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Vision: A Resource for Writers 
July/August, 2004 

Issue # 22 

About This Issue 

Welcome to another issue of Vision!  We have reached the half way 

point of our fourth year in production with a wonderful set of articles 

about the other side of writing -- critiquing and being critiqued.  We 

also have some great Advanced Writing articles, and great reviews.  

Be sure to check out Jennifer Crispin's wonderful review of several 
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websites that will be a boon to anyone who puts a little science in 

their stories, even if they are not sf. 

Vision now has its own Weblog.  Come by and let us know what you 

think of the issue and what you'd like to see in future ones. You can 

find us here. 

Thanks for joining us for our 22nd issue.  I hope you enjoy it! 

  

Upcoming Themes for Vision in 2004:   

··  September/October -- Essentials of Marketing   

(August 10 deadline)   

··  November/December -- Toys for Writers  

(October 10 deadline)  

  

Upcoming Events at Forward Motion: 

http://visionforwriters.blogspot.com/
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··  Back to School for Busy Writers features a class on cars!  They are 

ubiquitous in modern day stories, but how much do you really know 

about there?  Here are four classes of information that may help you 

use that car for more than a convenient way to get your characters 

from one spot to another. 

··  July Challenge -- What's the perfect summer scene?  Where would 

your characters spend a few days of R&R, away from the toils and 

troubles of your current WIP (Work in Progress)?  Come on, let your 

characters have a little fun, too! Write a 500 word or more scene. 

Come and join us for this fun -- and much more! http://fmwriters.com  

http://fmwriters.com/
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Editor's Note 

By Lazette Gifford 

©2004, Lazette Gifford 

 

Half Empty? 

We have crossed the half way point for the year.  This is the time 

when I start looking at the goals I set for the year and measure them 

against what I've accomplished so far and... well, panic. 

You cannot always make writing conform to a schedule.  Not only will 

the stories sometimes refuse to cooperate, but real life has a bad 

habit of getting in the way.  Schedules, however, are still a good way 

to keep ourselves on target and not completely lose track of what we 

hope to accomplish.  I have a daily goal of 1000 words.  I have not 

failed in that work, but those thousand words were not always 

directed to pieces that fit in with the other goals. 
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The year starts out, at least for me, filled with a cornucopia of writing 

hopes and an entire year to fulfill them:  More new stories, more 

rewrites, more submissions, better work, etc. 

The half year mark is where reality has to be taken into account.  I 

have done more rewrites, but not as much as I had hoped.  My 

submission rate is down.  Am I doing better work?  Well, unless I get 

the submission quota up a bit, I'm not going to have a standard to 

measure against. 

But have I failed? 

No.  I'm still working on my projects. I have outlines laid out for 

several new books when other work eases back and I can find more 

time for new writing again.  I am nearly done with edit of one novel 

and I have another lined up right behind it. 

Once this issue of Vision is done... 

Well, I'm setting up my middle of the year goals.  Oddly, they don't 

look any different than the ones I had at the start of the year.  Maybe 
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I'm just an optimist, or maybe I'm one of those 'the glass is half full' 

people.  I still believe I have plenty of time. 

Have fun!  I'm going to! 
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Duology: 
An Interview with Victoria Strauss 

Interviewed by Lazette Gifford 
©2004, Lazette Gifford 

 

Victoria Strauss leads a double life as 

both a talented writer and a zealous 

writer's advocate.   

Victoria's novels, such as The 

Burning Land, The Garden of Stone 

and The Arm of Stone, have provided 

readers with fantasy worlds rich in 

detail and diversity, as well as treating us to wonderful characters and 

exciting adventures. 

As a writing advocate, Victoria Strauss has helped countless writers 

avoid the pitfalls of literary fraud through her Writer Beware warnings, 

which are now sponsored by the SFWA (Science Fiction Writers of 

America). 
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She graciously answered a few questions on both aspects of her 

work. 

  

Vision: Tell us about your latest book, The Burning Land, and what 

inspired it. 

Victoria: The Burning Land is the first half of 

a duology. Gyalo, the hero, is a priest-sorcerer 

sent by his church on a dangerous mission into 

the Burning Land, the desert where the god 

Ârata is believed to lie sleeping. Deep in the 

trackless wilderness, he finds a lost community 

of heretics, who guard a secret that suggests an ancient prophecy 

may have been fulfilled. He returns with news, along with a young 

woman named Axane who has defied her people's faith -- but his 

superiors are as threatened by his discoveries as the refugees were 

by his arrival, and he and Axane become unwitting pawns in the 

conflict that follows. The book asks the question: When you've been 
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waiting for something for a very long time, do you want it when you 

get it? Or has it become more important to keep things as they are? 

The idea for the book actually came from research for another 

project, about Hernando de Soto's expedition through the 

Southeastern United States in the mid-1500's (this novel never got 

written, but it's a really fascinating story and I'd like to return to it one 

day). I did some background reading on the Spanish incursion into 

South America, and was intrigued by the part that Hernan Cortez's 

completely coincidental resemblance to a figure of Aztec religious 

prophecy played in his conquest of Mexico. I stuck this idea away in a 

file, where it remained for many years until I dug it up for The Burning 

Land. The premise is a lot more complex than I originally planned, but 

the core idea -- an explorer who stumbles on an undiscovered 

community, and precipitates conflict and tragedy because of his 

accidental fulfillment of their religious expectations -- remains. 

There's a feature on my website (www.victoriastrauss.com) about the 

research and planning that went into The Burning Land, including a 

lot of background information that didn't make it into the novel. 

http://www.victoriastrauss.com/
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Vision: Since you have written both young adult and adult fantasy, 

what do you consider the differences between them? 

Victoria: The differences nowadays are fewer than they were when I 

was writing YA, back in the 1970's and ‘80's. Then, you had to be 

careful about how dark you made a story, and it 

was somewhat difficult to get away with a 

downbeat ending. There were also pretty strict 

length restrictions. All of that has eased in recent 

years, with a plethora of YA novels on very dark 

themes, and doorstoppers like the fourth Harry 

Potter book. You do need to need to keep your 

audience in mind with YA, and be conscious of what they will relate 

to: a younger protagonist, no long literary passages of inner 

monologue. But the level of imagination and commitment you bring to 

either kind of book is exactly the same. 

Vision: Tell us about your educational background and how the study 

of religions has helped your writing. 
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Victoria: I traveled a lot as a child, and the emphasis was always on 

culture: museums, historical sites, ancient ruins, archaeological digs. 

I liked the idea of studying the origins of society, and my first plan in 

college was to major in anthropology. After a semester of learning 

about primate dentition, though, I rethought that plan and started 

looking around for something else. The study of religions seemed to 

combine everything that interested me: history, psychology, 

philosophy, art. So I wound up majoring in Comparative Religion. 

I'm interested not just in what people believe, but in why they believe 

what they do and how they act on their belief. I'm also fascinated by 

the relativity of belief -- different people can in all sincerity interpret a 

religious doctrine or a piece of scripture in completely opposing ways 

-- and by the commonalities between religious traditions, all of which, 

I think, seek to address the same basic concerns about existence. 

And I'm interested in the difference between faith and its expression, 

especially the conflict that sometimes develops between the raw 

material of revelation and the religious institutions that grow up 

around it, whose self-interest can place them at odds with the faith 

they're supposed to guide. 
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These interests all play out in my books. My Stone duology (The Arm 

of the Stone and The Garden of the Stone) is about a powerful 

belief system that's not a religion but in many ways functions just like 

one, and reacts just as badly to challenge. In The Burning Land I use 

an invented religion (which intentionally echoes many real-world 

traditions) to take a look at a number of real-

world issues that interest me: doubt, intolerance, 

the clash between faith and politics. (This is one 

of the reasons I love fantasy, by the way: it 

allows you to invent a setting to reflect the 

themes you want to explore.) 

All of this makes my books sound awfully 

serious, which I suppose they are. But I definitely believe in 

entertainment (for me as a writer as well as for the reader!), and the 

serious themes are just one element of a mix that includes character-

driven stories, action and adventure, unusual magics, and romance. 

Something for everyone, I hope. 
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Vision: Do you think having traveled extensively as a child helped 

you with your writing, say in developing cultural backgrounds for your 

stories? 

Victoria: Absolutely. Whenever we visited 

historical sites, empty but for tourists, I'd people 

them in my imagination, trying to recapture the 

feeling of the life that must have gone on there -- 

it's quite similar to what I do now when I'm world 

building for a novel. Travel also taught me not to 

make cultural assumptions. The way you view the world is not 

necessarily how others view it. Being forced to learn this first-hand 

while living abroad has made it easier for me, I think, to enter into the 

often very different mindsets of the societies I make up. 

Vision: When did you know you wanted to be a writer? Has your 

career progressed the way you thought it would? 

Victoria: I enjoyed writing little stories when I was young (and 

illustrating them too, with really embarrassing results), but it never 

occurred to me to think of writing as more than a hobby. I didn't 
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discover my writing vocation until I was 17, and started writing a novel 

more or less on impulse (I wanted an excuse to take a year off 

between high school and college). I never expected to finish it -- but I 

did, and by the time I was done I knew that writing was what I wanted 

to do for the rest of my life. 

Has my career progressed as I thought it would? I honestly think that 

any writer who says "yes" to this question is lying, at least a little bit. 

You can control the diligence you bring to writing, and the persistence 

you bring to submitting, but the basic realities of the industry and of 

your own talent are beyond your command, and whatever ambitions 

you may start out with, a large part of a writing career consists of 

adjusting your expectations. Writing is a realm of dreams, but it exists 

in the context of a very hard, un-dreamy reality -- and while a smart 

writer will dream, she will also take intelligent stock of the industry 

and adapt as needed.  

I realize I just dodged your question, by the way! In many ways my 

career has not gone as I expected. I thought I'd have more books 

written by this time. I hoped (as I'm sure any writer hopes) that I'd be 
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better known. On the other hand, I never imagined I'd be part of the 

vibrant and exciting SF/fantasy community, or that I'd become a 

writer's advocate, or that I'd be lucky enough to be able to write full-

time. It's a different balance than the one I thought I'd have at this 

point in my life -- but it's a good balance and I'm happy with it. 

Vision: Has your mother's background as a published author helped 

you, either with inspiration or in a more hands-on sense? 

Victoria: My mother published one novel, and then decided that a 

career as a novelist wasn't for her. Really, what she should have 

been is an editor -- she has impeccable editorial instincts. From the 

time I wrote my first novel, she has been my first and best reader. I 

totally trust her insight. She's the only person who sees my books 

while they're still in progress.  

Vision: What authors have influenced your writing? 

Victoria: That is such a hard question! There have been so many, at 

different times in my life -- from the authors I read as a child (T.S. 

White, Elizabeth Goudge, E. Nesbit, and all of Andrew Lang's fairy 
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books) to the ones I discovered as a teenager (Thomas Hardy, Mary 

Renault, Jean Genet, and a whole range of SF/fantasy writers, from 

Harlan Ellison to Anne McCaffrey) to the very eclectic reading I do as 

an adult, which right now consists mainly of SF/fantasy, mystery, and 

a bit of mainstream. My favorite recent read is a wonderful fantasy by 

Ian R. MacLeod called The Light Ages. I don't often read a book that 

completely bowls me over, but this one did. 

Vision: Do you think the success of the Lord of the Rings movies 

has helped or hindered the genre? 

Victoria: I certainly don't think it will hinder the genre. It will probably 

give birth to a rash of imitators, as the Harry Potter books have done, 

but that's not necessarily a bad thing.  

I hope it will help SF/fantasy moviemaking. The LOTR movies are 

extraordinary not just because they're superior works of 

craftsmanship, but because they take the genre seriously. It would be 

nice if that sparked an upgrade in the caliber of SF/fantasy films -- 

most of which, it has to be said, are pretty wretched once you get 

past the FX. I kind of doubt it will help SF/fantasy publishing, though. 
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A large part of the audience for the movies was LOTR fans -- i.e., 

they were already readers -- and for those that weren't, there doesn't 

seem to be a lot of crossover between film audiences and book 

audiences, apart from media tie-ins.  

Vision: Are there common mistakes you see new writers making? 

What suggestions would you give them?  

Victoria: From my perspective as a writer's advocate, the mistake I 

see most often is that new writers don't take enough time at the 

outset to educate themselves about the publishing industry. Not only 

does this hamper their efforts to submit effectively, it makes it more 

likely that they'll get mixed up with questionable agents or publishers. 

Even writers who do know something about publishing often don't 

adequately research the agents and publishers they approach. 

Knowledge is your best tool and your most effective defense. Learn 

as much as you can before plunging into the quest for publication. 

Vision: How has writing changed who you are or how you see the 

world? Are there themes that matter most to you? 
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Victoria: At this point I can't remember what it was like not to be 

writing, and my identity as a writer is so integral to my outlook on the 

world that I can't separate them. I do know that when I see something 

that really strikes or impresses or scares me, I feel compelled to put it 

into words, even if just inside my head -- which probably is not an 

impulse that's common in non-writers! And I think not only in images 

but in whole sentences (which doesn't help my insomnia, when I 

wake up in the middle of the night with dialogue going through my 

mind).  

I think the theme that concerns me most is the relativity of perception. 

One person's belief is another person's heresy. Two people, 

witnessing the same event, will tell completely different stories (one of 

my favorite movies is Rashomon, in which one incident is seen from 

several viewpoints). Apparent villains have very good reasons for 

what they do, and apparent heroes may be selfish and egotistical. I 

try to explore ambiguities like these in my books: to present several 

different viewpoints with equal authenticity, and challenge the reader 

to make up his or her own mind. 
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Vision: You devote a great amount of time to helping other writers.  

What made you decide to create Writer Beware? 

Victoria: People often ask me if I started Writer Beware because I 

was scammed. (For those who aren't familiar with the site, it's a 

compendium of warnings about common literary scams and pitfalls, 

sponsored by the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America.) I 

never was scammed -- by and large, my experiences have been 

positive. But I was fairly ignorant when I began to seek publication (I 

didn't follow my own advice, above), and while scams weren't 

anywhere close to as common as they are now, it was luck as much 

as anything else that prevented me from falling into questionable 

hands. 

The world of literary fraud really began to expand in the 1990's, in 

response to the conglomeration of the publishing industry and editors' 

increasing reliance on agents to filter the slush. (I also think the rising 

popularity of the PC -- which makes it so very easy to produce a 

clean manuscript, as opposed to writing in longhand or struggling with 

typescript -- played a part, by increasing the number of aspiring 
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writers.) Around the time I first went online, in the mid 1990's, several 

major scams were just beginning to implode, in part through writers' 

sharing of their experiences on the Internet: scam book doctor Edit 

Ink, fraudulent vanity publishers Northwest Publishing and 

Commonwealth Publications, and the notorious Deering Literary 

Agency with its satellite vanity publisher Sovereign Publications. I 

was at first fascinated, and then angered, by this shadow-industry of 

scammers, which I'd never suspected existed. When I saw a call on 

the SFWA website for a volunteer to create a cautionary resource on 

literary fraud, I jumped at the chance 

Writer Beware includes sections on literary agents, book doctors 

(a.k.a. independent editors), vanity publishers, print on demand, 

contests, copyright, e-publishing, and more. In addition to maintaining 

the website (which is updated at least quarterly with new information 

and links), we collect complaints and documentation on questionable 

agents, publishers and others. Right now we have files on more than 

350 agents, nearly 200 publishers, and assorted editors, contests, 

and services. It's the largest and most complete database of its kind 

in the world, and we use it to provide information not just to writers 
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who contact us with questions (we get upwards of 50 letters a week), 

but to law enforcement officials, with whom we're currently at work on 

several ongoing investigations. 

