmet 

expectations: A young person shows unexpected wisdom, or an older 

woman meets a man and gets married against the expectations of society.  

Work up typical expectations for the lives of various parts of society, and 

you'll know exactly when your character is going to challenge assumptions.  

The social calendar in general holds expectations that are tied to the 

season or the clock. Are there leftovers from an earlier time?  If not, get 

some! Any culture will have rituals that no longer make much sense.   

In The Flight of the Old Dog, Dale Brown tweaks expectations of the 

generation gap and the preference for the newest and best.  McLanahan, 

an upcoming young navigator, encounters much older General Elliott:  

[McLanahan] glanced back at the B-1B Excalibur model.  "This 

thing?  No.  Too high-tech for me."  

"Most young B-52 troops are standing in line for a B-1 

assignment," General Elliott remarked….  

"They've condemned the B-52 a little early.  She's still got a lot 

of fight left in her."  

Elliot raised his eyebrows.  His thoughts exactly.  
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Plans  

You have your writing plans, your characters have their own plans, and 

entities larger than your characters also have plans.  Various groups are 

trying to shape their part of the world the way they think it should be -- and 

they'll recruit or oppose your characters.  

The first thing to do is figure out what these groups are and what their plans 

are.  The second thing is to figure out how, when, and where these plans 

are going to clash with everyone else.  

From individual to family to work group to religious organization to national 

leadership to terrorist organization -- they all exist for a purpose.  There are 

more groups in a world than I could possibly mention, each with a goal, 

opinions about how to reach the goal, thoughts on how they're doing right 

now, and so forth.   

It might seem that intricate developments of this type belong to certain 

genres -- the suspense novel, murder mystery, or such -- but building group 

plans and interactions helps enlarge even a straightforward quest.  One 

main difference between a simple tale like The Hobbit and an epic like The 

Lord of the Rings is the way the quest is shown to affect the lives and plans 

of groups as well as individuals.   

Look at all the groups who are affected by the passing of the Ring, until the 

war is shown to be completely world-changing: from the Elves looking to 

depart the world and instead getting drawn into its troubles; to the Ents, 

older than old, rewriting their ancient knowledge; to the two kingdoms of 



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 14 
March/April, 2003  104 

 
men, shaken and changed; to the hobbits of the Shire, facing the effects of 

the war even in their remote corner of the world; and finally to the disruption 

of Frodo's own future.  

If your story is not epic, there are still uses for group time plans.  Techno-

thrillers often use the device that some crisis is happening and someone 

finds out, but the decision is made to handle it secretly within a particular 

group.  The reader's attention becomes focused on the crisis: have the 

characters figured it out correctly?  Will they have the resources to handle 

it?  Are they going to have to bring outside help in?  Will they be discovered 

keeping secrets from their allies or supporters?   

Going on from here  

As writers we spend a lot of our time looking for conflicts to make our 

stories move in interesting and enjoyable ways.  Worldbuilding helps us 

keep those proposed conflicts consistent and believable.  Building time into 

your world not only makes the story more consistent, but also creates and 

exposes fault lines where interesting conflicts might happen.  

Think about time and history, emotional connections, cultural expectations, 

and the plans of groups when you develop your world.  It will allow your 

world additional complexity to fill the story like the various rhythms of a 

symphony orchestra filling a concert hall.  Make enough time as well as 

place and your story will have enough room to unfold to its full potential.  

To explore further:  
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The September 2002 issue of Scientific American magazine  

The Smithsonian's summary at this web page : 

http://www.americanhistory.si.edu/media/pr991118.htm    

Books:  

Flight of the Old Dog by Dale Brown, Berkley Pub Group, ISBN 0-425-

10893-7  

Lady with a Black Umbrella, by Mary Balogh, NAL, ISBN 0-451-16222-6, 

currently out of print  

The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, by JRR Tolkien, mass market box 

set, Ballantine Books, ISBN 0-345-34042-6  

http://www.americanhistory.si.edu/media/pr991118.htm
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PPLLOOTTTTIINNGG  FFOORR  TTHHEE  OORRGGAANNIICC  

WWRRIITTEERR  
By   

Peggy Kurilla 
©2003, Peggy Kurilla    

 Authors differ on whether to use outlines or not.  S.L. Viehl has 

created plotting templates.  Holly Lisle uses a one-sentence-per-

scene outline.  Diana Gabaldon writes a bunch of scenes in 

whatever order comes to mind and then stitches them together into a 

coherent whole.   

None of these methods have worked for me. I've always had difficulty 

outlining something before I began to write it.  By the time I was done with 

the outline, no matter how scanty that outline was, I felt like I'd already told 

the story.  What was the point of retelling it?  And writing with no outline at 

all was much like the time I tried to make spaghetti sauce without 

measuring spices—a waste of time on something that turned out 

unpalatable.  

For years, I never completed anything longer than a 120-page screenplay.  

That seems to be the limit to what I can carry complete in my head at one 

time.  While I like them, I don't want to exclusively write screenplays.  I 
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needed some method of plotting or outlining for longer works that wouldn't 

trigger the "You've already written that" reflex in my brain.  Truthfully, I 

didn't think there was such a system.  

Then I went to Andi Ward's plotting class—and suddenly, I knew how to 

outline, at least for me.  This is what I've used for my NaNoWriMo Novel, 

and it's worked so well that I suspect I'll be using it for a while.  

Andi only deals with five scenes in her class.  (Okay, I should state here 

that this is how I understood her class; if this isn't what she intended, the 

misunderstanding is mine.)  Those scenes are the commitment, three crisis 

points within the story, and the resolution.  She even provides a spiffy 

diagram of how those scenes relate to each other—which I promptly copied 

onto 16x20" paper in thick black marker.  Next to each point on her 

diagram, I jotted a note for what would happen in my novel, i.e. for 

Commitment, "David decides he must save Donna from the monster she's 

dating."  For Crisis Point #3, I noted, "Doctor figures out how to 'ground' 

David; David is rendered corporeal and therefore vulnerable."  I know this 

doesn't mean anything to anyone but me; I offer it only as a sample of how 

little I needed to note down.  

With the completed diagram on the wall near my computer, I started 

writing.  When I came to a plot snag, I turned to that diagram and looked 

only at the notes for the prior plot point and the upcoming plot point.  What 

had to happen after Crisis Point #1 to ensure that Crisis Point #2 (or a 

reasonable facsimile thereof) happened?  And how did what I had already 
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written lead to that point?  It was a kind of reverse engineering, almost the 

opposite of the If-Then plotting that a scene by scene outline entails.  

I found that when I plotted one section in some detail, most of the next 

section unfolded without much effort, because the path up to and beyond 

the next plot point was laid out for me.  By focusing on such a small section 

of the story at a time (how do I convince Donna that Todd is, in fact, not the 

good guy he appears to be?), I never felt as if I had already told the whole 

story.  Instead, I was problem-solving at the tactical level rather than the 

strategic level.  I'm not finished with the draft of the NaNoWriMo Novel yet, 

but I have made consistent progress on it, and faster progress (even after 

NaNoWriMo officially ended) than I have on any other novel-length project 

I've attempted.  This seems to work with my thinking patterns better than 

other methods, and I offer a summary of the method in hopes that it will 

work for you, too.  

Summary  

Create a broad outline of your story.  Note only the beginning 

(commitment), points of rising/changing tension (crisis points) and the 

outcome (resolution).  These are your touchstones or signposts to keep 

you going in the right direction.  

Start writing.  

Solve immediate problems as they occur, with reference to your five-point 

outline.  
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This method offers, to me, a blend of the planning ahead that is necessary 

for completing a novel-length work and the freedom of the organic writer's 

intuitive writing.  I have the overall plan on paper, but the details in between 

are still up for grabs.  It may not work for epic trilogies, but for single books 

it may be worth a try. 
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TTHHEE  DDEEVVIILL''SS  IINN  TTHHEE  DDEETTAAIILLSS  
By 

Kat Feete 
©2003, Kat Feete 

I have crooked teeth. It's something people notice about me, because 

most people of my age and social class have been subjected to the 

torture devices known as braces at an early age to fix this minor 

cosmetic point, and so nearly everyone has straight teeth. In England, by 

contrast, almost no one commented on my teeth. Braces aren't common 

there. In Victorian England, a bare hundred years ago, it was no 

exaggeration for Dickens's old flame to refer to herself as "fat, forty, and 

toothless," because most people lost their teeth well before their fourth 

decade. Dental hygiene was almost unknown. Forget straight teeth; if you 

had straight teeth, it was because they were dentures.  

But what's all this about teeth? Weren't we talking about worldbuilding?  

Well, yes. But to talk about worldbuilding, I need to talk a bit first about 

assumptions -- because the fastest and easiest way to kill an alien setting 

is to assume.  

We all remember the big things: the cultures, the religions, the aliens or the 

elves, the spaceships or the magic. But too many people think that these 

are all there is to worldbuilding, and it's important -- essential -- to examine 

our assumptions about the little things, too. The big things are the bones of 
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a world; the little things are the flesh. Don't make the mistake of hanging 

somebody else's skin on your bones. To do so is to create a world of exotic 

trappings populated with transplanted twentieth-century humans.  