Vision: Do you think the internet has been a boon or boondoggle to 

writers?  

Victoria: Both. It's an incredible boon to research -- it's just amazing, 

the resources that exist online -- and also to communication. For a 

long time in my writing life, I knew no one who was engaged in any 

sort of creative pursuit at all; it wasn't until I went online that I began 

to make friends with other writers, and to find great writers' 

communities like Forward Motion. The Internet also provides a wealth 

of marketing opportunities for writers that never existed before, such 

as writers' websites (though the Internet is not, as some people want 

you to believe, a substitute for traditional book promotion). 

But...and this is a big but...the Internet is also chock-full of 

misinformation. If you're looking for an agent, for instance, you 

shouldn't start with the Internet, because you're too likely to run 

across questionable agents or outdated listings (a good print guide is 
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a better source). The Internet also fosters a lot of damaging writers' 

myths -- for instance, that publishers are only looking for cookie-cutter 

clones of the latest bestsellers, or that successful agents won't 

consider first-time writers, or that agents and editors are just waiting 

to steal your work. None of this is true, but you wouldn't know it from 

the discussion you see in many writers' forums. And the amount of 

wrong advice about complicated issues like copyright is truly mind-

boggling. Plus, numerous writers' scams flourish online. The key to 

using the Internet successfully is to be careful and selective, and 

resist taking as final any single opinion you find online (including this 

one!). 

Vision: Since you are a full time writer, can you tell us what your 

average work day is like? Do you write every day?  

Victoria: Not every day -- I need at least one day a week of down 

time, to recharge the batteries and catch up with the rest of my life. 

But I do try to write at least five days a week, and usually six. 

I get up fairly early, and take about an hour to drink tea and come to 

awareness (I am not a morning person!) I spend the morning revising 
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what I wrote the day before, or working on other writing projects such 

as book reviews or this interview.  Around noon I take a break for 

exercise -- I walk or run most days of the week -- and lunch. I return 

to writing in the afternoon and continue till 8:00 or 9:00pm, usually 

with another break to cook and eat dinner. I then spend an hour or 

two online, catching up on correspondence and visiting my favorite 

websites. This is my ideal schedule, and I can't always keep to it -- 

often something intervenes, like an unforeseen emergency or (gasp) 

housework. But come what may, I try to spend at least three to four 

hours a day writing. 

Vision: What do you have coming out that we should look for? What 

sort of things do you plan, or hope, to write in the future?  

Victoria: Right now I'm working on the sequel to The Burning Land, 

as yet untitled. Hopefully it will be coming out sometime in 2005. After 

that, I have a number of ideas I'm batting around, including a third, 

unrelated book set in the world of The Burning Land, based on a 

historical incident that's mentioned in the novel. I'd also love to do 
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some more YA, and I'm working up some ideas for a standalone 

novel. 

Vision: Thank you for taking this time for this interview. Any last 

words you'd like to say to our readers?  

Victoria: I love to hear from readers and other writers, so please 

come on over to my website (www.victoriastrauss.com) and drop me 

a line if you feel so inclined. Thanks for the chance to "talk" -- it's 

been fun! 

http://www.victoriastrauss.com/
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Workshop: Creating the Useful Critique 

By Lazette Gifford 
©2004, Lazette Gifford 

 

Part 1: The Theory of Critiquing 

Who are these people telling me what to write?  

(Defining a Critiquer's Role) 

Critiquing is a frightening experience for many, whether they have 

done it once or a thousand times.  The Critiquer is going to tell 

someone else how to fix a story, and that means he has to know 

more than the writer, at least in some aspects.  Many of us are writers 

just like the person whose story we are reading.  So what makes 

anyone think that they're capable of fixing someone else's story? 

We can't.  We can only offer pieces of advice to show where we think 

there could be improvement.  Never start a critique believing that you 

are going to fix the material.  That's not your job.  Both you and the 

person whose story you read will deal with this process far better if 

you think in terms of advice. 
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Generally people will find that there are two different types of 

critiquers.  The first is the one you don't want to be and you don't 

want have look at your work. This is the 'agenda' critiquer, who will 

tell you exactly what's wrong with your story and how to fix it -- often 

without reading the full work.  Agenda Critiquers have so rigid a set of 

rules that the story itself is of little importance, as long as it follows 

their definitions of rules. 

These critiquers can offer occasional insights, but always beware of 

any critique that is littered with absolutisms about the writing, 

especially if they read something like 'in the sf genre you must always 

write in the future,' or 'you can never start a paragraph with a partial 

sentence.' 

There are very few absolutes in writing.  One group that does have a 

few rules is in the traditional romance genre, however.  In that genre 

there are rules about the couples relationship, as well as the happily 

ever after clause on which the book must end.  But this is traditional 

romance, and if you want to bend even those rules you can still find 

possible publishers. Even many of the long term traditional romance 
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publishers have started new imprints for these 'rule breaking' types of 

books.  This is just one example of an area where the 'rules' are good 

to know, but can be broken if the writer understands that there are 

consequences. 

An agenda critiquer is also apt to give pronouncements about the 

writer, rather than the work.  Never listen to a critiquer who tells you 

that you should give up writing.  They are not offering help; they are 

making a pronouncement about your ability to learn (providing you 

even need to).  In fact, use that critiquer as a prod to learn more 

about the craft and become a best selling author with a dozen movie 

contracts as well.  Oh, and be sure to keep contact with that person 

so that later you can remind them of how helpful they were! 

You do not want to be that sort of critiquer. If a critiquer doesn't seem 

to help, be polite.  Say thank you and move on -- and don't ask for his 

help again. 

The second type of critiquer -- the one you want to be -- will give 

advice based on the story. The ability to help will vary from person to 
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person and often from story to story, but this person will be genuinely 

interested in helping, not dictating how she would write the story.  

Having more professional experience in writing is not a qualification 

for a better critique.  In fact, readers who don't write at all are often as 

helpful -- after all, they are your true target. 

So, how might a person go about doing a critique that will help? 

Part 2:  The Work of Critiquing 

1. Evaluate your own ability 

I know that I'm not an expert on many levels of writing.  Certain parts 

of grammar still get past me.  Some of the more esoteric forms of 

punctuation gives me a headache just thinking about them. 

However, I can catch most verb/noun agreement problems as well as 

the misplaced quotation mark, and even misused pronouns have 

started to become obvious.  I can also tell when a story has lost focus 

in the middle.  POV problems often leap out at me.   
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However, I am not going to tell a writer how to fix every problem that 

might possibly turn up because I am simply not able to spot them. 

This is why a writer usually gets more than one critique, and why 

every critiquer should point out what she can.  Never assume that 

someone else is going to see something that you found.  What is 

obvious to you is often far from obvious to me.  A writer asking for 

critiques does best to get several so that there is a better chance of 

catching more problems.  

Receiving too many critiques (even good ones) can be confusing, but 

that's not something you, as the critiquer, need to worry about.  If you 

have a choice, you can skip over those people who have many and 

move on to someone who might better need your help. 

I know that I won't do well with certain genres such as romance and 

horror, so I mostly stay away from them.  However.... When I was 

back with Critters, I used to critique at least one piece a night, and I 

would first choose from the list those who had not had a critique at all 

for that week.  This often had me critiquing pieces that I never would 

have normally, including horror.  I found I could critique for those 
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parts that I did understand.  I once helped a young man with his 

punctuation and general POV problems.  He said I was the first 

person who had ever taken his writing seriously and he had learned 

more in my single critique than he had from anyone else. 

So don't short change yourself or the author.  Critiquing is not as 

difficult a business as some might think.  Nearly all writers are 

capable of helping others in some way.  After all, we are all readers 

as well. 

2. Evaluate the author's level 

There is something to remember about critiquing that seems to go 

awry too often: A critique is not a document to tell a writer what he is 

doing wrong; it is an attempt to help the writer improve. 

The same thing, isn't it? 

No. 

There are a number of factors to take into account when a person 

agrees to critique another.  In the case of new writers asking for their 

first critiques, a line edit of every mistake they may have made is 
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often not going to help them improve.  In those cases, finding a few 

key problems and suggesting how they can fix those first (with a note 

to look for the problem throughout the piece) will be far more helpful 

than a critique that shows mistakes in every paragraph.  The writer is 

supposed to learn from the critique.  If there is too much for them to 

assimilate, they aren't going to learn anything.  If, in the instance of a 

new writer, they think that they've done everything wrong, it's more 

apt to stop them from trying to improve.  They're often embarrassed.  

All the time you spent noting every misplaced comma and quotation 

mark was wasted time for you.  So be wise in how you present the 

problems you find. 

Always remember: Your work as a critiquer is to help the writer.  Do 

that wisely and adapt to the needs of each person.  How can you tell 

if the writer is new?  Look at the text of the story.  If there are several 

blatant newbie mistakes (punctuation, grammar, spelling, shifting 

POV, etc.) then you can assume this person is new.  Some people 

may fool you.  They may just not want to learn and are ignoring the 

critiques they've gotten in the past.  Once you figure that out... don't 

critique them again. 
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Some writers specifically ask for certain levels of critiquing.  If that's 

what they want, decide if it suits the type of critique you can give, and 

if it's worth your time.  You might feel that, with that limitation, you are 

just going to repeat what others offer.  That helps to reinforce a 

problem spot, but if there are already a half dozen critiques saying 

the same things you may not feel a need to add to the pile. 

If you do critique to the author's terms and find a problem that isn't 

covered with the author's terms, write one line pointing it out and with 

an offer to provide more information.  If the author doesn't like that 

you've done it and complains, don't critique that person again, or if 

you are obligated to (as in a critique group or circle), give them the 

mere basics and apply your time to helping others. 

3. Decide how much work 

So now we come down to the actual work of doing the critique.  The 

truth is that will differ for everyone and every story. 

Never write a critique that says nothing more than you liked (or 

disliked) the story.  While the first may be a nice thing to hear, it will 
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not help the writer know what worked.  Even if you like the work, write 

a critique that explains why. 

The first level is the type of critique that anyone who reads can do: 

1. Did the story catch your attention from the start?  

2. Were the characters compelling and suited to the work?  

3. Did the story flow well?  

4. Did the ending answer all the story questions?  

5. Was the ending rewarding?  

Write at least a paragraph on each of these and you can have a 

comprehensive critique.  Writing two is even better -- tell what 

worked for that question in the first paragraph and what didn't in 

the second. 

If you have the ability to go to the second level, you might look 

at: 

6. Punctuation  

7. Grammar  

8. Sentence Structure  
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9. Line editing, which includes individual word choices.  

  

Here is a short template: 

This was created by Holly Lisle for the site.  If you are not used to 

critiquing, this can help point you in the right direction.  You do not 

need to answer all of the questions, but go through as much of it as 

you can.  Always remember that you are doing this to help the other 

person, and the more you can answer for them, the more they will 

understand both what they are doing right and where the story has 

gone wrong. 

1. My first impressions of your story:  

2. The plot:  

3. The characters:  

4. The action:  

5. The dialogue:  

6. The background:  

7. The overall story:  
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8. The theme:  

9. The technical details (spelling, grammar, scientific or historical 

details), etc.:  

10. What I loved about this work, and why:  

11. What caused me problems, and why:  

12. Final comments:  

Mention things in a critique that hit you oddly, even if you don't think 

they are really wrong. Sometimes a simple tweak can improve a story 

and make it marketable. 

Offer the best advice that you can.  Just always remember that you 

are there to help the writer.  It's a great feeling and well worth the 

time. 
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Dealing with Criticism 

By S. J. Connolly-Reisner 
©2004, S. J. Connolly-Reisner 

 

When I first started submitting my work for critique and publication, 

several writer friends told me I needed to develop a thick skin. I was 

not sure what they meant until the critiques and rejection letters 

began pouring in.  

It didn't help that my father thought I was completely stupid for 

pursuing a degree in English with a creative writing emphasis.  I 

remember a day not long after I graduated college when he pulled me 

into his office. He asked me what I planned to do. 

"I'm going to be a writer," I said, matter-of-fact. 

"There's no money in that!" he told me, frowning. 

I wondered then if he was right. After all, editors were rejecting my 

work left and right. My critique groups still found many mistakes in 

everything I sent off. Maybe I was not cut out to be a writer.  
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The problem was that I couldn't help it. I had to write. Stories flooded 

my mind, keeping me awake into the wee hours of morning, until I 

wrote them down. So instead of giving up I kept trying. Much to my 

dismay, it seemed that the critics stood as solid obstacles in my path, 

keeping me from where I wanted to go. 

Then one day I had an epiphany. It wasn't the critics who were 

standing in my way; it was how I dealt with them. I took it all too 

personally. 

The Critic-al Issue 

All writers, at one time or another, have to face criticism. It's the 

nature of the business. Whether the criticism comes from your 

critique group, an honest rejection letter, an enraged reader, or your 

mother-in-law, the critics are ever present and can wreak havoc on 

your self-esteem. Here are some thoughts on criticism that have 

helped me develop a thick skin over the years. 

The Brutal Critique 
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We've all gotten at least one, haven't we? And if you haven't, you 

surely will once you join a critique group.  The brutal critique is when 

someone tells you, in a less-than-tactful way, that your latest short 

story or novel chapter is worthless drivel.  This can be painful, 

especially when you feel you've done your best work. Initially, you'll 

be angry and will feel like telling the critic what you think about his 

criticism. Relax. It's not a big deal.  

Look at it this way: For every person who likes what you write, two 

will hate it, and three will be indifferent. This is the non-scientific 

formula I use to remind myself that not everyone is going to love what 

I write. You can't please everyone. When you receive a critique that 

you find less than tactful, set it aside for a few days. Once you've had 

a chance to calm down, pick it up and try to read between the lines. 

Compare the brutal critique to others you've gotten. Does the nasty 

critic point out things the kinder critics also pointed out? If yes, 

consider that maybe your brutal critic simply has no tact, or just 

doesn't care for your writing style. It happens.  
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You will always be the ultimate decision maker when it comes down 

to what criticism you choose to listen to when revising your work.  Be 

objective. The purpose of a critique is to help writers improve. The 

people giving the critiques want you to improve. Sometimes even 

brutal critics can give good advice.  

On the other hand, some critics are downright mean.  I once had a 

critic who, after reading one of my short stories, told me I had no 

business being a writer and should give up. Well, I didn't give up. The 

critique made me so angry that I posted it above my desk. The critic's 

attack fueled my determination. Ironically, four years later, the same 

critic who told me to give up gave me high praise for another short 

story. I like to think that her insults challenged me to improve.  So try 

to find something positive from everything negative. You might look 

back and thank your brutal critic years later. 

Rejection Letters 

"I prefer stories that do not put my readers in danger of losing their 

lunch." 
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This is an actual line from a rejection I received five years ago.  I 

learned early on that sometimes you have to be able to laugh and 

learn from a rejection even if it makes you feel like hurling your 

manuscripts -- or yourself -- from the top of a tall building. One day, 

after receiving what I thought was an incredibly rude rejection, I went 

through my reject file and pulled out what I considered the meanest, 

nastiest, critical comments from editors and typed them up on a sheet 

of paper. I hung the list over my desk. Every time I read it, I felt a 

fierce surge of determination wash over me.  I thought to myself, "I'll 

prove you wrong. My next story will be better."  

If you are not the type of person for whom rejection stirs 

determination, try doing the opposite. Find the nicest comments 

you've received from editors, type them up on a sheet of paper, and 

hang it over your desk.  

Always remember that editors are people, too. Not all editors are 

going to like what you write, but on the flip side they also know what 

will sell their publications. I remind myself of this by saying: "Write 

what you love to write, and find an editor who loves what you write." 
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Pay attention to any personal comments editors make, and try to 

figure out why your story was rejected. Use rejection as a challenge 

to succeed, and use personal comments from editors to improve your 

writing.  

Sometimes it takes a while for an editor's comments to sink in. Don't 

worry, you'll figure them out. It took me years to finally figure out why 

several of my first short stories were rejected. The realization came 

while critiquing someone else's story and finding that her story had 

the same problem as mine.  This is why joining a critique group is so 

important for any writer. By learning to catch other's mistakes, we 

become more apt to catch our own. 

Sometimes you really won't know why your story or book was 

rejected. Just because your work was rejected does not mean it was 

terrible. It simply wasn't that editor's cup of tea. Keep sending it out. 

Readers as Critics 

Once again, remember that for every person who likes what you 

write, two will hate it and three will be indifferent. When you do get 
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something published, you may find that you have very public critics 

who appear in the form of reviewers.  This is not necessarily a bad 

thing. A reader's point of view can help you improve your next book 

or story. Treat a reader's criticism like you would the criticism from a 

critique group. Listen to it, learn what you can from it, and disregard 

the rest. 

I've gotten two negative reviews of previously published work. My 

initial reaction to both was anger. After a few days I realized that one 

review was the angry rant of a computer programmer who thought my 

article was a personal attack on him. The other was from a critic who 

hated my non-fiction book because he did not like my writing style. 

Once I realized that these critics were expressing opinions that I 

could do nothing to change, I calmed down, stepped back, took an 

objective look at both critics, found that their comments would not 

help improve my writing, and ignored them entirely.    

Other Critics: Unsupportive Family and Friends 

I'm convinced that almost every writer has encountered this problem. 

These people criticize your dreams of being a full time writer, or try to 
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push you into a career with more money making potential. While I've 

found that most of my family and friends encourage my writing, there 

have been a few who have made comments meant to discourage me. 

"You'll never make any money doing that." "You don't write or spell 

very well. What makes you think you'll ever be a writer?"   

When your hopes and dreams are criticized by family and friends it 

can be extremely painful. It's easier to disregard a stranger than it is 

to ignore comments from the people you love. So when your mother-

in-law rolls her eyes every time you talk about your latest work-in-

progress either take it as a challenge to succeed or stop discussing 

your work with her. Your unsupportive family and friends will rarely 

change their minds. They expect you to prove yourself to them, and 

even if you do they may not give you their support. As I see it, the 

only person you have to prove yourself to is you.  

I keep a list of people in my mind whom I can go to for support when I 

need help pulling my self-esteem out of the toilet. Find out who your 

biggest supporters are and seek them out when you feel like giving 
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up.  Avoid the topic of writing with those people who make you feel 

bad about your writing. 

You Have the Last Word 

Had I continued to take the critics personally I would have stopped 

writing years ago. Luckily I found out how to deal with them in a 

constructive way that works for me. Helpful criticism is not always 

nice or tactful. It can still hurt no matter how thick your skin is. It can 

still catch you off guard. Just remember this: criticism is nothing more 

than one individual's opinion. You have the choice to take it or leave 

it.   
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Dare to Be Blunt 

By Margaret McGaffey Fisk 
©2004, margaret McGaffey Fisk 

 

So much teaching about the art of critique is focused on not attacking 

the author that confusion holds critiquers hostage.  If your feedback is 

couched in "protect the writer" language, it is possible your point will 

be lost and the writer will not benefit from your efforts. 

I cannot tell you how many times I have heard people unwilling to 

critique, or nervous about submitting their feedback, for fear of hurting 

someone's feelings.  I feel the same way.  I gleefully submit stories 

and wait with baited breath for the potentially crushing rejections.  

However, when my finger hovers over the send button for a critique 

where I have pointed out a major flaw, I tremble, I worry, I fear I have 

somehow done the writer wrong.  And you know what happens after I 

hit send?  More often than not, I get a sincere thank you. 

What, I ask you, is the point of critiquing?  Why do we seek out others 

to read our stories before the manuscripts hit editors' desks and 
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someday the presses?  While new writers might need some time to 

adjust, most writers post their stories for the sole purpose of 

discovering the flaws before an editor uses those same problems as 

an excuse to issue a rejection.  While the risk of providing an in-depth 

critique to someone unable or unwilling to accept your feedback is a 

real one, the legions of writers seeking blunt critiques greatly 

outweigh those few who might respond negatively to your efforts.  

Should you find a bad apple, walk away.  Any response will worsen 

the situation. 

Now, what do I mean by a blunt critique?  First, let me explain what I 

do not mean. 

A blunt critique is not: 

1)    An attack on the author.   

Critiquers have neither the knowledge nor the right to speak about 

anything beyond the words on the pages in front of them.  It is 

perfectly acceptable to say, "I feel this story presents a racist theme 

and, as such, it turned me off.  Examples of places where I got this 
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impression are...."  However, "I think you are racist" helps no one and 

negates any useful feedback you might have provided.  While this is 

an extreme example, replace racist with "against overweight people," 

"a child hater," "a cat hater," or even "dumb," and the result is the 

same.  The story does not improve and an antagonistic relationship, 

no matter how short, benefits no one. 

2)    An attack on the work.   

Though a critiquer should go through a work with a fine-toothed 

comb, broad statements condemning the writing are worthless.  What 

that type of feedback can "achieve" is wasted time, and it potentially 

creates a writer who avoids asking for critiques that could otherwise 

help him improve his skills.  This is where the "this story sucks"-type 

comments come in.  While this is a valid reader response, as 

someone writing a critique you should immediately ask yourself why 

you responded this way and what elements caused the story to fail in 

your eyes.  Providing the answers to those questions can help push a 

story toward improvement and allow you to give valuable feedback 

instead of something likely to be dismissed as mean. 
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A blunt critique is any of these things: 

1) A detailed copyedit that identifies trends of mistakes and provides 

at least a couple examples. 

2) An overall plot analysis, mentioning when and where the plot 

succeeds or fails, along with some suggestions as to why it does. 

3) A look at the story elements: dialogue, background, characters, 

etc.; with notes of when and where the elements worked and when 

they jarred the reader. 

4) A reader analysis pointing out places where you were thrown out 

of the story and presenting possible reasons why. 

5) A line-by-line analysis including any combination of the above or 

any other technique that gets to the heart of what needs to be 

improved in a clear, insightful manner. 

The only true requirements for a blunt critique are: 

1) Honesty; the critique should neither praise nor condemn 

insincerely. 
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2) Explanations; any comment, good or bad, should be qualified by 

why you made it, whether personal bias, grammatical rule or just gut 

feeling. 

Blunt critiques have no maximum length, though they often run longer 

than less effective ones because of the detail involved.  Similarly, 

there is no mandated number of minutes required to write one.  Each 

critiquer is different; each work is different.  While I may end up using 

two-to-three hours to produce a critique on one piece, another will fall 

into place in less than an hour, with no difference in the value or 

depth of the feedback. 

Some of the factors involved in choosing a type of blunt critique 

include the apparent experience of the writer and the requested level 

of analysis.  While a line edit critique may be appropriate in one case, 

the next may require a global analysis of the theme or characters 

instead.  The focus does not change the need to be detailed, clear 

and honest. 

If a piece shows many basic errors, it is usually best to choose one or 

two as you write the critique because too much feedback, no matter 
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how well meaning, will overwhelm the author and make your efforts a 

waste of time.  However, there is a pitfall in making this assumption.  

You may find that an experienced author put up a trunked story to get 

some idea of whether or not it is worth reviving.  In these cases, the 

author may request a more complete analysis.  

Similarly, you should temper your analysis if the author requests 

feedback on a specific facet.  The writer may already know of the 

stilted dialogue but want to understand where the plot fails before 

making detailed changes.  You only waste your time and the writer's 

by critiquing the dialog.  Because of the way I critique, I put a note at 

the bottom stating that detailed feedback is available upon request 

when asked to focus on a specific aspect.  I have already marked 

what caught my eye in a good and/or bad way as I read the story, so 

it is only a little more work to compile the information. 

Why would you want to give or receive a blunt critique? 

The reason is simple.  As a writer, you want to present a perfect 

copy, or as close to perfect as you can make it, to the editor of your 
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choice.  The dream is for an editor to read your work and praise it, 

offering to take it off your hands and make you famous. 

Behind the dream -- before even the slightest chance of publishing -- 

is a lot of hard work.  Some authors are skilled enough to look at their 

own stories and see the issues they need to address in a rewrite.  

Most of us require impartial readers to point the problems out.  The 

goal of receiving a critique is to discover the flaws before the impartial 

reader is an editor with the power to accept or reject the work for 

publication.  Each manuscript can only go to a market once (with the 

exception of those which are subjected to massive or requested 

rewrites). 

If twenty impartial readers critique your story but choose to protect 

you rather than improve your chances of publishing the story, they 

are doing you a disservice no matter how good the praise may feel.  

Be the kind of critiquer you would want to critique your own story.  

Unless you can tell what the writer needs from an educated guess or 

previous interactions, give each writer the best, most detailed and 

blunt critique you can.  You could be surprised by how many 
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responses praise you enough to embarrass.  Too many times, the 

replies to my critiques contain the words "I knew something was 

wrong but no one would tell me what."  If everyone makes the 

commitment to blunt critiques, all who put up stories are more likely to 

get the feedback they need. 

So, whether you click send with confidence or with your guts in a twist 

like I do, have courage, take heart, and spread the word.  The more 

people who take the uncomfortable step to giving blunt, honest, and 

extremely helpful feedback, the greater chance we will all improve 

from the critiquing we receive. 



Vision: A Resource for Writers        56 
Lazette Gifford, Editor 
Issue # 22 
July/August 2004 

 

The Other Voice:  
Learning How to Give (and Handle!) Critiques 

By Lorianne N. Watts 
©2004, Lorianne N. Watts 

 

There should be a rule of thumb for critiquing: critique others the way 

you want to be critiqued. It's a new twist on an old saying, but it's a 

twist in such a way that the rule applies to writers.  

I have given several critiques -- five or six -- and I have received 

around an equal number. A fair trade-off. But is it really? 

More often than not, the standard rule of "a critique for a critique" 

applies. Some writing groups ask that you give two critiques for every 

one you receive. At other places, it might be more. Overall, though, 

it's a swap of stories to gain new perspective on them. 

In such swaps, I have come across some people who will say nothing 

more about my work than "I liked this story" or "I hated this story." 

Meanwhile, I have written a five-page-long critique on a two-page 

story. That doesn't mean that the story was bad; it means that I did 
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my job: I critiqued. I commented on the good and the bad. The point 

is, when you dedicate your time to helping someone else and you 

don't get equal treatment back (when it's agreed upon), it is rather 

annoying.  

And so I continue to encourage the rule: critique others the way you 

want to be critiqued. Please don't think that I'm against opinions on 

critiques -- I welcome them. That's a part of a critique. But back them 

up! If you don't like a sentence or the way something is phrased, give 

reasons why. Without the reasons, the opinions are useless. How can 

a writer change something about his work that he doesn't 

understand? 

A critique, by definition, is "an article or essay evaluating a literary or 

other work; review," or "to review or analyze critically." (Random 

House Webster's College Dictionary, © 2000, ISBN 0-375-42560-8) 

This includes reasons, editing ideas, and opinions.  

It is important to remember that it's okay if you've never given a 

critique before. Everyone has to start somewhere. Every time I have 

given a critique, I've sat back and asked myself, "Who am I to tell 
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someone else how to fix their writing? I'm just barely beginning my 

career myself!" But the truth is that everyone, no matter what their 

professional or non-professional level of writing may be, can help. 

Every person has a different perspective, and it is important to get as 

many as possible. 

I cannot tell you the number of "how-to" articles I read before I felt 

even the tiniest bit comfortable critiquing. And so, for anyone who 

needs any help, here's my own personal "best of" list for critiquing 

tips. 

1) Back up your opinions! Everyone likes and dislikes different things. 

That's part of human nature. However, it will be more valuable to the 

writer whose work you are critiquing if it explains why you like or 

dislike something. Critiques can also help you think about the 

fundamentals of writing a little bit more. For example, instead of 

saying, "I don't like this sentence," say, "I disliked this sentence. To 

me, the phrasing and arrangement of words seems a bit awkward. Is 

there any way you could change this?" By using such a format, you'll 

provide constructive criticism, which is useful to everyone. 
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2) Don't be scared of "hurting someone's feelings." Remember: these 

people asked to have their work critiqued, and that includes the good, 

bad, and the ugly. Give it all to them. They may not agree with 

everything, but at least they won't feel cheated. You will end up giving 

thorough critiques, and they will be more willing to return the favor in 

the future and help you out on one of your pieces. 

3) Comment on as many aspects of the story as possible. This 

includes characters, dialogue, plot, overall effect, theme, background, 

and anything else that occurs to you during the reading. You'll be 

surprised how much you can learn about yourself as a writer by 

critiquing someone else. 

4) Put your name and e-mail address on the critique. If you give a 

good critique, chances are that you'll get asked again, and that you 

may even get requests from others. Word-of-mouth is a powerful 

advertising ally, and while you may not want to critique for the rest of 

your life, you still have the option of swapping critiques and gaining 

more for you and your stories, all of which will help you as a writer. 
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5) Be diplomatic. If a piece happens to contain offensive language, 

remember that it's part of the story and NOT aimed towards you! 

Critiquing is a subjective activity. Every story will offend someone, 

somewhere. If a piece happens to offend you, don't slaughter it out of 

spite. Be fair, and be respectful. You would want the same of anyone 

else, so don't be hateful. 