Here are a few places to start.  

Food  

It doesn't matter whether you're writing a medieval fantasy set in the magic 

kingdom of Tekianon or an SF thriller set in 3000 AD on a planet orbiting 

Polaris. Your characters need to eat. But what they eat and where it comes 

from are essential parts of your worldbuilding.  

I don't mean creating exotic foods for your characters, although that may 

be a useful side effect, but rather thinking about the basic facts of life. 

Think, for example, what food supplies were like before the invention of 

refrigeration. Think about how monotonous the diet of most people -- even 

aristocrats -- was, especially in the medieval period.  Consider how easily 

that fragile food chain could be broken by a bad harvest or a pest problem. 

Science fiction writers may think this doesn't apply to them, but it does. 

Population pressure combined with increasing insecticide and herbicide 

resistance in the pest populations, decreasing yields due to overworked, 

monocropped soil, and the escalating loss of farmland to desertification and 

urban pressure... all of these things may make famines more, not less, 

likely in the future than in the past, and considerably more devastating.  

The state of your agriculture will affect not only what and how often your 

characters eat but also what shape your economy is in. Farming, in 
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whatever form it exists, is the root of any economy. People like televisions 

and silk skirts, but they eat every day. You need to know where on Earth 

(or off it) all this food is coming from.  

Medicine  

No matter what era you write in, health and hygiene will affect your 

character's daily lives. In the past, people have used all manner of means 

to cure disease and injury -- from balancing the Four Humors to herbal 

medicines to faith healings to brutal battlefield amputations. In the future, 

they may be carrying around entire hospitals inside their bodies with the 

help of nanotechnology or creating sophisticated bioweapons - or they may 

have been thrown right back into the dark ages by antibiotic resistance. 

What constitutes a serious injury or illness? Sooner or later, somebody's 

going to get hurt, and you're going to need to know how hurt he really is.  

Basic hygiene affects characters even more than medicine. There have 

been eras where people routinely emptied their chamber pots into their 

drinking water supply (which is why people in those eras were drinking 

wine for breakfast), eras where drinking water was piped in lead pipes, and 

eras where it was considered unnecessary to bathe more than once a year. 

This will affect the look (and smell) of your characters and your cities. For 

science fiction writers, characters may have destroyed their immune 

systems by living in utterly sterile cities and houses (this is happening now, 

to some degree, in Japan) and rendered themselves hypersensitive to non-

sterile environments. Or they could be living in a tight space station where 
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one person with a cold is an utter disaster. The future holds at least as 

many new problems as it does new solutions.  

Information and Travel  

How quickly information travels, how much can be counted as common 

knowledge, how difficult travel is... all of these things have an immense 

effect on a society. The printing press may have been the greatest 

revolution of the millennium. How common are books, in your world? How 

many people are literate? (Don't, by the way, assume that your aristocracy 

is entirely literate; in the past it has often been the middle class who most 

eagerly sought out knowledge.) To what degree is the average citizen 

aware of politics? The future, too, may hold problems of these sorts and 

elaborate safeguards for withholding information from "the masses" -- or 

your people may be so swamped with information that they sink into 

apathy, concentrating on a few things that interest them, and remaining 

entirely ignorant of the wider picture.  

Travel was, in the past, difficult, dangerous, and agonizingly slow; in the 

future it may be nearly instantaneous -- or even slower. How quickly can 

your characters travel between cities, between countries, between worlds -- 

and how interested are they in those other cities, other countries, other 

worlds? How swiftly can news travel? How much are people allowed to 

travel? In the past commoners and serfs risked becoming criminals if they 

left their home village; in the future ID cards and electronic monitoring could 

render travel nearly as dangerous and unlikely.  
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Clothing  

Clothes make the man -- or the woman. What clothes your characters wear 

can tell you something about their culture, their climate, and their economy, 

because clothes are first and foremost functional. Their most important 

function may be to keep the wind off, or it may be to tell others how rich 

and important their wearers are.  Clothing may be used to conceal a body's 

sexual attractions, or to flaunt them; to allow their wearers to work freely, or 

to show that the wearers can afford to be trapped in cloth prisons that will 

allow them to do no work at all. Or that they can afford to have their wives 

so pampered.  

Experiment with clothes. The old standby of pants and shirts is fine, if it's 

appropriate, but be aware of the wide variation of styles people have worn 

through the ages and through different climates. What will the clothing for 

your mythical world look like? As for clothing of the future... don't limit 

yourself to a few outré colors and shapes; think about it. How about clothes 

with the equivalent of a Discman woven into the fabric and headphones in 

the collar? Talking clothes? Clothes that can be reprogrammed day by day, 

letting you buy a single suit that will last you a lifetime -- or, conversely, 

clothes designed to be worn for a day only and thrown in the recycler at 

night? What sort of new clothing will people develop for life in freefall?  

Architecture  

Like clothing, the shape and style of a house is primarily a matter of 

function, but that doesn't mean that it is limited to one function. Large 
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houses have typically meant wealth and power; decoration, from the simple 

lines of Greek temples to the ornate monstrosities of the Victorians, can be 

used to indicate taste, love of beauty, or a simple, childlike desire to show 

off. The design of houses says much about the values of an age: look at 

our own sprawling suburbs and think about what that says about us -- the 

good and the bad. Similarly, the great churches of England may speak of 

an obsessively pious age, but they also speak of the aftermath of the 

Norman invasion and a great many new overlords looking nervously out 

over a land filled with bored, hungry Saxon peasants thinking up interesting 

new uses for the common axe.  

And, of course, it is very important not to forget another function of 

architecture: keeping the rain out. Think about the general climate of your 

world and plan accordingly. Hotter climates tend to prefer low, sprawling 

buildings, sometimes with interior courtyards; houses of colder climes 

huddle in on themselves, growing up rather than out and tending more 

towards small, easily heated rooms. Think, too, about what your buildings 

are made of. It is embarrassing to write a grand house burning scene and 

then look at your map and realize that there isn't a forest on the same 

continent. For the science fiction writer... well, the possibilities of housing 

are even more unlimited than the possibilities of clothing. How much, or 

how little, space do your future people have, and how will they use it? Will 

they live in spacious, computerized houses, or will they get by in 

windowless coffins that are all they, as citizens of an overpopulated world, 

can afford?  
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What Stays the Same?  

By now you may be staring in bewilderment at your little world and 

wondering where to start. There are so many details. How will you ever 

work them into your story, much less make them up? It's enough to make 

any aspiring writer slink off to try her hand at Hallmark cards.  

First, calm down. There is no point in putting all this detail into the story, 

and you certainly don't have to know everything about your world down to 

the origin of your characters' shoestrings. A thumbnail sketch will suffice.  

But what point is there in fighting so hard to make a new, different and 

unfamiliar world? What can you, or your readers, identify with in these alien 

worlds?  

The people.  

Never loose track of that. You may not recognize the food, but people, by 

and large, stay the same. They will be greedy, gentle, terrible, kind, and 

cruel... sometimes within the space of the same day. They will laugh, hurt, 

rage, love, and cry. That is the strength of fiction: to take the familiar and 

set it against the backdrop of the fantastic, where it can shed its drab 

drudge's clothing and become the princess it truly is.    

Go. Build. Pay attention to the details, but don't get lost in them. Your story 

is like a gemstone. Give it the proper setting, and it will shine.  
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TTAAKKIINNGG  YYOOUURR  SSEENNSSEESS  
BBEEYYOONNDD  DDEESSCCRRIIPPTTIIOONN  

By   
Valerie Serdy 

©2003, Valerie Serdy 

   

In a recent issue of Vision (Issue 12), Lazette Gifford discussed the 

importance of including all your senses when you describe a setting.  

Now that you've had a chance to try it, consider that you can also use 

those senses to both deepen your character development and heighten or 

create a scene's mood.  

Character Development  

Our brains are giant warehouses holding, among other things, all our 

memories.  And just like a good inventory database can search for an item 

in a warehouse based on its brand (Fisher Price), its name (Sound N 

Lights), or its type (baby monitor), you can access (remember) certain 

memories based on a key sense.  When you store the memory of your 

daughter's wedding, you may not realize that along with the sight of her 

standing under the blooming apple trees and your emotions, you also store 

the scent of those apple blossoms, the sound of bees buzzing about the 

flowers, the taste of the spring air and the champagne in your hand.  Later, 

http://www.sscdc.net/hlvision/Issue 12/workshop.htm
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when you look at the pictures, you may recall not only how you felt that day 

but also all the things you heard, smelled, and tasted.  

Our minds work in strange ways.  As visual creatures, and especially as 

writers, we tend to feel like memories can only be triggered by something 

we've seen; photographs are an especially sharp example.  But our other 

senses can trigger memories too.  Years later you may breathe deeply as 

you pass a blooming apple tree and be suddenly overwhelmed by the 

sadness, pride and joy you felt on the day of your daughter's wedding.  

All of us have these types of memories, and each sensory memory can 

recall certain emotions that we can feel almost as fully as when we stored 

the memory.  Giving our characters these types of memories will help fully 

flesh them out, and give you more tools as you write your stories.  