6) Remember: Critiquing stories isn't about looking at all and only the 

bad things. Every story has good elements -- comment on those as 

well. Praise them. There is no sense in ripping apart a good thing. 

Good works deserve credit. 

7) If you are the one receiving a critique, try not to take it personally. 

This is a critique of your work. There is no need to try and defend 

your position; these are merely opinions meant to help you in your 

writing career. Also, if more than two people agree on a point, 

consider what they are saying. If you don't understand something, 

ask the critiquer to elaborate on her comment. Finally, remember that 

this is your work, and it's up to you whether or not you use the 
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comments of critiquers. However, it is in your best interest to at least 

consider their words. They did this to help you. 

Giving and receiving critiques is an important part of most writers' 

careers. Through critiques you get constructive criticism that can help 

develop and refine your talent. By giving critiques you can learn what 

sort of writing and what styles you like -- and you can use that 

knowledge to your own advantage. 

If you need help, there are tons of critiquing circles out there. A 

critiquing circle is a small, set group of people who critique each 

other's manuscripts on a regular or semi-regular basis. I encourage 

you to gather a group and start one yourself if you don't find one that 

fits you. Get out there, critique, and receive critiques.  

Critique others the way you want to be critiqued.  In the end, your 

voice will help both you and someone else. 
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The Importance of Self-Critique 

By Andi Ward 
©2004, Andi Ward 

 

The purpose of fiction is to communicate a story from the author's 

imagination to the reader through words. While storytelling is an art 

and a talent, the actual process of putting words down on paper is a 

craft to be learned, practiced and perfected. A normal part of that 

education is critique. 

Like many writers, I send things out to writer friends for their 

commentary. When I was a new writer, I considered it their job to find 

anything wrong with the writing. It wasn't my job to think about 

mistakes, just to write. Afterward, I fixed what they told me was wrong 

and consider the book done. If no one mentioned a problem, I didn't 

think about it. That was the job of the critiquer. 

After years of being frustrated because my wonderful books didn't 

sell, I realized there had to be something wrong. The first place I 

looked to place blame was my critiquers. They, obviously, weren't 
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doing their job right if there were still problems in my book. What they 

told me was simple: You get from me what I get from you. 

So I looked at the crits I did for them. I've been told they were 

detailed because I would get into line edits and specifics as well as 

the general "I like this, I didn't like this" business. They were right -- 

we exchanged pretty even critiques. 

Then I realized that I spent an average of about a half hour actually 

writing up any given critique after I finished reading the book. During 

the reading, I did not mark down everything niggling thing I found 

wrong. I just hit the points of what really whacked me between the 

eyes. 

That's when something whacked me between the eyes: Why was I 

expecting them to give me more than what I was willing to give them? 

That's when I became aware of my own arrogance in the matter. I 

expected other people to care about my work as much as I did, to put 

as much time, effort and energy into finding my mistakes as I did in 

putting the original words on paper. I expected them to be as excited 
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about critting my stuff as I was to write it and as dedicated to bringing 

my book to perfection as I was. 

Once I sat down to think about it, I realized I was just playing games 

with myself. No one but myself would ever care that much. Equally, I 

would never care about anyone else's story that much. Writing is too 

personal a thing. 

After the exertion of writing an entire novel, the writer's brain is 

understandably tired. The writer wants to be done with this, wants to 

be on to something new and exciting. The last thing a writer wants to 

think about is picking this newly finished thing apart and finding the 

problems in it even though she knows that looking for flaws is the 

necessary next step. 

Sometimes a writer finishes the book knowing where the problems 

are. Sometimes she has a gut feeling that there's something wrong 

with it, but can't pin it down beyond that. Some writers finish a book 

and think it's golden just as is. 
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Getting another pair of eyes on the work is a good thing, without 

question. Some people have the opportunity to enter contests and get 

critiques back from published authors and even editors. Some people 

belong to crit circles or writing communities, or just have friends who 

will offer commentary. If you have the ability to gain good critique, 

take it. It's all to the better. 

However, as mentioned above, no one can ever care about your 

story as much as you do. No one will know the story that was in your 

heart when you sat down to write. A good critiquer can only guess 

what was in your imagination by the words you chose, and use that 

best guess to tell you how close you came. Good critique from 

another person will only tell you whether or not you came close to 

transferring your vision to their imagination. No critiquer is guaranteed 

to be able to fix any faults with the words because they can't know for 

certain what it was you really meant to say. 

As you look to improve your own work, consider the possibility that 

the best pair of eyes you need on your work is your own. 
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As with any crit, step back from the fact that you know this author and 

you might want to spare their feelings. Know that giving your honest 

opinion will only help them as you sit down to read. Put aside any 

memory you might have had about how wonderful this was and 

concentrate on what is actually on the page before you. It's a difficult 

skill, but a good one to develop. 

Once you can do that, take the experience the words gave you and 

compare it to the story you originally envisioned and see how they 

measure up. Is it better or worse? Where did you get a "That's not 

what I meant to say!" reaction? Make sure you mark it. Honestly sit 

down and critique yourself the way you would like others to critique 

you. It'll be time consuming, and most likely painful, but a good 

honest job will show problems and point you in a direction for 

improvement. 

Self-critiquing also is a question of responsibility. Your book is your 

work. Do you really want to give the responsibility of deciding what's 

presented on the page to anyone else but you? The words there and 

how everything is phrased are what transfer the story to your reader. 
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Whether you get published depends on what's on those pages. Make 

sure they're the words that fit closest to your vision of your story. No 

story made of words will ever fit perfectly, but it's wonderful when you 

come as close as humanly possible. 

Your book is your work from your inspiration and imagination. Getting 

feedback should hone your vision so your story can be experienced 

by the reader as it is by you. Your own opinion is just as valuable, if 

not more so, than anyone else's. The final decision for everything in 

that story is yours. As you get commentary and continue writing, it's 

likely that your experience will equal mine: A writer's best crit bud is 

himself. 
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Dragons, Sorcerers, and  

Mis-Capitalized Words: 

How to Properly Critique a Work of Fantasy 

By Courtney Keene 
©2004, Courtney Keene 

 

Our heroes warily approached the edge of the Forest, Sel'vyln 

with the Wand of Might in hand, and Fintos trudging behind, her 

chain-mail clanking noisily with each step. 

"Would you stop that?" said he, raising his Torch to illuminate 

her dirt-covered face.  

"Stop wot?"  

She loved to see him cringe at her poor use of the Language, 

and her eyes lit up to see him fulfill her wish once more. 
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You're in the middle of a critique circle with several eager 

participants, and you're faced with the challenge of giving feedback 

for that. Your first comment might be: well, that's positively horrible!  

And while you may be right, the nagging necessity comes in deciding 

what, exactly, makes it loathsome and terrible to digest. Perhaps it’s 

the fact that words are unnecessarily capitalized too many times, or 

perhaps it's the odd spelling of the names. Maybe it's even the 

dialogue: lengthy, over-written, and littered with inserts such as "said 

he", "admonished she", and all such other nonsense.  

Again, you are partially right, but when you receive a manuscript 

categorized as fantasy and you are charged with the daunting task of 

critiquing it, there are a few mainstream no-no's that are tolerable, if 

not acceptable, for fantasy literature.  

Case of the Randomly Capitalized Word 

"There was a roar and a great confusion of noise. Fires leaped up 

and licked the roof. The fire grew to a great tumult, and the Mountain 

shook."  
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-  J.R.R. Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings  

Random capitalization is by no means a new trend. First published in 

1954, the beloved epic fantasy tale The Lord of the Rings helped 

shape fantasy as it is today -- random capitalization and all. Out of 

context, it might seem to a primarily mainstream reader that the word 

'Mountain' should in fact be converted to 'mountain,' as there is no 

proper name listed, and one can assume there is no proper place 

simply called Mountain. However, the Mountain in question refers to 

the looming Mount Doom, the cataclysmic boiling point of the story, 

the place where it all began, and it all ends. If that doesn't call for 

capitalization, I don't know what does.  

Most fantasy tales use the logic of the example presented above. A 

word may be capitalized because it is part of a proper name, it bears 

significant importance, or it is another name for a person, place, or 

thing. In the example at the beginning of the article, the words 

"Forest", "Torch", and "Language" were randomly capitalized with no 

explanation as to their origin or feat. In its own way, each could refer 

to something else. "Forest" could be referring to "The Dreaded 



Vision: A Resource for Writers        71 
Lazette Gifford, Editor 
Issue # 22 
July/August 2004 

 
Forest." "Torch" could be a shortening of the name "The One Torch", 

and "Language" could be a reference to the old tongue, held in such 

high regard by the society that it deserves random capitalization.  

However, clearly You can See how silly It makes a Sentence seem 

when Every Other Word is Capitalized. I could justify each capitalized 

word if I truly wished, but in this case, and in the case of the 

aforementioned example, the capitalization has reached a frivolous 

extreme. Generally, if, in your head, you keep having to change the 

inflection of the tone in which you're reading, there are far too many 

capitalized words. Ask the author why they are capitalized, and if she 

cannot give an elaborate, earth-shattering reason for their 

importance, the capitalization needs to go.  

Terribly Confusing Names of Nvelwhlshnyn'ka  

Every character has to have a name, even if it's "Hey, you!" But in 

many works of fantasy, the majority of names are not nice, clean, 

'easy to look up in a baby names book' names. Names can reflect 

language, culture, history, society, and sometimes even the character 

of the person in question. This is why Conan the Barbarian was not 
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named Larry the Barbarian, though I hear it was greatly debated. 

While Larry is a fine name, it just does not say 'wild warrior' like 

Conan does.  

So what really is in a name? Quite a lot, actually. The name of a 

character often symbolizes her entire existence in the story. Instead 

of having to say 'that one short guy who carried some all-powerful 

ring to a mountain to save the world,' we can simply say 'Frodo 

Baggins' and anyone familiar with the story will recall the grand 

events of his epic quest, though it is presented to readers as a 

harmless, innocent name; hardly imposing at all.  

When you are critiquing a work of fantasy, pay close attention to the 

names. There are many generators on the 'net, a few of which I have 

used, that provide random fantasy names. But randomly generated 

names are just that: random, and generated, and often-times lacking 

crucial vowels. A name like Nyhlknihgt, while very fantastical indeed, 

has only two vowels in it (and who knows whether one is silent or 

not!), making it very difficult to read. Readers must re-read it  every 

time it occurs, because there is no way the brain can digest and store 
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all of those consonants and not be utterly confused. This slows them 

down, and if they haven't put the story aside after the first ten times it 

was used, they will end up calling the character 'Bob' for ease of 

memory.  

If long, complicated names are given shorter nicknames, it is easier 

on the reader, but you can't expect someone to take a main character 

seriously when his name is Snfklexcvnbn the Third, Sun for short. If 

you catch a writer doing this, advise him that it's best not to include 

the character's given name at all, but rather a short line à la 

Dragonheart, explaining how one could not possibly hope to 

pronounce the main character's name in the common tongue.  

Also be wary of the dreaded apostrophe. I have honestly seen names 

that look like 'K'ng A'th'r.' It looks silly, doesn't it? Why not just include 

the vowels and be done with it? One would think cliché fantasy 

writers have an aversion to all vowels. Apostrophes are often 

included because something has been taken out, usually a vowel. 

You will also notice this in stories written using some dialects, when 

sounds present in the standard dialect are dropped. However, unless 
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there is a strict reason for their being in place, advise the writer not to 

use apostrophes extensively. In a name, they confuse the reader 

about the name's real pronunciaton. Just be aware that some people 

creating fantasy cultures do make excellent use of the apostrophe to 

differentiate them from all other cultures. This, however, must be 

justified. Writing a fantastical story doesn't give you free license to 

make up things as it pleases you with no plausible reason.  

Woe Be the Dialogue, Verily 

While lengthy description was certainly one of Tolkien's favorite 

devices, there's no question that use of dialogue and dialect shapes a 

fantasy world. If every member of a fantastical society spoke the 

common tongue perfectly, with the experience of an educated noble, 

there would be no need for social castes. Just as in the real world, 

the way a character speaks reflects his personality, intelligence, 

current state of emotion, and position on the subject at hand. Without 

differences in speech, conversation would be flat and boring, and 

taste like cardboard when chewed upon.  
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A mistake many new writers make is in not realizing that a pompous, 

educated noble is going to speak in an entirely different manner than 

a peasant. When evaluating the dialogue in a piece, first check 

whether it flows nicely and is not confusing. Then take a closer look 

at the characters speaking, and see if their words match their 

personality, origin, and social status as portrayed thus far. If things 

fail to match up, give the writer the benefit of the doubt and ask if she 

realized that the dialogue of the character didn't match his 

background. If it was indeed an oversight, urge the author to make a 

short character sheet describing the character's personality and 

status in the world in relation to other characters. If that does not 

help, suggest that she participate in a few quick and simple 

exercises, such as an interview with a character in which the 

character must answer realistically and coherently. I've even gone so 

far as to read my dialogue aloud, record it, and play it back to judge 

what I hear. 

Most of us have no problem talking with one another for vastly long 

periods of time, but if you think about it, how many times have you 

been on the phone and also doing something else? Speech very 
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rarely encompasses all of our brain, and when it senses idle territory 

approaching the brain craves multi-tasking. The same should hold 

true for fictional characters. A merchant will not walk up to a customer 

and simply talk to him without moving at all. Realistically, he is going 

to gesture toward his wares, make friendly eye contact, and move 

around his stall to draw the customer into purchasing something.  

"I can find meat." Beneath a fall of black hair, Bronn's dark eyes 

regarded Tyrion suspiciously. "I should leave you here with your 

fool's fire. If I took your horse, I'd have twice the chance to 

make it through. What would you do then, dwarf?" 

"Die, most like." Tyrion stooped to get another stick. 

 - George R. R. Martin's A Game of Thrones 

In the above excerpt from George R. R. Martin's A Game of Thrones, 

the characters are not just standing idly as they speak, but are in fact 

engaging in realistic actions for their situation. It is important to have 

a keen eye for balance, however. Not every bout of speech should be 

followed with an action, large or small. In fact, in cases where the 
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writer is trying to build tension in speech, quickly exchanged bits of 

dialogue are a preferred way to speed up readers and make them 

understand the urgency of the debate.  

  

When critiquing a work of fantasy, it is beneficial to keep an open 

mind to certain fantastical quirks. However, while reading anything 

from high fantasy to urban fantasy, always keep a firm grip on the 

components that make a story truly worth reading. If a writer hasn't 

formed a compelling story that will keep the attention of readers, then 

it doesn't matter that she's capitalized every other word, 

unnecessarily elongated consonant-filled names, and horribly 

butchered the laws of dialogue. Even if her name is M'st'r o' F'nt'sy.  

Outside Sources, Listed By Order of Citation:  

The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King, by J.R.R. Tolkien 
(republished by Del Rey Fantasy) ISBN: 0-345-33973-8 

Dragonheart, directed by Rob Cohen and produced by 1996 
Universal Pictures. ISBN: 0-7832-1915-6 

A Game of Thrones, by George R. R. Martin (Bantam Spectra) ISBN: 
0-553-57340-3 
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Evoke Versus Invoke:  
Showing Rather Than Telling in Your Prose 

By Darwin A. Garrison 
©2004, Darwin A. Garrison 

 

You know, cats and readers have a lot in common.  For example, you 

can't really tell a cat anything.   

It sits there and stares at you like you're the center of their universe 

while you're talking.  Then the cat ignores the pet door leading to the 

litter box in the furnace room and wanders off after a dust bunny.  

The only option left is to snatch it up by the scruff of the neck and 

shove its arrogant, furry head through the vinyl flap so it can see the 

danged box; preferably this is followed by a swift boot to the 

hindquarters to finish the transaction. 

Well, to be honest, the parallel mostly stops at not being able to tell 

them anything -- although the stuffing of heads is occasionally 

tempting with readers, as well... 
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One fundamental error an aspiring speculative fiction writer can make 

is to "tell" readers everything, rather than "show" them.  New writers 

often have an urge to "share a detailed vision" with their readers, so 

they recite a list of facts  I will even admit that I used to think that was 

a good way to tell a story. 

An even worse error is to express an agenda with all the force of a 

television evangelist.  You can almost hear the soapbox creaking as 

authors who do this climb up and shout, "Adapt to my worldview, you 

heathen masses!  For I am right and you are wrong!"  These authors 

tend to repeat themselves incessantly, as well. 

Just spare me. 

Your words are dull and lifeless without the reader's experience.  

Nothing you can write will ever paint an image as vivid as the 

memories your readers already have.  A professional writer -- a writer 

who gets published and succeeds -- will evoke images from the 

reader's experience base.  An amateur writer -- someone who may 

have excellent technical writing but lacks this insight -- will often 

attempt to invoke the images they see or the beliefs they hold through 
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the direct application of sufficient verbiage and may lose potential 

readers as a result.  This is also sometimes referred to the difference 

between implication ("showing") and exposition ("telling"). 

Writing a story of any length requires a walk along a razor's edge.  If 

you are too vague, the reader won't be able to form an image.  If you 

are too specific, you might as well be lecturing on calculus.  The key 

is to give readers enough detail to bring an image to life in their 

imaginations without crossing the line into over-detailed specifics.  

Implication is how you keep readers involved.  Exposition is how you 

feed them direct data in the shortest time possible. 

Let's look at some basic examples: 

Telling:  

The lights went out.  Sharon felt afraid.  She sprained her pinky on a 

shelf unit trying to find a light switch. 

Showing:  

A chill ran up Sharon's spine when the room suddenly became dark.  

She shuffled forward, groping for the wall and a light switch.  A flare 
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of pain went through her right pinky as she hit something hard and 

cold. 

The key is to note the clues that tell when you're afraid or what time 

of year it is.  Use those clues in your writing instead of saying "she 

was afraid" or "it was spring."   

So how do you know when you're telling, not showing?  Telling prose 

sounds like a textbook or technical manual.  Telling dialogue sounds 

like a sermon or presentation of statistical data.  Showing prose 

incites feelings.  Showing dialogue is like hearing a live conversation 

that draws the reader's attention. 

In fact, combining dialogue and prose is a very effective tool in 

evoking reader involvement.  Let's take a scene and see the 

difference between a technical description and a more involving 

description with a bit of conversation added: 

Telling:  

The great hall of the Aconasta had been fashioned from enormous 

oak trees.  The most massive boles were utilized as posts to support 
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smaller trunks that formed the support for the thatched roof.  The 

walls were of planks split from other trees.  Many graceful scenes had 

been carved into the roof beams to capture the clan's history.  It was 

to this hall that everyone in the clan returned near nightfall to eat, talk, 

and prepare for the next day's work. 

Now, if I was doing research on early Aconasta culture or if I had a 

Great Hall Kit that I wanted to build, that description might help.  Let's 

see if we can show the hall now, using the reader's experiences to 

build a more engaging picture that someone might read for fun: 

Showing:   

Jance ran through the open door into the great hall of the Aconasta. 

He forced himself to a walk.  Although several smoke holes high up 

near the roof allowed some light into the building, his eyes needed a 

moment to adjust between the sunshine outside and the warm glow 

of firelight within. 

He glanced around to look for the storyteller Caruck and saw the old 

man in his favorite winter sitting spot in front of Gramma Gernta's 
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wall-hearth on the warm limestone flagstones.  Kelmet, Usta, and 

Vernos had already found prime places on the floor in front of the old 

man.  His friends also had cups full of fresh-pressed berry juice in 

their hands. 

After carefully laying his gathering pouch on a food table, Jance 

scurried over to the hearth to find a spot behind Usta that was still 

marginally on the stone instead of the dirt.  Gernta touched him lightly 

on the shoulder and pushed another cup of her juice into his hands. 

"I didn't forget you, Jancey." 

As he looked up to thank her, he saw the carving on the new central 

roof pole that his father had finished the winter before.  The Saag 

bear hunt paraded across the wood, its figures colored with blue 

berry juice as well as powdered cobalt and ochre mixed with fat. 

"Shall we hear the tale of the Saag bear, children?" asked Caruck, 

taking a cue from Jance's distraction.  Jance and his friends shouted 

their agreement, causing the old hunter to rock back in mock 

surprise.  Caruck waved his arms and began the tale.   
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Yes, showing can eat up words, but which description engages the 

reader's imagination more? 

Expositional writing still shows up in creative work.  Sometimes you 

have to explain a technology or a social construct in as few words as 

possible, and exposition is good for that.  That's why instruction 

books and textbooks are written in an expositional style.  Still, it's 

good to introduce your exposition by breaking it up into bits and 

burying it in conversation or descriptions of activities if at all possible, 

unless you want to present data that is totally neutral but has 

significant implications for your story line.   

Exposition often surfaces in science fiction stories as authors build up 

the technical base of their worlds, and is frequently encountered as 

an aside or musing that turns into a dissertation on make-believe 

technology.  Let's examine a discussion of faster than light drive, for 

example, with two optional ways of introducing the subject: 

Telling:   
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Fold drive technology exploits the mathematical concept of multiple 

dimensions.  What humanity perceives as infinitely far away is 

actually very close if you can accept that the universe folds back on 

itself in a higher dimension.  This concept can easily be explained by 

taking a sheet of paper and folding it back and forth upon itself to 

make a fan.  A hole through the folded surface allows a pin or ball 

bearing to be pushed through the layers to any of the intersecting 

points.  When unfolded, the ball will be seen to have moved much 

further than the distance required to pass through the paper itself. 

Showing:   

Angie sat in the observer chair and fidgeted with her hair. 

"Nervous?" Ray asked as he continued to enter data into the 

computer at the engineer station. 

"A little," Angie admitted.  "I know it's stupid, but transit always makes 

me uneasy.  I don't want to be folded." 

Ray chuckled.  "It's not stupid at all.  Lots of people have a bit of 

trouble being one place in one instant and then light years away the 
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next, but it's not you that gets folded."  He grabbed a clipboard that 

held a pad of paper.  He put one dot on top of the sheet and another 

dot on the bottom and then handed her the clipboard and pen. 

"Draw a path between the dots, any shape you want." 

Angie drew a long, squiggly line on the paper and then handed it 

back to Ray. 

Ray tore off the sheet and began to fold the paper back and forth as 

though he were making a paper fan. 

"You see, kiddo," he said with a wink as his fingers worked, "we poor 

savages are stuck with our piddly little four dimensions: length, width, 

depth, and time.  The math geniuses say that there're lots more 

dimensions that we can't sense.  So, if this sheet," he held up the 

now folded paper, "is our universe, then folding it is like going to the 

next dimension.  Now this pen is our fold drive."  He took the pen and 

jabbed it through the paper, piercing both dots at once.  "It allows us 

to pass from where we are to where we want to be instantly, without 
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following your line.  Easy as pie and nothing to fear."  He handed 

Angie the plot sheet and returned to his work. 

Angie opened the paper.  The two points had holes, but so did all the 

little folds in between. 

"What about all these other points we pass through?" she asked Ray, 

holding up the opened sheet. 

"Ah!" he replied with a nod.  "Yes, what about that, I wonder?" 

There are two primary ways to write fiction: using exposition or using 

implication.  Exposition provides data with a minimum of emotional 

involvement and can be very hard to read in large chunks; it invokes 

a picture in a reader's mind.  Implication uses descriptive phrasing to 

coax readers into filling in the blanks from their own experience 

bases, thus evoking images more vivid than detailed descriptions 

could provide.   

Both styles are present in most speculative fiction, the proportion 

depending on the needs of the narrative, but these days, most fiction 

tends to have much more implication than exposition.  The key, as in 
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all writing, is achieving the proper balance between informing readers 

and entertaining them.  

Thanks for reading the article; I hope you found it useful.  Now, I've 

got to go get the cat out of the furnace… 
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When Nouns and Verbs Collide 

By Steven E. Russell 
©2004, Steven E. Russell 

 

Nouns and verbs are the lead instruments of any story.  They are the 

violins, trumpets, French horns, oboes, and flutes.  Nouns and verbs 

carry the story in the same way these instruments carry the melody in 

an orchestra.  Prepositions, conjunctions and articles are the 

accompanying instruments that support and enrich the melody: the 

second violins, trombones, violas, and basses.  At times they carry 

the melody, but only in short passages.  Adjectives and adverbs are 

the percussion section -- essential to the overall affect, even dramatic 

at times, but when overused they drown the melody in discordant 

noise.  All the parts of speech are necessary to complete the 

symphony, but only the nouns and verbs can make it sing for the 

reader. 

If nouns and verbs are the instruments that make a story sing, what 

happens if they're off-key -- if the nouns and verbs don't quite 
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match?  Let's have some fun with noun/verb combinations we've all 

seen from time to time. 

First, a disclaimer -- as all writers know, there are rules that should be 

learned, but rules are made to be broken. The art is in knowing when 

to break them for maximum effect.  Many of the examples in this 

article are common expressions.  Because we hear them in everyday 

speech and writing, we know what they mean.  The question 

becomes, "Do we really want to use them in our writing?"  It's 

important to remember that the rules are different for writing dialogue 

and for writing narrative.  Many of our characters will speak with 

questionable grammar and use idioms and slang expressions that we 

would hesitate to put in narrative.  The purpose of this article isn't an 

attempt to set down hard and fast rules, but rather to encourage 

writers to carefully reflect on the noun and verb combinations they are 

using in their writing.  Ask yourself the question, "Are the nouns and 

verbs I'm choosing conveying the feeling I want?" 
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In the following examples, the names and sentences have been 

changed to protect the guilty.  Only the nouns and verbs remain the 

same. 

First, there are the noun/verb combinations that are physically 

impossible. 

"His eyes followed her up the stairs." 

Really?  How?  I suppose they bounced back down like a pair of ping-

pong balls and hopped into their sockets for a rest.  

Another.  "Mary tossed her head in disgust." 

"John, standing on the far side of the room, caught it on the first 

bounce and tossed it back to her." 

Tossed is more commonly used with hair, but I've seen it used with 

head and, hey, it's a lot more fun that way. 

Next are the noun/verb combinations that ascribe conscious action to 

an inanimate object. 
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"The table displayed a plethora of instruments and spare parts to be 

used in constructing the model." 

This is one that trips many novice writers.  It usually occurs when 

someone, a friend or teacher, has just gigged the writer for a passive 

sentence: "A plethora of instruments was displayed on the table..."  

The writer has written the same sentence in active voice but 

neglected to provide the actor as the subject. 

For some reason, sentient tables have always bothered me.  Try 

something like, " John had displayed a plethora of instruments on the 

table."  You can improve on this, but it illustrates the point. 

Another that I see frequently is "the sign said" or "the letter said." 

Okay, not only have sentient signs been discovered but they also 

have learned to speak in our language.  But, beware.  Many writers 

try to correct this problem with the approach, "the sign read" We all 

know that signs can't read. 

"Jeremy had been hiking all day on the mountain trail.  Something in 

his backpack was trying to poke a hole in his shoulder." 
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Wait a minute.  What did he have in his backpack?  The verb 'trying' 

doesn't quite fit here.  Forget for a moment that the sentence would 

be just as effective had it been written, "Something in his backpack 

was poking a hole in his shoulder."  That's a different article. 

Trying requires intent and it's important that the actual intent is 

understood before the verb 'trying' is attributed to the noun.  For 

example, suppose Jeremy carried his pet ferret in the backpack.  You 

have to ask yourself, "was the ferret really trying to poke a hole in 

Jeremy's shoulder or was it trying to escape?" 

A word of caution is warranted here.  Don't confuse the use of 

noun/verb combinations that ascribe impossible actions as suggested 

above with the appropriate use of metaphors.  For example, "The 

wind whispered through the aspens."  We all know the wind can't 

actually whisper.  Still, this is a great metaphor and anyone that has 

been in the mountains of Colorado will immediately relate to it. 

A third group is the use of a really, really big verb, with an ordinary 

noun. 
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"The mouse ripped into the sack of corn."  Mighty Mouse, maybe.  

Him, I can visualize ripping into a burlap bag.  I can also visualize 

"The mouse chewed its way into the sack of corn."  I can even 

visualize "The mouse gnawed a hole in the sack of corn."  But 

ripped?  Nope, can't see that one. 

Another good one is, "The rain pounded on the metal roof."  Okay, 

I'm being picky.  People living in Texas and surrounding states 

understand that expression.  Texas has Morton's Salt™ rain -- "When 

it rains, it pours®."  But those who have lived their entire life in Seattle 

may have difficulty with this concept.  In Seattle, one inch of rain 

requires three days of steady rainfall.  I've lived in both places and 

while I may be stretching the point somewhat, don't forget that the 

geographical location of the story may influence your choice of verbs. 

If it's possible for verbs to overpower the noun, then the opposite 

must also be true.  Big noun, small verb, a reader's reaction is 

usually, "huh?" 

"The tornado skipped through the town, leaving death and destruction 

in its path."  If you're familiar with tornados and their behavior, you will 
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know that some tornados actually do skip across the land.  But unless 

you're writing a news report about the tornado or a factual 

monograph on the same subject, skipping may not be the image you 

want to convey to the reader.  Skipping conjures an image of light 

and carefree behavior.  It goes with whistling Zip-a-dee-do-dah better 

than with death and destruction.  Ripped fits with tornados better than 

mice.  "The tornado ripped through the town..." 

Here's one I read just last week.  "The truck cruised down Main 

Street."  I had to read it twice.  Porches cruise.  BMW Z3's cruise.  