Consider this example from my life:  As I was growing up, my parents 

fought constantly.  On weekend mornings, as I lay awake in bed deciding 

whether to get up or read a few more pages, occasionally the smell of 

coffee wafted down the hall to my room. I'd hear spoons clinking against 

mugs and the sound of low conversation muted through the walls.  My 

entire body relaxed as I listened to the conversation I couldn't understand 

and the slow clink of the spoons.  At these times, my parents were in 

harmony enough with each other to simply talk over coffee.  

Now say I give my character (we'll call her Sara) this same memory.  Just 

giving this memory (or other sensory memories) won't do much good if I 

don't let the reader know about it.  But I can't simply say, well, Sara always 
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relaxes when she smells coffee.  I've got to use the memory effectively to 

both advance the plot as well as show us a little something about Sara at 

the same time.  How can I use it?  I can use the sense as a trigger allowing 

me an opportunity to show it to the reader, thus giving the reader more 

understanding into Sara's motivations.  I can also use the sense to create 

the mood of a scene.  If Sara always relaxes while smelling coffee, the 

reader is likely to relax as well.  

Take a look at this example.  

Sara knows someone wants to kill her but she doesn't know why. She is 

hurrying along a narrow street lined with small shops and homes.  It's 

raining and she's forgotten her umbrella.  As she stumbles off the curb, she 

notices a brightly lit shop just ahead.  She passes the shop just as a 

customer leaves, letting the heady scent of freshly brewed coffee drift out; 

she hears snatches of conversation and the dull clinking of spoons.  She 

relaxes near the shop's window.  She leans her head against the brick wall 

and just pauses, basking in the warmth of her childhood memory.   

If I haven't yet shown you Sara's childhood memory, the sensory trigger 

(smell of coffee, clinking spoons) is an opportunity to do so.  Done skillfully, 

I can avoid the appearance of infodumping while setting up a response 

from you (relaxing as Sara relaxes) the next time you stumble across 

Sara's sensory trigger.  In this instance, Sara can remember a particular 

morning her parents drank coffee together, perhaps interrupted by a 

stranger at the door.  Remembering this particular morning provides Sara 

with answers about her killer's identity.  
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But, if I have already shown you Sara's memory, I can expect that you may 

relax with her, and then I can have some fun.  This brief respite may give 

Sara the strength to go on and you, as the reader, a chance to relax from 

the tension I've been building.  But it may also give Sara's attacker a prime 

moment to strike while both she and you have your guards down.  

Exercise  

Setting up sensory memories can be challenging, especially if you aren't 

familiar with your own.  Memory is very tricky, and it can be hard to know 

whether something will ring true to your reader.  Basing your character's 

memories on your own can help provide that verisimilitude, but it's very 

difficult to rifle thru your memories checking, well, will the smell of vanilla 

trigger this one?  To get in touch with your own sensory memories, try 

these exercises:  

Pictures.  Pick a dozen pictures taken around very turbulent times in 

your life (adolescence is always good, as is marriage/divorce or the birth 

of your child).  As you look at each picture, try to remember everything 

about it.  What was happening in the picture?  What was happening in 

your life at the time?  Now, try to go a little deeper into the scene.  What 

sounds, touches, smells, tastes do you feel while you gaze at your 

picture?  Now try to recall any times you may have experienced those 

senses and then remembered the scene depicted in the photo.  

Injuries.  Recall any major injuries or surgeries you've had.  Do you 

immediately remember the moment of the injury when you or someone 
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else touches the injured site or when you bang the site against 

something?  (This isn't as odd as it sounds.  If you've broken your arm, 

banging your elbow can recall the moment when you broke it.)  

Food.  Recall your favorite foods, their taste and scent.  Then your least 

favorite, those foods you simply loathe.  Why are they your favorites?  

Your least favorites?  I love alpine lace swiss cheese.  I finally realized 

that my grandmother always served it when we visited her, and eating it 

reminded me of her great fluffy hugs (she was very fat).  

Setting  

Even if you choose not to provide your character with sensory memories, 

you can still use senses other than sight to create mood in your scene.  

Many people share similar responses to common scents, tastes, sounds, 

and touches.  For example, most people find the scent of baking cookies or 

bread comforting and relaxing, reminiscent of home, regardless of whether 

their parents baked anything.  (Ever go shopping for a home to discover the 

real estate agent pulling cookies from the oven?  She knows you're more 

likely to remember the home she's showing if you associate it with the smell 

of chocolate chip cookies.)  Most people find the smell of urine 

disagreeable.  The smell of vomit implies sickness or drunkenness.  Very 

bitter-tasting unknown foods feel dangerous or poisonous.  Most people 

feel alarm when they hear a siren.  Most people feel comforted or excited 

by a lover's touch and apprehensive by a stranger's.   

Including these types of sensory images that tend to cause a similar 

response in many people can help pare down a long visually descriptive 
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scene.  A single scent can often more clearly show the mood of a place 

than a whole mess of visual details.  And it tends to work better than telling 

the reader, "It was a dark and stormy night…"  



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 14 
March/April, 2003  123 

 

IINNVVIISSIIBBLLEE  QQUUEESSTTIIOONNSS::      
CCRREEAATTIINNGG  NNAARRRRAATTIIVVEE  FFLLOOWW  

By  
Sam Reeves 

©2003, Sam Reeves 

Imagine the writer scrutinizing his manuscript and sensing something is 

wrong.  He structured each sentence well.  The punctuation is correct, 

and sentence length varies nicely.  He screws his mouth to the side as 

he tries to define what is missing.  The paragraphs feel bumpy.  He 

imagines transitions should glide from one sentence to the next.  Yet, there 

is a start-and-stop feel throughout his paragraphs.   

He does not realize that everything a person reads reveals only half of a 

conversation.  

Between the Lines  

"Every sentence feels like a topic sentence!" I said a few months ago while 

staring at the dirty part of half a blank page.  

I rarely write from an outline.  I close my eyes, scan the storyscape, and 

report the next thing that moves.  However, I found that the ideas from 

sentence to sentence fail to direct the reader along a stream of thought.  It 

makes no difference if I rearrange the order of the sentences.  I rake back 

through the previous text, hoping to pull out some junk.  I repeat the 
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process for the next sentence.  Nothing changes until, a few hundred words 

later, a pattern unfolds.  

The process for assembling my thoughts is start-and-stop, and this 

produces a narrative with a start-and-stop feel.  Instead of weaving a 

storyline, I list ideas.  

But isn't that what narrative structure really is?  Sentences encapsulate 

thoughts.  Similar thoughts group into paragraphs.  Paragraphs act as 

stepping-stones through the scene.  Isn't a manuscript simply a logical 

arrangement of information packets?  

Yes.  But there is more, hidden in the text.  

Pull a book down from your shelf and find in it a long paragraph, a nice big 

black block.  Read the first sentence and stop.  Read the second sentence 

and stop. And then the third.  Can you hear the second voice, between the 

visible text, whispering questions?  One sentence introduces part of a 

picture that baits the reader into subconsciously asking a question about 

the idea or action.  The writer, in turn, answers that question in the next 

sentence while simultaneously expanding information that prompts the 

reader into asking additional questions.  And then the process repeats 

itself.  

Let's look at a bumpy paragraph from my novel in progress The Loth Stem 

Forest:  
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At the northeastern city limit of Jentry, dirt streets gave way to 

the neglected pavement of the countryside.  A brief wind 

pushed at MaJarel's back, and for a moment, the weakness 

lifted from his arms and legs and it no longer felt like he walked 

against the current of a thick liquid.  With it came the scent—the 

memory?—of food.  Torches twinkled through the trees in the 

distance as travelers rode or walked toward the gates of the 

Loth Stem Forest two miles into the brush.  

The first sentence states that the pavement has been neglected.  The 

second sentence describes how the wind affects MaJarel.  The third tells 

us he can smell food.  And so on.  Each offers a packet of information that 

when grouped becomes a list simply describing the edge of town.  The 

thoughts group, but fail to direct the reader along a linear progression.  

What if, however, we restructure the sentences and add new ones so that 

each evokes curiosity from the reader?   

At the northeastern city limit of Jentry dirt streets gave way to 

the neglected pavement of the countryside.  

The writer should put himself in the reader's place and ask, "What do you 

mean 'neglected pavement'?  What does it look like?'  

-- a pale strip of shifting stones --  

Structure that image so that it evokes another question.  
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A pale strip of shifting stones stretched out before him leading 

to the rim of the Loth Stem Forest where MaJarel could see 

movement.  

The reader asks, "What kind of movement?"  

The author responds:  

Torches twinkled through the trees in the distance as travelers 

rode or walked toward the gates of the Loth Stem Forest.   

It might be easier to see the process with the sentences aligned in a 

paragraph.  I inserted the invisible reader questions within parenthesis.  

At the northeastern city limit of Jentry, dirt streets gave way to 

the neglected pavement of the countryside.  (What do you 

mean 'neglected'?  What does it look like?)   A pale strip of 

shifting stones that no vehicles had rumbled over in more than 

forty years stretched out before them, leading to the rim of the 

Loth Stem Forest where MaJarel could see movement.  (What 

kind of movement?)  Torches of travelers twinkled through the 

trees in the distance.  (Who are they?  Where are they going?)  