Even little Miatas cruise.  Trucks, except maybe for pickup trucks 

filled with adolescent boys, don't cruise, and if you've ever driven next 

to one in your little Miata with the top down, you understand.  When 

selecting a verb, consider the mood you are trying to project.  "The 

truck lumbered along Main Street."  In the first example, the reader 

can't hear or even see the truck.  In the second, by changing a single 

word, the reader can hear the rattling and banging of the truck, see 

the black exhaust belching from the stacks and smell the acrid diesel 

fumes.  In the actual story I was reading, the writer continued in the 
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following sentences to describe the noise, sight and smell of the 

truck, leaving my imagination locked away, disappointed and unused. 

The following was written by Keith Reynolds, a retired English and 

History teacher, writer, mentor and friend: 

Verbs root prose in description, narrative and movement toward the 

fulfillment of the story.  Verbs drive characters to prove the premise of 

prose and poetry.  For diversity and variety, a writer may choose ANY 

verb at his/her disposal...  The writer's choice of verbs tests his ability 

to build for the reader a livable, fictional dream... 

So in the final analysis the writer is all powerful in crafting the story 

and may use any verb available -- at least until the publisher and the 

reading public has the opportunity to pass judgment.  The trick is to 

create the best verb and noun combination -- one that is believable 

and delivers the feeling and drama the story deserves. 

"The herd of horses ran across the valley floor." 

"The stampeding horses thundered across the plain." 

You choose.



Vision: A Resource for Writers        97 
Lazette Gifford, Editor 
Issue # 22 
July/August 2004 

 

Full Flavor Writing 

By Lisa A Wroble 
©2004, Lisa A. Wroble 

 

You worked hard to create a compelling character and chose vivid 

phrasing to bring a scene to life. Your letter to the editor is clear and 

concise. However, before you stuff both in an envelope for an all-

postage-paid trip to NYC, read through your manuscript one more 

time. Have you watered down your message with passive phrasing?  

Allow your reader to taste the full flavor of your prose. Involve the 

character (and the reader) in the action of the story. Focusing on 

action requires active phrasing; the subject performs the action. 

Passive phrasing dilutes the action -- and weakens your writing. 

Language Processing 

Consider how the reader processes each sentence. A standard 

English sentence follows the subject-verb-object pattern. The mind 

asks, "Who or what is the subject? What are you talking about here?" 
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Next it asks, "What action is the subject taking?" and "What is the 

object or effect of these actions?" The answers to these questions 

provide information, which the mind processes. We communicate. 

        Ms. Martin reviewed the manuscript. 

          (subject)  (verb)        (object) 

Imagine the mind breaking each sentence into pieces and dropping 

each piece into bins. The piece sent through the "subject" bin drops 

through the bottom, turning "on" the language processor. This is why 

knowing the "who or what" early in a sentence is important. The 

subject immediately sets processing gears in motion. 

The more complex the sentence, the harder the reader works to 

uncover vital information. The cogs in the machinery don't run as 

quickly or as smoothly if the sentence is complicated.   

Diluting the Message 

In passive voice, the sentence structure is rearranged to make the 

subject the receiver of action rather than the doer of action. When the 

entity performing the action is withheld until later in the sentence, the 
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reader's language processor bogs down. Information is dropped into 

every bin but "subject." The bins get stacked up until eventually the 

processor finds the "who or what" of the sentence. Now the cogs 

smoothly turn and the rest of message becomes clear. The impact of 

the information is diluted, though, because the real doer of the action 

is not immediately revealed.  

                Jason was offered a job by his friend's father. 

                A mistake was made in the report.  

                Weapons were being built in the science lab. 

In these examples, helping verbs (variants of "to be") combine with 

the past participle to create passive verbs. The writing is weakened 

as it is watered down. It can also be vague: the reader wonders, 

"Who is building weapons in the science lab?" "Who made the 

mistake in the report?" She stops reading to process the vague 

information and make sense of the sentence. The reader's language 

processor works overtime. 

High-Impact vs. Low-Impact Writing 
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Whether you're writing fiction, a business letter, or a memorandum, or 

even speaking with someone, active phrasing is high-impact because 

the subject is doing its job. The reader or listener knows up front who 

or what is causing the rest of the action. This is not to say that every 

sentence must follow the same boring pattern. Readers expect 

variety in sentence structure. But, keep a majority of sentences active 

to aid the reader in following your prose. Your story or message is 

then strong and clear. 

Passive phrasing can serve a purpose but it is usually considered 

low-impact writing. It is vague; it slows down the listener's or reader's 

mind and shifts emphasis from the subject to the object. In a fast-

paced story with intense drama, passive voice might help slow the 

pace, giving the reader a rest. (But watch that you don't confuse the 

reader instead!) In business writing, passive phrasing is handy for 

situations where blame may become an issue. For example: 

        active:       Tom found several mistakes in the manuscript. 

        passive:     Several mistakes were found in the manuscript.  
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Which would you choose? It depends on whether Tom's keen eye 

and mind will bring kudos to his department or not. The choice, in this 

case, is a matter of the desired impact. The first sentence is high-

impact because it is active. The second is low-impact and passive. 

If you want your writing to be high-impact, keep the flavor full and 

undiluted. Use active phrasing. 
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On Collaboration 

By Barb Caffrey 
©2004, Barb Caffrey 

 

Collaboration.  It's such an ugly word, isn't it?  It's mostly a word that's 

used to describe war criminals, or to deride and damage political 

enemies (as Joseph McCarthy, then-Senator of Wisconsin, used it in 

the 1950s).  And it's almost never used in a positive sense, except in 

one instance:  when people deliberately work together to create 

something unique, positive, and lasting, that's collaboration without 

the nasty aftertaste. 

For years, collaborative novels have been viewed with disdain. Eric 

Flint writes in his afterword to 1633: "It is one of the pieces of 

accepted wisdom in fiction writing that stories written in collaboration 

are almost invariably weaker than stories written by authors working 

alone.  Since I enjoy sticking my thumb in the eye of accepted 

wisdom, I like to think I've done it again with this book -- as well as a 
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number of others I've written in collaboration with several different 

authors." 

In the "Afterword," Flint argues that the "conventional wisdom" that 

says collaborations are weaker than solitary works may have its 

origin in the way people wrote novels until the advent of the portable 

word processor and the Internet. As Flint points out, "until the advent 

of computer word-processing and online communication, 

collaboration between authors was simply very difficult.  I can 

remember the days when I used to write on a typewriter, and had to 

spend as much time painfully retyping entire manuscripts just to 

incorporate a few small changes in the text, as I did writing the story 

in the first place.  Working under those circumstances is trying 

enough for an author working alone."  And adding a collaborator, Flint 

says, makes everything more difficult, which is probably why most 

authors worked alone. 

Flint also points out the exceptions to this practice, saying the 

exceptions happened "because of special circumstances.  Two, in 

particular: 
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"The first was where one author basically did all the writing.  The 

input of the other author might have taken the form of developing the 

plot outline, or, not infrequently, simply lending his or her name to the 

project for marketing purposes. 

"The second generally involved married couples, or people who were 

otherwise in position to work in very close proximity.  To use a well-

known instance from the history of science fiction, just about 

everything written by Henry Kuttner and C.L. Moore after their 

marriage was, in fact if not in name, a collaborative work. 

"Modern technology, however, eliminates all the practical problems 

involved with collaborative writing."  And Flint concludes his remarks 

by talking about the positives of collaboration -- that it can be an 

opportunity, not just a challenge -- and how writing in collaboration is 

a skill, as he puts it, "one like any other.  Some authors are 

hopelessly inept at it -- or simply don't want to do it at all.  Others 

manage it poorly; still others in a workmanlike but humdrum manner; 

and some -- I happen to be one of them -- do it very well." 



Vision: A Resource for Writers        105 
Lazette Gifford, Editor 
Issue # 22 
July/August 2004 

 
Flint is not the only one of my favorite novelists to have written books 

with other authors.   Rosemary Edghill (aka eluki bes shahar) had 

written the acclaimed Hellflower science fiction series as well as 

several excellent Regency romances before she was asked by 

several other authors to write with them, including highly respected 

legends in the field such as Andre Norton and Marion Zimmer 

Bradley.  Currently, with Mercedes Lackey (whom many consider to 

be a modern master), she has collaborated on three novels set in the 

same "Underhill" universe (Beyond World’s End, Spirits White as 

Lightning, Mad Maudlin), and a fourth due out soon (Music to my 

Sorrow).  She's also written X-Men tie-in books.  In recent e-mail 

correspondence, she said modestly that she's "done a lot of playing 

in other people's sandboxes for money," and that there's a difference 

between original collaborative work and that of working in an already 

established universe.  Both are difficult and challenging, she said, but 

ultimately rewarding.  Ms. Edghill said that two things are important to 

remember when you're writing a collaborative novel; "good 

communication is essential," and if you're writing in an already-

established universe and adding to existing canon, "you have to know 
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and respect the rules that the senior author has already set up for 

that universe." 

Another of my favorite authors is Dave Freer, who wrote his original 

novel The Forlorn, then proceeded to collaborate on the wildly 

popular Pyramid Scheme and Rats, Bats, and Vats (among others) 

with Eric Flint, and then was invited to work with Lackey and Flint on 

Shadow of the Lion and This Rough Magic.  Freer told me in recent 

e-mail correspondence that he feels three things are absolutely 

essential to a great collaborative effort: communication, commonality 

of outlook, and different backgrounds and strengths among the 

various authors.  Freer said, "Typically, e-mails between the three of 

us run to [a] lot longer than the 800 page books we produce."  Now 

that's communication! 

Freer also said that he believes that a commonality of outlook is 

extremely important, because if that's not present, it's almost 

impossible to work with someone well.  As he said, "Eric Flint and 

Mercedes Lackey share a 'bottom up' view of the world. People, even 

'unimportant' people, matter. I could never work with top-down 
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authoritarian-only-the-bosses-matter-and-you-are-worms-who-must-

obey-orders-ja. I find it bizarre that anyone should want to read this 

sort of thing, but there you go." 

He also said that getting a great effort "requires two things -- firstly an 

ability to give and take, and compromise.  Otherwise, you get a weak 

junior author writing a bad clone of the senior author.  Secondly, you 

need different backgrounds and strengths."  For example, in Flint and 

Freer's case, Freer is "an outdoorsman who has lived most of his 

adult life at sea or in the wild country.  [He's] a biologist who is into 

danger-sports.  [He knows] a great deal about an exotic country 

[South Africa]."  Whereas Flint is "[a] townsman and [a] former labor-

organiser.  He's an historian who has an encyclopaedic knowledge of 

his subject and especially politics.  [And] he knows America and 

Americans -- about which I know little." 

At any rate, all three things being present causes an "additive" effect 

which, Freer says, helps the book get better.  In a great collaborative 

effort, the strengths of each author are evident in the book, and they 
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cancel out each other's individual weaknesses.  This allows them to 

write better and more interesting books. 

Even authors with a great deal of time in the field, such as Larry 

Niven, have collaborated on books which received great acclaim.  

Niven, in his books N-Space and Playgrounds of the Mind, gave 

credit to his co-authors over the years (most specifically Jerry 

Pournelle), and said that although he wasn’t sure why, sometimes a 

collaboration causes a spark between two (or more) authors that 

results in a better book. 

The example that Niven gave was that of his first collaboration with 

Stephen Barnes; in Barnes' words, "[he] asked me whether I'd be 

interested at looking at a story he'd tried to write ten years before and 

hadn't been able to complete to his satisfaction."  Barnes did that and 

was able to fix the story, and that was the start of a beautiful 

collaborative friendship. 

The fact is, collaborating on a novel is an entirely different skill from 

writing your own; I know this because I've done both and they're not 

the same animal.  Let me try to explain. 
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First, writing anything isn't easy.  There has to be some sort of plan, 

whether it be tentative or otherwise.  The basic shape of the plot (or 

story, if it's nonfiction), from first genesis to completion, should remain 

consistent, yet flexible enough to allow for adaptation and/or revision.  

And then, there's the characterization, the dialogue, the subplots ... 

whew!  Just thinking about it all is more difficult than doing it! 

So, when you're writing on your own, you can write and come up with 

ideas as you have them within time constraints.  Your vision may 

allow for others to comment via the "first reader" method, where you 

offer the story to others for critique.  Or you can keep it totally 

private.  It's up to you. 

But that all changes in a collaboration, because it's not solely your 

vision anymore.  It's between you and your collaborator(s) as to what 

your novel is going to look like, and everything is open for discussion. 

What prompted my husband Michael and me to make a stab at it was 

a speech made by Eric Flint at a small, public gathering in Chicago, 

Illinois in the middle of 2002.  Flint had collaborated with more than 

one author and done so successfully; more importantly, he'd 
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managed to collaborate with two authors at once, Dave Freer and 

Mercedes Lackey, and we knew that they had widely disparate styles 

-- perhaps as far apart, stylistically, as our own. 

We listened carefully to what Flint had to say; he, too, extolled the 

value of communication, and explained the collaborative process as 

he saw it for Shadow of the Lion.  This helped us immeasurably. We 

started our novel Elfy in September of 2002 and finished it in ten 

months.  Note that if we hadn't been aware that several of our favorite 

authors had written very good collaborative novels and hadn't asked 

the questions about the process along the way, I doubt we'd ever 

have started to write Elfy. 

Which brings us back full circle to Flint's "Afterword to 1633," quoted 

at length at the beginning of this article.  Dave Freer put what Flint 

said earlier more succinctly in e-mail correspondence, when he told 

me, "Collaboration without communication isn't collaboration.  It's 

using name recognition to sell an inferior product."  But he also said 

that "Good collaborators achieve critical mass, and start a chain 

reaction and produce some explosive tales."  In other words, 
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collaboration can work quite well if the participants are engaged, 

involved, and willing to communicate, compromise, and continue to 

work at it.  Just take a good look at Shadow of the Lion or Mad 

Maudlin. 

The only practical piece of advice that I, an unpublished fiction writer, 

can give you if you're attempting a collaborative novel is this:  Have 

fun. Enjoy what you are doing. And remember that it's a shared 

world, a shared goal, and a shared story -- but that also means you 

have someone else to celebrate with, once you're done. 

***** 

Books mentioned in this article: 
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ISBN: 1568650485 
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Coping with the Day Job 

By James M. Palmer 
©2004, James M. Palmer 

 

"Don't quit your day job."  We've all heard that phrase, often when 

we're caught singing.  It's usually a mild insult, a suggestion that we 

not quit our full time positions on a quest to be the next Sinatra.  But 

for the working writer, it can be the best advice there is.  Here's why. 

Let's face it -- most published authors don't pull Stephen King-level 

salaries from writing, so for many writers another steady job is 

essential.  Sometimes these jobs have long hours, offer low pay, and 

require us to do menial tasks.  They can wear us down, but here are 

some ways you can make them a help to your writing instead of a 

hindrance. 

The Perks 

A steady job offers not only a regular paycheck, but some side 

benefits, such as insurance -- which is expensive for the self-

employed -- as well as vacation and sick time.  These last two can be 
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a boost to your creative output.  Have you been working hard plotting 

that novel?  Take some paid time off to work on it.  Got a novel 

coming out?  Take a vacation to go on a signing tour.  If you haven't 

written anything else in a while, you can rest easy knowing that you'll 

have some money coming from your full-time job. 

Time, Precious Time 

Right now you're saying to yourself, "But I work all the time.  I don't 

have any time left for writing."  The truth is you can find the time if you 

try.  One writer I know who works in a bookstore jots down notes on 

his lunch hour, then types them up on the computer when he gets 

home.  Do whatever it takes, even if it means getting up before you 

normally would do so.  Many successful writers did this before they 

made it big.   

If you have a shift job, like I do, you can write before you go to work 

or after you get home.  I have to be at work by noon, so by getting up 

with my wife at six a.m. and seeing her off, I get a lot of writing time 

in.  There will be days when the words just won't come, but if you set 

aside a time to write, you will program your brain to think about 
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writing during that time.  Then you will have days when the words just 

pour out of you.   

The Name Game 

If you have a job where you have access to a lot of customer names, 

you have a great way to come up with names for your characters.  

Think of the possibilities for characterization of such real life monikers 

as Nigel Lobo and Harlus B. Coody.  You shouldn't be using real 

names, but you can combine different first and last names to come up 

with intriguing and bizarre combinations.  Sometimes, just seeing 

someone's name can spark your imagination to come up with one of 

your own.  Let it run wild.  

Reality Check 

Finally, a job can give a writer a healthy dose of reality.  Sitting in 

front of a typewriter or computer screen all day, with little or no 

human interaction, is neither easy nor healthy, and venturing out in 

the real world on a regular basis can do you and your writing a lot of 

good.  Just hearing how people speak and watching how they move 
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can help you breathe new life into your characters.  It can also help 

you get your conscious mind off writing, while your subconscious 

takes over and works on any problems you might be having with your 

latest project. 

Working with a Net 

Working a full-time job doesn't have to kill your writing career.  

Properly balanced, it can help your writing by giving you a stable 

income, interaction with people, and time off to pursue your dream.  

That's something to think about for those who want to quit the minute 

their first short story is published.  "Don't quit your day job" is more 

than just a funny saying.  It's also a good, safe way to launch a 

writing career. 
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Book Review: 

Guns, Germs, and Steel: 

The Fates of Human Societies  

Reviewed by Bonnie Randall Schutzman 
©2004, Bonnie Randall Schutzman 

 

Jared Diamond's Pulitzer Prize-winning Guns, Germs, and Steel: The 

Fates of Human Societies makes an excellent case study in how to 

build a world, since it focuses on the development of a particular 

planet we all know -- our own.  

Diamond's ambitious goal for the book is to examine whether an 

archaeologist transported back in time to 13,000 B.C. could have 

predicted which populations would develop dominant high-tech 

societies and which would continue at a stone-age level indefinitely.  

He goes on to identify several factors he feels led to societal 

differentiation: the military technology to dominate one's neighbors, 

infectious diseases that weaken societies not already exposed to 

them, and industrial and political technology in areas including 
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literacy, economic and political structures, and manufacturing.  He 

summarizes all these complex factors in the catchphrase of the title: 

guns, germs, steel. 

In Diamond's view, a society develops advanced military and 

industrial technologies when its population reaches sufficient density.  

A large sedentary population depends on an adequate and stable 

food supply.  A stable food supply depends on several underlying 

factors in addition to soil quality and weather: the number of species 

of plants and animals available for domestication, the ease with which 

those species can be domesticated, and the ease with which 

domesticated species can be transferred among societies.  Areas 

with many available plant and animal species, such as Eurasia, got a 

developmental head start over areas with fewer, such as Australia 

and North America.   

Diamond makes a good case that domestication spreads more easily 

in areas with an east-west axis, where latitude remains the same, 

than in areas such as the Americas where a north-south axis requires 

domesticated species to adjust to different lengths of day and drastic 
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climate changes.  Corn from Mexico, for example, requires a longer 

growing season than the climate of Minnesota provides, and llamas 

did poorly in the Central American jungles and thus never reached 

more hospitable regions in North America.  Goats, on the other hand, 

were domesticated early in the Middle East and spread quickly from 

Spain to China.  

One of Diamond's more interesting sections examines the 

characteristics of easily domesticated animals and explains why 

cheetahs (unmanageable mating cycles), elephants (too big and too 

slow to grow), zebras (too mean) and other easily tamed animals 

were never fully domesticated.   

Social technology developed along similar lines.  Denser populations 

required more complex methods of conflict resolution and more 

efficient means to distribute food.  Better distribution and reduced 

conflict in turn supported elites who could develop writing, 

accounting, and military strategies, and who passed the learning of 

one generation efficiently to the next.   
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One of the strengths of Diamond's analysis is his attention to 

examples that seem to contradict his arguments.   In the competition 

between hunter-gathering and farming, for instance, some societies 

(Australia and parts of Africa, for instance) possessed such a limited 

selection of native species that farming offered little advantage over 

hunting and gathering.  A handful of societies, including those in the 

American northwest, had such an abundant supply of fish and berries 

that switching to farming would have reduced their level of nutrition. 

Another interesting section examines innovation: how new 

technologies are put to new uses, and how they build on simpler 

problems that have already been solved.  The alphabet, for example, 

was streamlined from hieroglyphs.  Gutenberg's printing press was 

adapted from presses used to make wine.  Innovations can be spread 

through trade, copied by inventive observers, or acquired by 

conquest.  Chinese papermaking came to the Islamic world when an 

Arab army defeated a Chinese army at the battle of Talas River in 

751 A.D. and found several papermakers among the prisoners of 

war.   
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Sometimes technology is abandoned or rejected.  Japan rejected 

firearms because they violated the samurai code.  Polynesian settlers 

lost the ability to make pottery as they scattered across the Pacific 

islands.  Many factors contributed to this loss, including lack of 

materials on many islands and reduced population densities that 

presumably made it difficult to train specialized workers.   

Diamond discusses many other trends and developments of interest 

to worldbuilders.  He examines transitional societies, where new 

technologies have incompletely replaced the old.  He looks at 

settlement patterns and trade routes.  He gives special attention to 

the "stone age" societies in New Guinea, among whom he lived for 

many years as an ornithologist, and to how a handful of illiterate 

Spaniards brought the mighty Inca empire to its knees.  An entire 

long section details the patterns of human settlement in southeast 

Asia, Polynesia, Australia, and New Guinea.   

Diamond includes quite a few tables, maps, and pictures, but the text 

would benefit from even more.  I found many tables hard to read, but 

the maps are good.  The index seems large, but when I tried to use it 
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to locate several examples I wanted to cite for this review, I wasn't 

able to find most of them.  I'm also unconvinced by his basic 

assertion that resource distribution and geography account for all of 

the power differences among modern societies.  But when I need to 

build an alternate world, understand how geography and resources 

might have shaped the town I live in, or invent a fantastic domestic 

animal for a short story, I'll be turning to Guns, Germs, and Steel for 

examples and guidance. 

Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies, by Jared 

Diamond.  W. W. Norton, ISBN 0-393-31755-2.  Suggested retail 

US$16.95 
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Webreivew 

Science Websites for Writers 

By Jennifer Crispin 
©2004, Jennifer Crispin 

 

  

While studying for a major science test earlier this year, I found 

several terrific web sites with information about physics, chemistry, 

nuclear science, and the galaxy. They must have been accurate, 

since I was able to test out of college science with no science 

background other than a ninth-grade Biology class and an active 

interest. 

The information on these sites could come in handy for writers, if only 

to provide a better grounding in why our world works the way it does.  

I will review NASA’s Imagine the Universe, the University of 

Colorado’s Physics 2000, and Intuitor’s Insultingly Stupid Movie 

Physics page.  I visited all three sites using a Windows XP computer 
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running Internet Explorer 6 on a dial-up connection varying between 

33.6 Kbps and 44.6 Kbps. 

http://imagine.gsfc.nasa.gov/index.html  

Imagine the Universe 

Imagine the Universe is a terrific site that is appropriate for adults 

since it does not talk down to the audience.  It's like an on-line 

interactive science library, museum, or display.  It even has special 

exhibits several times a year that focus on topics of special interest.  

The exhibits at the time of this writing were The Laser Interferometer 

Space Antenna and Gravitational Waves.  The interactive activities 

include measuring the size of a black hole or a star. 

My favorite part is "Ask a High Energy Astronomer." High energy 

astrophysics deals with topics like black holes, quasars, and dark 

matter.  You don't have to ask a question to benefit from the site, 

since they have past questions archived by subject matter. 

For a science fiction writer, this site would be especially useful for 

world-building, especially if astrophysics is a weak point for you.  A 

http://imagine.gsfc.nasa.gov/index.html
http://imagine.gsfc.nasa.gov/index.html
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deeper understanding of space and the universe will enrich a novel, 

even if none of the research ends up in the finished novel. Exploring 

sites like this one will give you more confidence in your world's 

science. 

Imagine the Universe is designed for students age 14 and up, but I 

believe it's appropriate for non-scientifically-minded adults as well.  

The site offers an advanced science page for people who find the 

basic science to be too easy. 

The technical aspects of the site are adequate.  The site offers 

several options for navigation, including a top menu on all pages, a 

right-side column on the main page, and bottom text menu on all 

pages.  Navigation is not clear with images and style-sheets turned 

off.  The top menu has disappearing graphics when the user clicks on 

a link.  There are minimal graphics and the ones the site uses are 

relevant photos of stars or profiled personalities.  The writing and 

editing on the site is clear and straightforward. 

This site has a search engine to make it easier to find specific topics 

in the pages. 
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Imagine the Universe is run by NASA, within the Laboratory for High 

Energy Astrophysics.  It was last updated this year.  I accessed it on 

April 8, 2004.  The site does not list system requirements. 

http://www.colorado.edu/physics/2000/ 

Physics 2000 

Physics 2000 features five or more cartoon characters to explain 

advanced science concepts at a high school level.  Three of the 

characters are professors and two are supposed to be high school 

students (but look much older, so that threw me off.)  The site 

features fun interactive applets to illustrate various principles of 

physics.  One stated goal of the site is to make physics more 

accessible to people of all ages. 

Physics 2000 focuses on three sections, atomic science, Einstein's 

revolution, and theoretical science.  While studying for my test, I 

focused on the theoretical science section, which is called Science 

Trek.  The other sections are also interesting. If you like the method 

of learning that calls for following a dialogue, you will enjoy this site. 

http://www.colorado.edu/physics/2000/


Vision: A Resource for Writers        127 
Lazette Gifford, Editor 
Issue # 22 
July/August 2004 

 
Physics 2000 falls a bit short as a reference site, although you can 

use advanced search in a search engine such as Google to look up 

terms on the site.  As it was not intended to be a research site but a 

learning site, this is not a major drawback. 

I found the lessons to be clear and easy to understand.  The writing is 

repetitive in a good way.  My favorite part is Science Trek, with its 

information about waves.  One applet has the user "drag" a 

cheerleader in front of a stadium crowd to show "the wave." 

This site would be especially useful for non-scientific people who 

write science fiction, because it could help them build a world with 

believable science.  Any writer could benefit from a stronger 

knowledge of physics, even if it's just to expand the mind and look at 

the world in a new way. 

The site is designed for students high school age and older.  I believe 

it would be interesting and challenging for many non-science majors 

and people who did not go to college, but who enjoy following 

science. 
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The technical aspects are adequate.  The site has hierarchal 

navigation, with a table of contents and previous and next buttons at 

the bottom of the page.  It is set up literally like an on-line text book. 

The writing is clear and concise.  There are some minor grammatical 

errors, but nothing that would damage the site's credibility in the eyes 

of a non-scientist. 

The graphics are very basic. The site refers to "approaching 2000," 

and it’s clear the graphics were designed some time in the past 

millennium. 

Several graphics that look like they should be navigation graphics are 

not, but it doesn't affect the valuable content of the site.  The 

navigation graphics are missing the alt tags, which would make it 

difficult to navigate in a text-based browser.  The site is framed, but it 

has a no frames option.  The javascript applet switching from frames 

to no frames did not work on my computer. 

Physics 2000 is run by Professor Martin Goldman of the University of 

Colorado in Boulder with grants from the Colorado Commission on 

Higher Education and the National Science Foundation.  It's not clear 
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when the site was last updated.  They are calling for sponsors now to 

continue the mission.  I last accessed the site on April 8, 2004.  The 

site calls for Netscape Navigator 4.7 (or higher) for Windows or 

Internet Explorer 4.5 (or higher) with Apple's MRJ 2.1 for Macintosh. 

This site has Spanish-language and German-language versions 

available. 

http://www.intuitor.com/moviephysics/ 

Intuitor Insultingly Stupid Movie Physics 

The highlight of the Intuitor site is the Insultingly Stupid Movie Physics 

page.  The writers believe that some insultingly stupid movie physics 

have become visual clichés and they have taken the responsibility to 

“protect the minds of children everywhere, so that they may grow up 

in a world where they know the difference between speed and 

velocity.”  The authors take apart such common movie effects as 

flashing bullets, flaming cars, shattering windows, falls, and more, 

pointing out why these effects could not happen the way they are 

portrayed.  They discuss the lack of reality with humor, but it is 

http://www.intuitor.com/moviephysics/
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important for writers, especially younger ones who grew up watching 

a lot of TV, to know how things really work.  We “save” memories 

from our movie-watching and they end up in our stories, so it’s good 

to know how things really are.  The authors rate movies using their 

own scale, which includes the rating of PGP-13: “Children under 13 

might be tricked into thinking the physics were pretty good; parental 

guidance is suggested” and the rating of XP: “Obviously physics from 

an unknown universe,” along with other rankings. 

Insultingly stupid movie physics is fun whether you're scientifically-

minded or not.  I first learned about the site from a physics professor, 

so it seems that it is as appealing to scientists as it is to the rest of 

us.  The site shows the kind of common mistakes non-scientists 

make in entertainment. This site would probably be especially helpful 

for screenwriters.  If you visit only one of the three sites I mention in 

this review, this should be the one.  It could keep a writer from 

making an embarrassing mistake. 
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While you’re there, be sure to explore the rest of the site, which 

includes chess information, a physics quiz, and a fascinating tutorial 

on counting to 1,023 in binary using your fingers 

The science is not simple, but it is presented in a straight-forward, 

humorous manner.  The writing on the site is clear and funny. 

The navigation is inconsistent across the site as a whole and includes 

some dead links in the bottom text menu.  The search option on the 

site returns some dead pages. The graphics are minimal and 

relevant. There are no graphics just for the sake of graphics on this 

site.  