Everyone under the age of thirty from the surrounding towns 

would be walking or riding toward the gates of the Loth Stem 

Forest two miles into the brush.  (Why?)   

Now the entire new paragraph with invisible questions omitted:  
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At the northeastern city limit of Jentry, dirt streets gave way to 

the neglected pavement of the countryside.  A pale strip of 

shifting stones that no vehicles had rumbled over in more than 

forty years stretched out before them, leading to the rim of the 

Loth Stem Forest where MaJarel could see movement.  

Torches of travelers twinkled through the trees in the distance.  

Everyone under the age of thirty from the surrounding towns 

would be walking or riding toward the gates of the Loth Stem 

Forest two miles into the brush.  Once they had paid the toll to 

pass through the gates, they could cleanse their poisoned food 

in the hot energy roots of a Loth Stem.  Then, they could eat 

until satiated for the first time in a month, a thought that MaJarel 

savored until the wind picked up.  The brief wind pushed at 

MaJarel's back, and for a moment, the weakness lifted from his 

arms and legs and it no longer felt like he walked against the 

current of a thick liquid, but with the wind came something 

else.  The odor from the chest boiled in his lungs.  He moaned 

from the scent--the memory?--of food.   

The next paragraph obviously would answer how he reacts to the scent.  

Hidden Benefits  

Did you notice that not only did the flow of the paragraph improve but also 

heightens the drama?  By baiting the readers into asking questions, you 

entice them to wonder what will happen next.   
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This simple technique will not transform a weak plot or lackluster prose into 

a page-turner, but it may alleviate some of the pains of dragging the bottom 

of your mind for what to say next.  One of the most powerful tools in 

storycraft is a sense of what the reader wants to know.  You can control 

that by restructuring your sentences so that they spark curiosity.  You may 

find that not only does the narrative flow improve but also the words come 

faster.  You will be more conscious of your writing.  
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YYOOUU''RREE  GGOOIINNGG  TTOO  WWEEAARR  
WWHHIITTEE……    

IINN  TTHHEE  WWIINNTTEERR?? 

By  

Bonnie Cowgill 
©2003, Bonnie Cowgill 

I love white. For me it's much more slimming than black.  It makes me 

look less pale, it makes my hair color less washed-out, it cheers me up 

and it doesn't show flakes. Imagine my dismay when I found out in my 

late teens that I was committing a style faux pas every time I buttoned 

myself up into that favorite white blouse after the Labor Day cut-off date for 

white.  

The advice for writers that saturates how-to books, magazines, Web sites, 

and writer support circles lately brings me as much dismay as the loss of 

my white blouse during the winter months.  

Don't write passive sentences. Show, don't tell.  Never use a dialogue tag 

more extravagant than "said."  Eliminate all words that end with –ly from 

your manuscript. If you love something that you've written, cut it out 

because you can't judge it objectively.  
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Conversely, the same sources insist that you develop a distinctive voice.  

You have to grab an editor's attention on the first page. Give the story a 

fresh new spin.  

Follow all of the first rules, and bend yourself over backward to try and 

stand out from the rest of the rule-following crowd.  

Or you can throw the rules out the window and take a chance.  

I decided the rules didn't suit me, and I wore my white blouse,  my white 

socks, and my white sneakers from January 1 to December 31, with glee 

and disregard for the Labor Day rule.  

They--you know who "they" are, right? All those people who throw rules 

around like confetti at a New Year's party?  They also say publishers don't 

want beautiful prose; they want straightforward and simple prose.  

Interesting to note the last two paperbacks I read, both genre fiction, have 

featured author reviews on the covers that praised each novel for beautiful 

language and lyrical voices.  Both were published by major New York 

publishers. One was an author's first book, and her second in the trilogy 

came out recently in hardcover. Success with breaking the rules? For a 

second book to appear in hardcover? You betcha.  

I didn't come into my unique style and voice as a writer until I made a 

conscious decision to ignore the rules that don't work for me. That isn't to 

say I didn't know why the rules existed.  I know the purpose of The Rules 

for Writers, and I break them with that knowledge firmly in place.  
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I've never come across a rule for developing my style and voice, and I don't 

have a rule for anybody who's searching for a concise method of finding 

that personal element in writing.  

What I do have is a bit of free advice (in a field that's full of advice) for 

writers who are still searching and still finding themselves writing with a 

voice that sounds like every other voice in the crowd.  

Know the rules, know the whys, and experiment with a bit of judicial 

breaking.  

Tell, don't show.  

Say it with a shriek, a whisper, a murmur.  

Dare to be passive once in a while.  

If you love it, back it up in three different places and use a 

flamethrower to weld it into your work in progress.  

Write fearlessly.  With an -ly!  

Whatever else you do, remember that writers have something to say.  Say 

it with strength, power, a willingness to take risks, and remember that if the 

risk falls flat, delete keys and erasers were made for a reason. 
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UUSSIINNGG  SSCCIIEENNCCEE  IINN  FFAANNTTAASSYY  
By  

Peggy Kurilla 

©2003, Peggy Kurilla 

   

Science is the systematic study of how the universe works.  Magic, if 

it exists, is a part of that universe and therefore functions 

according to certain rules and laws, just as everything else in the 

universe does.  Magic, when properly constructed during the worldbuilding 

phase of writing, can be subjected to scientific inquiry.  (The exception, of 

course, is magic that is available only at the will of a deity.  Such magic 

exists outside the universe proper, though it will still have limits—if only 

those of the deity’s whimsy.)  

How can a writer use science in a fantasy setting?  That’s the subject of 

this article.  

First, it should be clear that the common history of science is inadequate.  

In the United States (at least when I went to school), it was the Western 

world’s use of science and their "discoveries" that were taught.  I never 

learned in school that we acquired the zero from the Arabs, who had 

borrowed it from India.  I never learned that Mendel made discoveries in 

genetics long before Western Europeans—not until college, anyway.  

When using science in fantasy, we have to put aside our preconceived 
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ideas of when scientific knowledge develops for best results.  Gunpowder, 

for example, was developed in two different cultures several centuries 

apart.  

Of course, certain things are dependent on other things to exist (we 

couldn’t have computers without electricity, for example), but much basic 

scientific knowledge is not dependent on other knowledge.  

Second, there is new evidence of past scientific discoveries emerging 

continuously.  A recent book, LOST DISCOVERIES: THE ANCIENT 

ROOTS OF MODERN SCIENCE by Dick Teresi, details some of them.  

Other sources for early scientific knowledge include SERENDIPITY: 

ACCIDENTAL DISCOVERIES IN SCIENCE by Royston M. Roberts (ISBN 

0471506583, out of print), THE TIMETABLES OF SCIENCE by Alexander 

Hellemans and Bryan Bunch (ISBN 0671733281), and anything by James 

Burke (THE DAY THE UNIVERSE CHANGED and THE PINBALL EFFECT 

being but two examples).  A web search should yield even more resources 

and ideas.  

Third, most scientific knowledge is gained because a few individuals dare 

to ask "Why?"  and "How come?" and "What if?"  A Leonardo, for instance, 

curious about how the human body works, dissects cadavers to find out.  

You don’t have to have a society that institutionally supports scientific 

research to use science in your story.  

Fourth, a staggering number of scientific discoveries are made by accident. 

Everyone has heard of Archimedes shouting "Eureka!" as he ran naked 
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through the streets after figuring out displacement, and of Sir Isaac Newton 

formulating the theory of gravity after an apple fell on his head.  Again, one 

curious person, or one person in the right place at the wrong time, can 

make a significant discovery.  Whether he realizes the significance of his 

discovery or not is your decision.  

With these principles in mind, it’s time to start thinking about how science 

will figure in your story.  

The first decision you’ll make is what technological level you want in your 

world.  Steam technology?  Electricity?  Gaslight?  Internal combustion 

engine?  Let your mind wander here—medieval European technological 

levels are not the only ones where fantasy can be used.  (For excellent 

examples of non-medieval fantasy, see J. Gregory Keyes' AGE OF 

UNREASON series or Holly Lisle's THE SECRET TEXTS.) You’ll need to 

know your tech level before you can decide how much and what science 

your world has.  

Keep in mind that technological levels can vary from one branch of science 

to another.  Steam engines coexisted with leeching as a viable medical 

practice, for example.  A good general guideline is this:  whatever is 

important to your people will have a higher tech level than what’s not.  If 

your people value making war and conquest, they’ll focus much of their 

organized scientific inquiry into weapons technology.  Even if an individual 

makes a significant discovery as to how the heart operates, it might be 

ignored because it’s not considered important.  Conversely, if someone 

invents a steam engine, they will immediately look for ways to use it in war.  
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After you’ve decided the general technological levels, decide whether and 

how science is supported by society.  Do scientists have patrons, as artists 

did?  Is science generally ignored for religious reasons?  Are the physical 

sciences considered less important because magic can power things?  All 

of these societal factors will affect science in your world.  

Now that you’ve determined the basic attitude toward science and the 

scientific literacy of your world, how do you use this knowledge in a story?   

Remember that science--the daily process of testing and experimenting--

can be horrendously dull to everyone except the researcher fascinated by 

his subject.  Edison is rumored to have tried a thousand different methods 

before successfully developing a light bulb.  If you have a scientist as a 

character, he or she will likely share that kind of patient fascination, while 

those around him will likely think him delightfully mad at best and loopy as 

a loon at worst.  Those around the scientist may also feel left out, or as if 

they come second behind the discovery. We face similar challenges as 

writers, and using these feelings and situations can add depth and conflict 

to your characters.  

Because daily work can be dull, focus on the moment of discovery or, 

possibly with more dramatic results, the time someone figures out how to 

use that discovery.  If someone figures out how to use the discovery in 

ways that weren't intended, you may have an even stronger conflict.  What 

if the Chinese had used gunpowder for firearms instead of fireworks, for 

example?  
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Depending on your societal structure, science may have to be a hobby for 

your scientist character rather than his primary occupation.  If your 

character is wealthy, or has a wealthy patron, this may speed the process 

of discovery, if only because equipment and esoteric ingredients will be 

more readily obtainable.  If your scientist neglects his regular duties to work 

on his discovery, how will that affect him and his family?  

How will your society accept his discoveries?  In our own history, we learn 

that Galileo was ostracized for contradicting religious teachings.  He has 

since been vindicated, but if the Church had remained strong, we may not 

have ever heard of Galileo.  Which leads to another point--often, scientists 

like artists are not appreciated until after their death.  How will a centuries-

old discovery affect your characters now?  What if that discovery was 

ignored originally and is only now being rediscovered?  

Besides these large questions that could make stories in themselves, think 

about the day-to-day use of science.  We think nothing of flipping a switch 

and having light and power to our computers, but even a century ago, that 

wasn't possible.  Where does science (or, more accurately, the application 

of science) fit in the background of your world? 
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PPOOEETTRRYY::  FFIINNDDIINNGG  IINNSSPPIIRRAATTIIOONN  
By  

Lola Dechant 

©2003, Lola Dechant 

  

In poetry, more than in other forms of writing, there is an attitude that 

you must wait for inspiration to strike. This seems to be true particularly 

among beginning poets, but I have seen this inclination in those who 

have been writing poetry for years as well. I believe that there are two 

problems with this attitude. The first is that you can wait a very long time for 

inspiration to strike. The second is that when it does strike, it is likely to 

come from your subconscious.  

One of the ways to get around the problem of waiting is to put yourself in a 

poetry frame of mind, which can be as easy to do as reading poetry that 

you like, or sometimes poetry you don't like. Keeping a varied poetry library 

increases the chances that you will find something to motivate you. 

Reading poetry that I like moves me to create something beautiful myself. 

Sometimes inspiration comes from just one phrase and sometimes it is the 

whole idea. Occasionally I am inspired by the rhythm of the language.  

Reading poetry expands poetry horizons. You see the many things that 

poetry can be written about and it breaks you out of your shell of thought. It 

also increases the myriad of images and ideas in your subconscious. The 
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number of people who write poetry but don't read it is astounding, and you 

can usually tell who they are when you read their work.  

On the days that I have started out reading poetry, I see it reflected 

everywhere. I don't have to wait for inspiration to strike -- I can't make it 

leave me alone. There is poetry in the reflection of headlights in the rain, in 

the feeling of a strand of hair falling across my face, and even in the 

strange spots that mysteriously appear on the bathroom mirror.  

I have heard the argument that reading poetry right before writing may 

make you sound like the poet you've just read.  This is possible, but 

unlikely. We all have a unique voice that will shine through whatever we 

write.  I am not Emily Dickinson or Robert Frost and while I may be inspired 

and influenced by them, I am still me in my poetry.  

However, if you are concerned about this influence, putting yourself in the 

right frame of mind can be as simple as writing your own poem. No matter 

how good or bad it turns out, you are now thinking about poetry.  

Some might say that the second problem, poems coming from the 

subconscious, is a good thing. I would have to disagree. Images and ideas 

from your subconscious are likely to be similar to things you have seen or 

heard before. There is also more likely to be a recurring theme in your 

mind. Both of these things increase the chance that the resulting poem will 

be something that has been overdone, by you or by others. As an example, 

I have a hand and foot fetish, and I am also fascinated by the wind. My 



Holly Lisle's Vision 
Issue # 14 
March/April, 2003  139 

 
'inspired' poetry reflects this. It is easy and effortless for me to write most of 

the poems like this. Most are also not very good.  

It is good practice to write when you feel no inspiration or even inclination 

to do so.  One of the ways in which I push myself is to sit down and write 

about whatever object comes into my head, or the least poetic thing you 

can think of at the moment.  Sometimes I look around and write about the 

first thing that catches my attention. I call this the "I spy" challenge.  For 

example, right now, on my desk, I have some notes brainstorming for a title 

for a novel. At the very top is a name that caught my attention.  

Jochen Hahn's  

Name caught my ear.  

I wondered why  

The announcer seemed to say  

"Yuckin Heim"  

   

He is now  

A name I know.  

A lyricism engraved on my soul.  

Proof of music  

In the world.  

I won't forget this time.  
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While this is not a great work of art, it did what it was intended to do. It 

pushed me beyond my expectations of what I thought I could write. It can 

be fixed if I feel like it, or it can be thrown away. The most important thing 

this poem did was to start me thinking about poetry. I am inspired to write 

more, or just to write something better.  

Another way to push yourself to write when you think you cannot is to use 

the dictionary. Open it at random and point to a word. Use the word in a 

poem; if you are feeling bold find several words this way and use them all 

in the same poem. If you want rhymes, get out the rhyming dictionary.  

Write with a friend.  You can pick a phrase or several words and each write 

a poem that includes it.  Seeing the different ways a person can use words, 

phrases or ideas can be another form of inspiration. Can you write like your 

friend? Try it. I doubt you will succeed, but you may find a new well of ideas 

in yourself.  

My most creative work comes not when I take the easy way and wait for 

inspiration, but when I try to be creative within restraints. You must push 

yourself harder and find the reserves inside. You can do what you thought 

was impossible; writing when you thought you had no inspiration, and 

finding that what you wrote is good. You may even inspire yourself. 

Inspiration and poetry are like the chicken and the egg. Sometimes writing 

the poem comes before the inspiration, and not the other way around.  
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PPUUTTTTIINNGG  YYOOUURR  SSTTAARRSS  IINN  
TTHHEEIIRR  PPLLAACCEESS  

By 

Greg Scalise 
©2003, Greg Scalise 

 As science fiction writers, we're free to range far beyond earth in our 

stories, from the moon to the farthest stars we can see. However, 

there are times when this can pose worldbuilding problems that 

writers in other genres don't need to worry about.  

For a story I recently wrote, I had to find out how far apart Tau Ceti and BY 

Draconis were so I could figure out how long a message between the two 

systems would take for a round trip. Given that this message would be 

traveling at FTL speeds, I could just wave my writer's wand and make 

messages travel instantaneously. However, this would violate the rules I'd 

already set up in the story for this form of communication, and maintaining 

internal consistency is crucial to maintaining your reader's willing 

suspension of disbelief.  

I already knew how far each star was from Earth, and in which direction, 

and I knew there had to be some way to translate this into the distance 

between the two stars. I found it, and it's not difficult to handle at all.  

Astronomers locate the objects they study with a coordinate system 

comprised of three elements: Right Ascension, Declination, and Distance. 
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Right Ascension (hereafter RA) and Declination might sound mysterious, 

but don't worry -- they're really not hard to understand. RA and declination 

are precisely analogous to longitude and latitude. The difference is that we 

can't specify the location of astronomical objects relative to the surface of 

the Earth, because the Earth rotates. Therefore, we use an imaginary 

reference grid in the sky to locate our objects, with the zero points defined 

by the point where the Sun crosses the equator on the first day of Spring 

for RA and the celestial equator and poles for declination. RA is measured 

in hours, minutes, and seconds (24 hours equals 360 degrees of 

"longitude"; RA increases in the eastward direction). Declination is 

measured in degrees (0 at the equator; 90 at the Celestial North Pole; 

objects below the celestial equator are assigned negative declinations).  

Now that we know how astronomers locate things, we can use stellar 

catalog information to locate our stars and figure out the distance between 

them. Taking the two stars I mentioned earlier as our example, we find the 

location from Earth of each star is as follows: 

Tau Ceti:   RA 1hr 44min 4.091sec 

 Dec -15 degrees 56min 14.89sec 

 Distance: 11.9 light years 

BY Draconis: RA 18h 33min 55.808sec 

 Dec 51 degrees 43min 8.62sec 

 Distance: 53.6 light years 
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Armed with this information, we're ready to begin. Here's where the math 

kicks in. To find the distance between stars, we need to convert from the 

Earth-centered polar coordinate system astronomers use to a Cartesian X-

Y-Z coordinate system. It sounds scary at first, but it really isn't. If you have 

spreadsheet software handy that can handle trig functions, it's very easy to 

create a spreadsheet that does all this for you.  