Intuitor is run by a high school physics teacher and his two sons, who 

work with computers.  The copyright date on the site is 2001, but the 

movie physics page has reviews of movies that were released in 

2003.  I last accessed this site on April 9, 2004.  I first discovered the 

site on my old computer, which was Windows 95 running IE5.  It 

appears to be a basic text-based site that most 4+ browsers can 

access. 
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These three sites will help take the intimidation factor out of physics, 

especially for writers with little aptitude for science. 
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Market Listing 

Mar's Market Report # 4 

By Margaret McGaffey Fisk 
©2004, Margaret McGaffey Fisk 

 

Publication announcements from members of online writing 

communities are valuable resources for writers at the beginning of 

their careers. Though the communities may contain members at 

many levels of publication, overall, markets listed in these 

announcements tend to be open to new writers. 

All the markets presented in this column came from a publication 

announcement. I receive announcements from various sources 

including Vision; The Critter's Workshop; Online Writing Workshop for 

Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Horror; and the SF and Fantasy 

Workshop. These announcements are all available online. They list 

markets at varying levels of payment so if you use these resources, 

be careful to research the market yourself before submitting. Even 

the list below should be used as a signpost, rather than a definitive 

answer about any market as situations do change. Reputable sites 
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such as www.ralan.com are good places to get the latest news. 

Ralan's and Quintamid Market Database have been known to have 

information not yet listed on the publisher website. 

While many of the markets below don't offer "pro" rates, they all 

provide some compensation.  In my opinion, offering payment is an 

indication of the editor/publisher's commitment and so in many cases, 

markets with some compensation are more likely to stay around.  

http://www.ralan.com/
http://www.quintamid.com/q/mdb/list/TA------
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Genre  Fantasy 

Title  Alchemy 

Editor  Steve Pasechnick, Editor 

Address 
 P. O. Box 380264 
 Cambridge, MA 02238 
 U.S.A. 

Sub Email  None 

Specifics 
     Looking for well-written fantasy 
of any sub genre including urban, 
fairy tale, dark and heroic. 

Requirement      Up to 15,000 

Payment      $0.05 per word up to 15k 

URL for site  None 
URL for 

guidelines  www.ralan.com/sfpro/listings/alchemy.htm 

 

Genre  Speculative Fiction 

Title  Brutarian 

Editor  Gene Stewart, Associate Editor 

Address 
 9405 Ulysses Court 
 Burke, VA 22015 
 U.S.A.  

Sub Email  fiction@brutarian.com  

Specifics 
     Prefers dark fantasy and 
horror but open to anything well 
written. Electronic submissions 

http://www.ralan.com/sfpro/listings/alchemy.htm
mailto:fiction@brutarian.com
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preferred but can query about 
postal submits 

Requirement      No length limits 

Payment      $0.05 to $0.10 per word for 
stories, $0.50 per line for poetry 

URL for site  www.brutarian.com 

URL for 
guidelines  www.brutarian.com/guidelines.html  

 

Genre  Horror and Dark Fiction 

Title  Gothic.Net 

Editor 
 Darren Mckeeman, Publisher 
 ("Dear Editor" fine for submits) 

Address  None 

Sub Email  submit@gothic.net  

Specifics 
     Looking for dark, smart, weird, creepy fiction. Dark urban fantasy is 
good while dark literary and darkly philosophical are appreciated but 
rare. NOTE: Gothic.Net is currently on HIATUS until October 1st.  

Requirement      1000-5000 words 

Payment      $0.03 per word 

URL for site  www.gothic.net/index.php  

URL for 
guidelines  www.gothic.net/modules.php?op=modload&name=FAQ&file=index&myfaq=yes&id_cat=4

 

Genre  Children's Fiction and Poetry 

Title  Ladybug 

Editor 
 Editor-in-Chief: Marianne Carus  
 Editorial Director: Alice Letvin 
 Executive Editor: Paula Morrow 

http://www.brutarian.com/
http://www.brutarian.com/guidelines.html
mailto:submit@gothic.net
http://www.gothic.net/index.php
http://www.gothic.net/modules.php?op=modload&name=FAQ&file=index&myfaq=yes&id_cat=4
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Address 

 Submissions Editor 
 LADYBUG Magazine  
 P.O. Box 300  
 Peru, IL 61354 

Sub Email  None 

Specifics 

     Publishes original stories and poems 
with illustrations for children between 2 
and 6. Looking for picture stories, read-
aloud stories, multicultural stories, and folk 
and fairy tale retellings. Also wants 
rebuses, simple concept non-fiction and 
poetry. 

Requirement 
     Up to 400 words for stories and non-
fiction. Poetry up to 20 lines. Exact word 
count is required, no rounding. 

Payment 
     $0.25 per word, $25 minimum for 
stories and articles. $3 per line for poetry, 
$25 minimum. 

URL for site  www.cricketmag.com/ProductDetail.asp?pid=5  

URL for 
guidelines  www.cricketmag.com/pages_content.asp?page_id=29 

 

Genre  Science Fiction/Fantasy/Horror 

Title  MarsDust 

Editor  Steve Nagy 

Address 

 Steve Nagy  
 C/O MarsDust Online  
 1661 Scio Ridge Rd.  
 Ann Arbor, MI 48103  
 U.S.A.  

Sub Email  submissions@marsdust.com 
[articles only]  

Specifics      Looking for good science 

http://www.cricketmag.com/ProductDetail.asp?pid=5
http://www.cricketmag.com/pages_content.asp?page_id=29
mailto:submissions@marsdust.com
mailto:submissions@marsdust.com
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fiction, fantasy or horror stories. 
Violence and erotic themes are 
okay but along with hateful 
messages are not. Also looking 
for articles about science fiction, 
fantasy and horror entertainment. 
All fiction must be sent by postal 
mail. 

Requirement      Pays up to 5000 words for 
stories but they can be longer. 

Payment      $0.03 per word up to 5000 
words. No payment for non-fiction. 

URL for site  www.marsdust.com/home.htm  

URL for 
guidelines  www.marsdust.com/submissions.htm  

  

http://www.marsdust.com/home.htm
http://www.marsdust.com/submissions.htm
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Good News from Forward Motion 

 

Justin Stanchfield's story, A Dragon For Lord Marquand, is 

appearing in the newest issue of Cricket!  He's even sharing the 

Table of Contents with Mark Twain. 

 

Wen Spencer's Tinker won the 2003 Sapphire Award from  SF 

Romance Online. 

 

Margaret Fisk's From the Ashes won second prize in the Parsec 

Short Story Contest and may be included in an upcoming anthology. 

 

Site member Stephjr's story The Elements of Warfare is available at 

The Rose & Thorn. 

http://www.theroseandthornezine.com/Contents/index.html 

 

http://www.theroseandthornezine.com/Contents/index.html
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Site member Snitchcat (Lia) is one of the contributing authors to The  

Fantasy Writer's Companion is the second volume to The 

Complete Guide to Writing Fantasy. 

http://www.dragonmoonpress.com/companion.htm 

 

Site member SisterCoyote's poem Phoenix will be appearing in an 

upcoming issue of Astropoetica.  

http://www.astropoetica.com 

 

Lazette Gifford's If You Dream of Forests Green will appear in the 

Fables summer issue, available in late June or early July. 

http://www.fables.org/  

 

Holly Lisle's Gods Old and Dark, the third and 

concluding volume of the Worlds Gate series, is 

available at your local bookstore now.  

  

http://www.dragonmoonpress.com/companion.htm
http://www.astropoetica.com/
http://www.fables.org/
http://www.fables.org/
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How to Join Forward Motion 

 

  

Writers are always welcome at Forward Motion, no matter what their 

level of experience.  It doesn't matter if you are looking for answers to 

writing related problems, or just looking for a place where you can 

talk about WIPs and POVs with people who have a clue what it all 

means.  

Holly Lisle created The Forward Motion Community as a place where 

she could stay in touch with readers, and to help others who shared 

her obsession find their way to living their dreams. The site has 

always been geared toward people who are serious about writing.  

We are very strict about copyright, and that means no fanfic can be 

posted, and we do not suggest vanity or self-publishing.  Forward 

Motion's prime goal is to help people find their way to paying 

publication.  Others who are only interested in improving their writing 

without seeking out publication are welcome as well, as long as they 

understand the core purpose of the site. 

To participate in the public boards , all you have to do is read and 

post to them. If you register with the community, you gain access to 

several features, and can participate in critiquing, writing exercises, 
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dares, and challenges. You will have to be logged in to gain access to 

the private boards.  

Anyone may join the community. Simple click this link: 

http://fmwriters.com/community/dc/dcboard.php?az=register and fill 

out an application. Membership is free and approval is automatic.  

If you are interested in writing and in hanging around with other 

writers who are also serious about their work (though, well, not too 

serious), check the site out.  

http://fmwriters.com 

http://fmwriters.com/community/dc/dcboard.php?az=register
http://fmwriters.com/
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Submission and  

Guidelines 

 

One of the fun aspects of working on Vision is helping a new writer find 

an article subject, and then helping them through the steps of refining 

the idea and writing and editing it.  However, as I pointed out 

previously, I have less time to do that if I have to rework too many 

articles just to fit the guidelines.  

Vision generally runs, in the PDF version, between 160 and 200 pages. 

That's a lot of material to edit, format, and make into three distinct 

versions (html, PDF and Palm) every two months.  

So, here are the things I want the rest of you to consider when you're 

writing an article for Vision:  

Read the guidelines and follow them.  If you have a question about the 

guidelines, email me at Vision@lazette.net and ask. 

Don't write an article and send it off without proofing.  In fact, read it 

more than once.  Let it sit for a day or two, even if you are running 

mailto:Vision@lazette.net
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late.  I would rather have a well edited late article than a messy one 

sent on time. 

Don't worry about the theme of the upcoming issue and think that 

your article won't fit in.  I want anything that has to do with writing, 

from how you think up a story to finding a proper pen. 

If you love writing and have anything at all that you can offer to other 

writers, consider writing 500-2000 words for one of the upcoming 

issues.   

Have favorite writing-related books or web sites that you think could 

help fellow authors?  Consider writing a short review of them.  I am 

especially in need of web site reviews! 

Did I mention reading the guidelines? 

 

Writing for Vision is a lot easier than most people assume, and a few 

of our writers have gone on to sell material they first published in 

Vision, or to use the 'sale' as part of a resume to get a job at some 

other publication.  

So, let's work together and get the next issues done.  
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Oh, and do go read the guidelines...  

I am interested in all facets of writing, from first-person experience 

articles to genre-specific how-to’s and informational articles about your 

area of specialization – whether that be history or science or nursing 

or long-distance running – and how and where your specialty can be 

used correctly by writers. Write something that will help other writers, 

and I'll be interested in taking a look. 

Starting in 2004 Vision will pay half a cent per word for articles.  That's 

not much money, and I'm going to be asking a lot for that half cent -- 

both ezine rights as well as the right to publish anything we choose in 

a POD 'Best of' Anthology at the end of the year.  By printing the 

anthology, we hope to make back the funds that I will be putting into 

Vision to buy the articles and perhaps even make enough to fund the 

following year's article acquisitions. 

I will be limiting the number of articles bought, and 2000 words ($10) 

will be the cut off point for payment.  All the other guidelines remain 

the same.  I will be looking for articles on theme-related, general 

writing and genre topics.  If you have some suggestion that you think 

might help another writer, consider writing it into an article and 

submitting it to Vision. 
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We strive to maintain professional standards.  Manuscripts must be 

professionally formatted, as free from spelling and grammatical errors 

as you can make them, and in what you perceive to be final draft 

form. We will not welcome massive rewrites of a piece after we have 

accepted it – when we accept it, we consider it pretty close to finished, 

and will only edit it to our standards. If we feel that it need massive 

rewrites, we won’t accept it. 

If you have any questions, or wish to query about an article, email  

Vision@lazette.net  

Guidelines: 

Articles must be at least 500 words with 2000 words as the 'soft' 

top.  I'm willing to go over that count if the article needs it, but 

payment stops at 2000 words.  

Check your spelling and grammar!  Also, if you are from a 

country that does not use US spelling conventions, let me know in 

the email.  That will stop me from making several 'corrections' 

before I realize they aren't mistakes.    

mailto:Vision@lazette.net
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PLACE YOUR TITLE AND YOUR NAME AT THE TOP OF THE 

DOCUMENT.  I hate having to go search through emails, checking 

attachments, to figure whose article I'm actually reading.   

Title 

By 

Your Name 

Use one of these fonts: Courier, Courier New, Times New Roman, 

Verdana or Arial, 12pt.  

Double space your manuscript.  

Do not indent . 

I would like submissions to be made in either Word Doc files, or .rtf 

files, and as attachments to the email. (I believe that WordPerfect 

allows .rtf saves, doesn't it?)  If you use Works, a regular file will 

do, although (at least in the 4.5 version I have), this program also 

allows for an .rtf file save.   

A plain text copy (.txt) can be sent, but be certain to mark any 

italics like this: *before and after the section in italics*, and bold 
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likes this: _before and after anything in bold._  If you cannot do 

attachments, use the body of the letter as the last resort.   

Indicate book titles with italics.  And yes, that means if you are 

doing a Word doc or rtf that you can use actual italics and not an 

underline to indicate italics. (This is not common submission 

procedure, but it's far easier for me since I can cut and paste to my 

wysiwyg web page editor.)   

Do not use an underline for emphasis.  Underline on websites 

indicates a link, and people often send emails to say the link is not 

working.  Use italics or bold.   

NO HTML code except for links, and those written in this fashion:  

http://www.whatever.com/this.htm  

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.  
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Also uncheck the symbol replacement for --.  While Smart Quotes 

look really neat on the screen, they sometimes translate to funny 

little squares that cannot be taken out with the 'find-replace' 

feature, but have to be hunted down by hand.  If you are 

submitting anything electronically, you will very likely hear back 

from the editor on these.  And remember -- a lot of print publishers 

are now asking for electronic copy for their end as well. 

We've been receiving very good articles, and I hope that all of you 

look at the list of upcoming issues at the bottom of this page  and 

choose something you feel comfortable with writing about.  

We are also still looking for general genre-related articles.  If you 

would like to write an article on how to research romantic settings, 

the proper use of codes in spy thrillers, etc., let us know.  The 

genres we like to cover in each issue are:   

  Fantasy  

  Historical Fiction 

  Horror  

  Poetry  

  Romance   
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  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 2004: 

      

• September/October -- Essentials of Marketing  (August 10 
deadline) 
   

• November/December -- Toys for Writers (October 10 deadline)  

Bear in mind that since we are now a paying market, the earlier 

material is likely to get a spot in the issue, while things coming in 

closer to the deadline will not unless there is still space -- and funds 

-- left for them.   

Thank you!  

Lazette Gifford 

Managing Editor 

Questions?  Queries?  Submissions?  Email me! 

mailto:vision@lazette.net
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Masthead 
 

Vision is published bi-monthly and pays .005 (one half) cent per 

word. I will be happy to look at any articles that will help writers.  

We pay one half cent per word for material. 

Guidelines for Vision 

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, Publisher and Editor 

Vision@lazette.net  

Copy Editor: 

 Ellen Wright  

Copyright Information 

http://www.lazette.net/Vision/Vision21/submit.htm
mailto:Vision@lazette.net
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