First, we need to convert RA to degrees. We'll call this value A:  

A = (hours * 15) + (minutes * 0.25) + (seconds * 0.004166)  

Doing so gives us:  

Tau Ceti: 26.017046  

BY Draconis: 278.482530  

Save these answers; we'll need them later.  

Next, we need to find the value of what we'll call B. As declination is 

already measured in degrees, this is pretty simple.  

B = ( ABS(Dec_degrees) + (Dec_minutes / 60) + (Dec_seconds / 3600)) * 

SIGN(Dec_Degrees)  

Note that, as declination can range between 90° and negative 90°, we 

need to take the absolute value of the degrees term (the value as a positive 

number) and restore the sign after we've done our math. Otherwise, we'll 

get an inaccurate value for B. Using our two stars we get: 
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Tau Ceti: -15.937469 

BY Draconis:  51.719061 

C is just the distance in light years (You can use parsecs if you prefer. It 

does you no good to use light years with one star and parsecs with the 

other, though!): 

Tau Ceti: 11.9 

BY Draconis: 53.6 

Now that we have all our polar coordinates in the same units, we can 

convert that to Cartesian X-Y-Z coordinates.  

The formula for the conversions is:  

X = (C * cos(B)) * cos(A)  

Y = (C * cos(B)) * sin(A)  

Z = C * sin(B)  

Using our values for A, B, and C for each star, plugging in our numbers 

gives us: 

Tau Ceti: X1 = 10.283036 

 Y1 = 5.019159 

 Z1 = -3.267598 
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BY 

Draconis: 
X2 = 4.898169 

 Y2 = -32.842914 

 Z2 = 42.075062 

Now we've got things located in familiar Cartesian coordinates, with the 

scale in light years, centered on Earth. With this, we're finally ready to find 

the distance between our two stars.  

The formula for finding the distance between two points in a Cartesian 

coordinate system is:  

Distance2 = (X1 - X2)2 + (Y1 - Y2)2 + (Z1 - Z2)2  

Altering this to a form more suitable for pocket calculator use gives us:  

Distance = SQRT((X1 - X2)2 + (Y1 - Y2)2 + (Z1 - Z2)2)  

Putting our numbers in gives us the distance between two stars (and you 

though we'd never get here!)  

Distance between Tau Ceti and BY Draconis: 60.991494 light years  

Now, this may seem like a lot of work to get a number which you might not 

explicitly use in a story, but details like this matter when you're building a 

world. Even in hard SF we're allowed to break some of the laws of physics, 

but we need to make sure we've explained the ground rules of our world to 

the reader, and then rigorously stick with those rules. Otherwise, you'll risk 
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losing your reader's willing suspension of disbelief -- and possibly that that 

reader's desire to keep reading your story. Sustain that willing suspension 

of disbelief by making your imaginary worlds vivid, detailed, and internally 

self-consistent, though, and you'll likely have a reader staying up past her 

bedtime, totally absorbed in the world you're showing her.  

Resources:  

The Internet Stellar Database: http://www.stellar-database.com/  

A searchable online database of most of the stars within 75 light years of 

Earth. Also gives you Earth-centered X,Y,Z coordinates, so you can save a 

bit of number crunching.  

3-D Starmaps: http://www.projectrho.com/starmap.html  

If you're interested in more information on the math involved, there's an 

extensive discussion here. Also includes extensive links to more 

information sources, online star catalogs, and software.  

http://www.stellar-database.com/
http://www.projectrho.com/starmap.html
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TTHHEE  CCHHOOIICCEESS  IINN  EEBBOOOOKK  
PPUUBBLLIICCAATTIIOONN  

By  

Lazette Gifford 
©2003, Lazette Gifford 

New opportunities in book publication have been arriving every few 

decades in the form of new mediums.  Paperback books are not 

that old of an innovation (although the first appeared in Germany 

in 1841), and audio books are even newer.  Both faced considerable 

opposition from people who didn't see any use for them in filling their 

needs.  But both mediums have survived and grown beyond their first 

stumbling steps to draw markets.  

So will ebook publishing survive and grow.  All the components to the 

ebook revolution are already in place.  First, of course, is the computer, and 

the later small offspring, like the Palm™ and Visor™.  These smaller PDAs 

(Personal Data Assistants) provide hand-held portable reading devices that 

can be taken anywhere, and store a dozen or more books at a time.  They 

are already very popular in the world of business travelers, where many 

have found that they no longer need to pack half a dozen heavy books to 

make it through the nightly boredom of a weeklong seminar.  

Second in the list of components is the Internet, which provides readily 

accessible books at all hours and across international borders.   Marketing 
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is an extremely difficult part of ebook publishing because there are only a 

few  'stores' in which to place the books, but people are already getting 

used to the idea of looking for what they want (often via search engines like 

Google), and the readership is growing.  

And a last component is a market of readers who has grown up on 

computers and is not put off by the novelty of reading a book in electronic, 

rather than paper, format. To some of them, ebooks are already becoming 

as natural as paperbacks.  They will not be the medium that takes over -- 

they will just be another type of book, just as paperbacks are a different 

format from hard bounds, and audio books another choice.  

But why would an author turn to ebooks rather than the traditional -- and 

better paying -- modes of publication?   

An unpublished manuscript not only faces the difficulty of overcoming the 

slush pile, winning the first and second readers, wowing the editor -- but it 

also has to win over the marketing department, which often has the final 

say.  Marketing departments are not known for taking chances.  And these 

days, with corporate takeovers of smaller houses, those marketing 

departments are more used to 'best seller' numbers rather than genre sales 

results.  New, untested authors -- especially if they have written something 

outside the norm -- are short shifted in this environment.  If a book does not 

fall into the parameters of what a marketing department knows will sell, it's 

unlikely the publisher will pick it up.  
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There are, of course, exceptions, but those are very rare these days.  Small 

press companies have stepped in and are starting to gain audiences that 

the larger companies don't feel significant enough in size to bother with.   

However, small press companies are faced with the same expenditures as 

a large New York publisher, and therefore are limited in what they can 

offer.  

Into this growing void stepped the Internet with a unique ability to offer 

unusual material without the expense of print publishing. Ebook publishers 

can take chances because their outlay is miniscule compared to the cost of 

print companies. That doesn't mean that it costs them nothing, however.  

The better ebook publishers have expenses that range not only from the 

obvious website hosting and maintenance, but also to paying for marketing 

in various areas both on the Internet and in print. They also pay copyeditors 

to work on making certain the books are as error-free as possible, and 

cover artists to present an eye-catching graphic that draws the reader to 

the book.  That last has turned out to be a surprise for many publishers, 

who hadn't considered the people they are trying to reach.  Regular book 

buyers often 'judge a book by its cover' and those who are used to the 

Internet consider it a graphical medium, and are drawn to nice looking art.  

Cover art has turned out to be a very important part of ebook publication.  

This is the pulp age of epublishing.  Some great names are going to come 

out of it, but a lot of the others will be forgotten.   Some people have started 

publishing businesses on the Internet without having a clue what they really 

need -- from good writers (not just their friends saying they wrote a book) to 
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copyeditors and cover artists.  And there is also that marketing problem, 

which is shared equally between publisher and author.  

There are good sides to epublishing.  Authors get a far larger percentage of 

the sale of an ebook than they do from a print publication.  I have ebooks at 

several different publishers, and my percentage varies from 35% to 60%.  

Print authors general only get about 10% or less.  However, they do get 

advances of several thousand dollars, which ebook publishers usually can't 

afford to offer.  Print authors only get that 10% royalty after their book has 

sold enough copies to cover the advance.  

It may look like ebooks would be the wiser way to go for authors -- but 

ebooks are not (yet) selling well enough to make them a viable alternative 

for someone who wants to live by writing.  Every year the sales pick up a 

little more, however.  It's a growing market.  And here is one of the really 

good points for ebooks -- your book is not going to go out of print and be 

pulled from the shelf after a few weeks, never to be seen again.  An 

epublished author has time to build up a readership.  

Submitting to ebook publishers is no different than submitting to print 

publishers.  Making certain that your work is ready for publication in any 

form is always the first step.  Remember that no matter what, you are going 

to have real people reading your books.  

When looking at ebook publishers, apply the same standards and steps 

you would in the study of print publishers. Look over their titles, read 

chapters, and make certain this is a group you want to be associated with.  
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Check out their guidelines and their contract (many of them have a basic 

contract available for viewing) as well.  

There are a couple things to look out for when choosing an ebook 

publisher.  The first is to watch out for a publisher that turns out books that 

are full of errors or badly formatted, or one that has a site where it is difficult 

to order the books.  In fact, having a nice looking and quick loading website 

is a definite plus. That website is their bookstore.  If customers have trouble 

navigating the 'aisles' and can't find the cash register, you're going to lose 

sales.  

Also be wary of a publisher that says they take all kinds of genres, but 

seems to focus heavily on only one or two.  If your book isn't one of those 

genres, not only will it get lost beneath the others, but also the people who 

regularly buy books there are not likely to be interested in your work.  

Many ebook publishers are now offering POD (Print on Demand -- trade 

paperback) versions of books as well, though usually some time after the 

ebook version comes out.  POD is more expensive, but if an ebook is 

selling well, it may be a good investment.  Sometimes the author helps pay 

for the POD set up, and sometimes not. This flies in the face of traditional 

publishing, where all money flows to the author -- but it is still a 

consideration and a choice that the author can make.  

Ebooks come out in a number of different formats to meet the needs of 

many different types of readers, from PCs to Macs, PDAs to devices that 
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are strictly for reading electronic books.  Some formats allow the buyer to 

print out a copy, and others do not.  

It's a changing, growing medium that will still have a few stumbles before it 

finds the right path.  But in another decade I suspect that people aren't 

going to be as likely to be ask why an author tried an epublisher as why 

not. 
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Book Review: 

TTHHEE  CCOOMMPPLLEETTEE  CCRRIIMMEE  

RREEFFEERREENNCCEE  BBOOOOKK  

BBYY  MMAARRTTIINN  RROOTTHH  
Reviewed by Andi Ward 

©2003, Andi Ward 

   

While the title is fairly descriptive, and it is a very good crime 

reference for writers, I found this book far from "complete" in 

the dictionary definition of the word. No book containing less 

than 300 pages could possibly hold everything a writer would need to know 

on a crime-related subject.  

The book breaks down the different aspects of crime very well, dealing with 

different types of criminals separately, though very succinctly. The aspects 

of law enforcement are spelled out in great detail, from the local levels 

(there are charts details the hierarchy of the LAPD, the NYPD and the 

Cincinnati PD as examples) to the FBI and the military. What is legally 

needed for an arrest and a conviction (surprisingly, not the same things) is 

covered. This is also one of the few books I have seen that contains what 
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happens after the trial is finished, including sentencing, paroles and jail 

time. Prisons are also covered, as well as the different roles of the various 

courts and court officials.  

Mr. Roth has included a plethora of glossaries and lists, including police 

codes, 'slanguage' for different groups, and definitions of crimes. There are 

lists of different types of guns, crimes (broken down by base names, i.e.: 

Robbery, etc.), narcotics, etc. Most of these lists, however, have no 

descriptions attached to them, so while the writer may know that Mexico's 

magic mushrooms is an illegal narcotic, he still has no explanation of its 

affects, if it's a national or state offense, etc.  

I found The Writer's Complete Crime Reference Book to be an excellent 

jumping-off reference work. By reading through it I gained ideas of what I 

wanted to look for in other research. However, as a "complete reference," I 

found it to be highly lacking in the details needed for my work. For instance, 

though it was one of the few books I've found which covered the topic of 

arson, the entire section was only three pages long and two of those pages 

were lists of the different types of incendiaries and of motives for arson. 

There was no information of how the actual investigation into solving the 

arson is handled, which was what I needed.  

Being something of a dedicated researcher (I actually think it's fun, not 

work), I think this book is a definite keeper since it can point me in 

directions I need to go. It's rather a "card catalog" reference book rather 

than something I would use to draw actual information for writing. As it is 

difficult for me to find such card catalog, I hold this book very high in my 
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estimation and recommend it to people who do serious research for writing 

Mystery or Suspense. However, for those people who wish to have a single 

book or two as their sole references on a subject, I cannot recommend this 

book for that purpose.  

The Writer's Complete Crime Reference Book by Martin Roth  

Copyright 1990  

ISBN# 0-89879-397-1  

Publisher: Writer's Digest Books  
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Web Review 

NNAAMMEE,,  NNAAMMEE,,  WWHHOO''SS  GGOOTT  TTHHEE  

NNAAMMEE??  

VVAARRIIOOUUSS  NNAAMMEE  WWEEBBSSIITTEESS  
Reviewed by 

Gerri Baker 
©2003, Gerri Baker 

When I create characters, I often visualize them going through 

the motions of the life I intend for them to live in my story. Until 

I find names for them, their faces don't fill in; they have fuzzy, 

indistinct blobs for eyes, nose and mouth. Also, they don't walk through the 

world in my head; they float just off the ground, like ghosts. But when I give 

my characters names, they solidify. Suddenly, they have faces and hair 

and clothing. I can hear what their voices sound like, and their personalities 

light up around them. The names make them real for me.  

But finding the perfect name takes time. While my first line of attack is my 

Writer's Digest Character-Naming Sourcebook, I'm not always at home with 

my book at hand. Other times, the book simply doesn't have a name that 
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clicks for me. Fortunately, the Internet provides multiple resources for name 

fanatics such as myself.  

Babyzone Names (www.babyzone.com/babynames/) doesn't just provide a 

database of names and meanings. The database can be accessed through 

a traditional search or by nationality. The site also provides lists of popular 

baby names between 1998-2000.  Other nice things about this site are the 

articles on naming and the Shakespearean name list. One disadvantage: 

pop-up hell.  

Baby Center (www.babycenter.com/babyname) has a list of 5000+ names, 

sorted by either alphabetical or national origin. The information about each 

name is easy to read, but only offers a surface meaning. Also, the site is 

very commercialized.  

The Baby Name Network (www.babynamenetwork.com/index.cfm) 

provides a few exotic, but limited, nationality-naming resources such as 

Zimbabwe, Swahili, and Basque. It also has easy access to the most 

popular baby name list for 2001.  

Eponym (www.eponym.org/) is a link site for other naming websites. It's a 

useful website for those people hunting for non-Western names as well as 

people interested in thinking about what kinds of names work well for 

children as well as characters. This site has lots of places to go; it's 

guaranteed to keep any surfer busy for a long time.  

20,000 Names (www.20000_names.com/) provides just that: 20,000+ 

names to look at, covering both boys' and girls' names as well as those for 

http://www.babyzone.com/babynames/
http://www.babycenter.com/babyname
http://www.babynamenetwork.com/index.cfm
http://www.eponym.org/
http://www.20000_names.com/
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pets. The search engine can do either alphabetical or nationality based 

searches, and the names include multiple spellings that fall under one 

category. Their definitions include elaborations where necessary. The only 

major problem with this site is the default print is awfully small, which 

makes the site hard to read.  

Behind the Name (www.behindthename.com/) provides a wonderful 

resource for those writers who choose the names of characters by the 

meanings. By dividing their lists into nationalities, Behind the Name 

provides a handy way for authors to develop a consistent naming pattern. 

The definitions are a bit sketchy at times, but links to name origins are 

provided. The other nice thing about this site is their its mythology name 

list, which covers not only the mythological name, but the origin of that 

myth.  

But the heavyweight name website is the Kalabarian 

(www.kabalarians.com/html/surf_by.htm). This website claims over 866,000 

names in a wide array of types. They have the mundane nationalities such 

as Korean, Indian, Romanian, English, or Greek, to name only a very few. 

But the site also includes such categories as Hippy, Ferengi, and Flowers. 

And those aren't even the strange categories. WWF, anyone? (No, I'm not 

kidding.) While this site is excellent for inspiration, its name definitions are 

not traditional or classic meanings. Instead, the list is intended to be a sales 

promotion for their particular brand of divination, so the meanings attached 

to the names are based on the Kalabarian's numerology.  

http://www.behindthename.com/
http://www.kabalarians.com/html/surf_by.htm
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Naming characters is a tricky business, almost as important as naming a 

baby. Take the time to choose the right name for the character, and enjoy 

surfing through these websites. Inspiration awaits. Good luck!  

Sherrilyn Kenyon. The Writer's Digest Character Naming Sourcebook. 

(Writer's Digest Books, 1994, ISBN 0-89879-632-6)  $18.99 U.S.  
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Meet the Moderator 

BBJJ  SSTTEEEEVVEESS  
©2003, BJ Steeves 

I am the lead moderator of the Computer Geeks Corner, and co-

moderator of several other boards on the site. I am also one of the 

"technical" support members for the site.  I found Holly's site a little over 

two years ago. After a year or so, Holly asked me to become a staffer on 

the board, and to be one of her tech people. Apparently, she liked the 

contributions and the support I had made to the site and asked me to 

become a moderator.  

I guess the first stirrings of the urge to write began when I first started to 

learn to read.  I was always interested in looking up at the night sky, and 

would read astronomy books about the planets and the stars.  I constantly 

dreamed about traveling from planet to planet, then from galaxy to galaxy, 

and finally universe to universe.  This was the real beginning of my fixation 

with science fiction.  I find that I have many favorite authors in the field, and 

it seems that my current favorite author changes each time I read a new 

book or as I re-read an old favorite for the umpteenth time.  

It wasn't until I read The Hobbit and the Lord of the Rings trilogy by J. R. R. 

Tolkien that I began to explore the fantasy genre.  I had only read The 

Hobbit because my English teacher, for my freshman year in high school, 

gave it to the class as an assignment.  Before that time, I had previously 

considered fantasy to be just so much "mumble-jumble."  I would probably 
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never have been exposed to this type of writing if I hadn't been forced 

through that door.  Now I willingly leave that door wide open, and 

constantly run through that open doorway, just as often as I can.  

Also, I became interested in computers about this time, real and make-

believe.  This interest became a hobby and then my career as my interest 

in the computer field grew.  I spent eight years in the armed services, 

troubleshooting and maintaining computers, and writing game programs 

when no one was watching... or so I believed.  I still work with computers 

and I currently own several at home.  

I picked up a guitar while in the service, and learned some basic chords.  

After going to work full time, I stored it away for a long time.  Currently, I am 

trying to learn to play keyboard instruments.  I have a midi keyboard 

hooked to a computer and a stand-alone organ.  I have managed to drag 

out that old twelve string to see if I still remembered the few chords I 

learned years ago.  With all the full time hours from my job, there's more 

dust on them than I like, but I keep trying.  

Since those star gazing days -- and the reading of my first science fiction 

story, Robbie by Isaac Asimov -- I thought that some day I would write my 

own science fiction book.  I played a little with the writing, but I didn't get 

serious until a couple of years ago.  Maybe hitting the big 50 made me 

realize that I had let something I wanted to do slip away.  I started 

searching the net for anything on writing, and I stumbled onto Holly's site.  I 

have been here at Forward Motion ever since.  

I currently have a work in progress, and another in the planning stages.  

Working full time does not leave much time for other things, but I do get 
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some writing in.  With all the technical computer work during the day, I find 

that working on the more creative side of things, such as writing or 

practicing some keyboard or guitar, is a good balance of mind and soul.  

My main goal is to get one good story published.  Do I want to make writing 

a full time career?  Definitely!  But I am also a realist.  In order to go from A 

to Z, you need to go through all the other letters of the alphabet.  So I will 

concentrate on A first, and then pick off the rest of the letters one at a time.  

I may not get all of them, but I will get some of them.  Besides, I was never 

really fond of using contractions in my writing unless necessary.  
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GGOOOODD  NNEEWWSS  FFRROOMM  FFOORRWWAARRDD  

MMOOTTIIOONN  
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 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 . . .  
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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: 

• Melting the Iceman and two additional romance novels to Onyx (NAL) 

• A Matter of Consultation (AH short story) to Baen    

 

Major congratulations to Jennifer Dunne, who is a triple-nominee for this year's EPPIE 

awards (recognizing the best ebook originals of the year):  

 

SHADOW PRINCE - nominated for best fantasy 
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THE TOWER - nominated for best fantasy 

SHIFTERS - nominated for best anthology  

She's also a triple-nominee for this year's Golden Rose Reader Awards at 

LoveRomances (http://www.loveromances.com/goldenrose): 

 

SHIFTERS - nominated for best anthology 

TIED WITH A BOW - nominated for best anthology 

SEX MAGIC - nominated for best erotica/romantica  

 

Jonathan Bernard  place two separate pieces of about 300 words apiece with a gaming 

company.  

 

Jlralston  has an acceptance from a small-press anthology contest.  

 

Alexei's Crash Board challenge piece has been accepted to TCMSFF.com  

 

Fredrick Obermeyer  Acceptance from the Fifth Di March issue  

 

Bethanny Davis's Single Mom's Survival Guide has been published by DDP  

 http://www.double-dragon-ebooks.com/non-fiction.html#singlemom  

http://www.loveromances.com/goldenrose
http://www.double-dragon-ebooks.com/non-fiction.html
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She also has an author's page at the site:  

http://www.double-dragon-ebooks.com/Authors/davis.html  

 

Barbara Davies's  fantasy story 'Leaping Brook's Tale' has been published in the 

February issue of The Eternal Night. 

 

Charity Z. and Mark, her often-times co-author received word from John Ordover at 

Pocket books. Their short story "One Last Adventure", made it into the ST: Strange New 

Worlds Anthology!  

 

Lazette Gifford's current publications can be found at http://lazette.net  

New -- Seeker of Shadows, Hunter of Souls, published in the March issue of Dragons, Knights 

and Angels 

 

http://www.double-dragon-ebooks.com/Authors/davis.html
http://lazette.net/
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PPUUZZZZLLEE::  RROOMMAANNTTIICC  FFIICCTTIIOONN  

BBOOAARRDD  
Cassandra Ward 

2003, Cassandra Ward 

O M I S U N D E R S T A N D I N G T H E 
C R O S S O V E R E N I O R E H L T S T 
R O E N I O R E H D N A O R E H E S I C 
L M A H I S T O R I C A L A N T E R N I 
U A W R S L G E N R E R O M A N C E G L 
S N U F S U B P L O T J H A L L A W L F 
T T Y R E L O V E S C E N E A Y T S E N 
O I M N A T E R R E V I E W S L E C T O 
U C A A O K U V E H T R A E H A G O I C 
C F E A R I I T O G O T H I C M O N T R 
H I T I P S S N E C N O V E L R R T L F 
E C S P I S W N S A A A L L Y O Y E E C 
S T A R D O C E E A R T D E L N V M E R 
A I R A D F L T E T L J I D E A R P I I 
P O P A S S I O N T N E E V N R B O T T 
P N N A G E C I D O B O O R E A D R S B 
Y C G I N A H A L E A T I R K P K A G O 
E R O M K E E P E R S H E L F E A R N A 
N T O L P L A N R E T X E N C E R Y A R 
D E S N E P S U S N O I T O M E P E E D 
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Angst       Fetu     Lantern    RWA  
Ball       Genre Romance  Laura Kinsale  Sappy End 
Bodice       Gina Hale   Love Scene   Single Title 
Category      Gothic     Lust     Stardoc  
Cliché       HEA     Misunderstanding Steamy  
Conflict      Heart     Novel     Subplot  
Contemporary    Hero and Heroine Paranormal   Suspense 
Crossover     Historical    Passion    Sweet  
Dance       J. Hall     Reviews    Tear Jerker 
Dark and Dangerous Hero Keeper Shelf   RF Crit Board  Tension  
Deep Emotions    Kiss     Rita     Touches  
Evocative      Krista     Romantic Fiction  TSTL Heroine 
External Plot                    

                       
Hidden Message (43 Letters):               
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MMAASSTTHHEEAADD  

Vision 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  

 

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
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Copy Editor: 

• Beth Adele Long  

bethadele@hollylisle.com 

Special thanks to Ellen Wright for helping copy edit Issue # 14  

Moderators 

hollylisle, dstar, venus00, RonBrown, zette, Jinx, Anne_Marble, Jim 

Mills, astropolis, Fetu, junedrexler, robertsloan2, Nonny, sswain, 

JamesMilton, JeriT, Krista, mamarose1900, Justinvs, Erik_Forbes, 

strigidae, lyricalmoon, davidstone, MattScudder, silver_fire, kr_mercik, 

StarDoc, BJSteeves,  

Copyright Information 

Vision 

Volume Three, Issue 14, March/April 

Entire contents Copyright 2003, Forward Motion E-press. 

All rights reserved. Reproduction in whole or in part without 
permission is expressly prohibited, except that the entire issue 
may be freely distributed, so long as it remains complete and 
unchanged 

 

http://hollylisle.com/community/beth-adele-long-intro.html
mailto:bethadele@hollylisle.com
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=hollylisle
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=dstar
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=venus00
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=RonBrown
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=zette
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=Jinx
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=Anne_Marble
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=Jim%20Mills
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=Jim%20Mills
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=astropolis
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=Fetu
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=junedrexler
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=robertsloan2
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=Nonny
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=sswain
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=JamesMilton
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=JeriT
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=Krista
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=mamarose1900
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=Justinvs
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=Erik_Forbes
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=strigidae
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=lyricalmoon
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=davidstone
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=MattScudder
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=silver_fire
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=kr_mercik
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=StarDoc
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_profiles&user=BJSteeves
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GGUUIIDDEELLIINNEESS  

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 
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available from the site for as long as I can keep them there, as a 

reference for new people coming into the site. 

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.  

mailto:zette@hollylisle.com
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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.   

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.)   
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Do not use an underline for emphasis.  Underline on websites indicates 

a link, and people often send emails to say the link is not working.  Use 

italics or bold.   

NO HTML code except for links, and those written in this fashion:  

http://www.whatever.com/this.htm  

Provide the ISBN #s and publishers for all books mentioned or 

reviewed.  Do this by adding the title, author, publisher  and ISBN# at 

the bottom of the file.  The same is true for articles -- be certain to cite 

them.   

An additional note to Word users: You should turn off the 

'smart quotes' option in Word which can be found under 

Tools-AutoCorrect and then the tabs AutoFormat while you 

type AND Autoformat.  Also uncheck the symbol 

replacement for --.  While Smart Quotes look really neat on 

the screen, they sometimes translate to funny little squares 

that cannot be taken out with the 'find-replace' feature, but 

have to be hunted down by hand.  If you are submitting 

anything electronically, you will very likely hear back from the 

editor 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.  
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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  

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 
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aspects of writing, including how writer's live and work, as well as 
material on writing for specific genres.  

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) 

• 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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HHOOWW  TTOO  JJOOIINN    

FFOORRWWAARRDD  MMOOTTIIOONN   

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 
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board, and boards for various classes. The private areas 

require community membership and are password-protected to 

preserve all publication 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.  
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To join the Young Writers' Scene, 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, 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/ 

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
mailto:holly.lisle@sff.net
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
http://hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_register
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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 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 

  

http://hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_register
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