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HIGHLY
DESIRABLE
RESIDENCE

Colin Greenland

THE LETTER from the new Focus triumvirate suggesting an article about
my work as a Fellow in Creative Writing arrives at the same time as
unexpected news from N.E. London Poly. Having already said that the
Poly could not efford to, the Director has now decided to rensw

my post. That ensures another twelve months of financial buoyancy
for me while othars with more experience and more ability languish
all around. It alsc makes this a good juncture to discuss what

I've done and what might happen next.

Some background information. As well as subsidising individuals and
organisations, the Arts Council of Great Britain makes a number of
grants to institutions, often educational ones, to allow each of them
to support an 'artist in residence’ for a year. If the institution
wishes to repeat the arrangement for a second year, the Council will
usually pay three-quarters of the sum and require the institution
itself to provide the other guarter. N.E. London Paly applied for a
grant to have a writer attached the Science Fiction Foundation, a
research library located at its precinct in Barking. The idea was
that the writer should help to gensrate interast in and use of the
library, maintain a link between the Poly and the SF community at
large, and stimulete creative writing by the Poly students. N.E.L.P.
1s primarily a scilentific, secondarily a social scientific college:

it has no English Department as such, and so there is no curricular

































are still working.

“Jarry scared off a pack of dogs today. Hope they leave us alone.

I don’t want to start shooting them.”

Soft eyed labradoss, perky eared terriers, sad mongrels, ragged
Afghan hounds, little ones, big ones, oh, if only I could opsn a
hundred tins of food and make friends with them all! But they're
1like the cats, they've all gone wild.

"Brought home some new records, too - Dire Straits, Gensesis, Gerry
Rafferty, Elvis Presley, good additions to the collection. Come
winter I'11 have music and books,. heat and light, food and clothes.

Not like last winter.”

Not 1ike last winter. Poor Jerry, trusting puppy., cold and hungry,
pushing against ma, me clinging to him in the dark, listening to the
gale - never again! It's been a long summer, but we've made it,
Jerry and I, a lot of hard work, a lat of driving, but we‘ll be okay
this time.

"Sometimes I wonder what I'd do if someone did answer their phone.
‘Would I say, 'Hey, come on over, ths hausa is plenty big enough, I've
fittad 1t up with everything I need.’ Or would I say, 'Nice talking
to you, glad to know that someone else 1s alive,' and put the phone
down? Do I want anyone else here, now? What would Jerry do if

somgone else came here to live? I think he'd be }ealous.”

If a man answered, would the woman in me cry out for his strength.
his body, possibly his love?

If a woman answered, would the lenely me cry out for her gossip

and chat, possibly her friendship?

Yes ... No.

No ... Yes.

It hasn't happened yet, and I don’t think it will. I'l1 decide when
it does. The day the ringing stops and someane says, 'Helle?' I

don’t like being alone.

Who's going to listen to my tapss in the years to come? Look at

the row I've made already! Perhaps when I'm old, I'll sit and iisten
to my young voice, and wonder whers the ysars went. Or will I cut
my foot off with the axe, drive over thes cliff in a gale, be eaten
by a pack of starving dogs. become fatally 111 with something the
books can't tell me how to cure? What will Jerry do if I die? Go
wild 1like the other dogs? What will I do when Jerry dies? ... Get
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his script editor, to be given to the writer as a part of his
assignment when the series is being planned and his place in it
is baing determined. A writer in these circumstances puts his
professional skill te work around a set of givens; and whilst the
result of this may be a worthwhile product and something to be
proud of, my own feeling is that it's a qualified pride. It's
markedly different from the satisfaction to be derived from a
pilece of work that is totally your own, an enclosed imaginative
world in which people and events work on each othar to make the

points that you wanted them to make.

Lat's consider SF and the television series before we look at
the rarer birds of single plays and serials and adaptations. Let's

consider, specifically. writer opportunities.

There aren’'t many.

Opportunities are few because the number of SF series is small, and

as a consequence the percentaga of excellence is very small indeed.
Imported American material may feature the peculiar kind of lobotomised
sci-fi that underpins the premises of shows like Feyond Festworld

and Logan's Run, but the opportunitiss for British-based writers in
this context are zero. Another difficulty is that, by the time you

as an outsider to the production machine get to hear about a new
series, 1t's most likely that all of the script assigrments will

have been made already and that no new writers will be needed. Word
gats around that most elusive and informal of arrangements, the
professional grapevine; producers and script editors will both contact
writers that they've worked with before and who they know to be
reliable and competent. Having said which, there 1is a genuine
interest in finding new talent, but the time and the energy available
for pursuing this are limited. You have to become pretty conspicuous

in some related field before you can get noticed.

But then again, you can stack the odds in your favour. Series freg-
uently run for two or three seasons, and the sarly weeks of series

one are those when you should be making a play to be considered for
an assignment in serias two, should it happen - and the decision on

this is likely to be made within a very short time. Write directly
to the producer with details of your track record so far and some
material to support your PR; don't waste your time on a script of any
kind as you won't know what the ‘givens' of the next season are likely
to be. although a brief story outline would prohably be a good idea.
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pooks. The first thing that will strike you is the absolute paucity
of words. 1'll guarantee that the dielogus will strike you as being
impossibly banal, and the descriptions of the scenes will be unevoc-

ative.

This is because a TV script isn't a document to be read - at least,
not for plessure in the way that prose is read. Instead it's a
structural blueprint designed to set a number of departments in
motion. Only the barest indications of scenic requirements are
needed, because the design department will take over that function
and even if you go into the most minute detail they’ll ignore you
as a matter of professional pride. The same goes for actor move-

ments, because the director will take over, etc., etc.

In fact, all that's left to you is your constructional’skill as a
writer. You sketch out the board and you lay down the moves, and
you indicate what has to be said and where. You have to be resigned
to the abandonment of the interpretation of every elsment to others.
It's a skill in itself, but it's a limited one compared to the

range of skills that - in my unfortunately less-than-humble opinion
at least - a writar should need to develop. World's tallest midget,
remember? Looking through an old script just before I sat down to
write this, I was struck by the one-line paragraph, step-by-step
breakdowns of screen action; the only published writer that I've
seen to use a similar technique is Barbara Cartland (also, one

might unkindly comment, read by a lot of people, and some of them
not very inteliigent). This may give you some idea of the simp-
licity required ... and also serve as a warning of how simplicity

can easlly pgo hand-in-hand with simplemindedness.

I learned this the hard way, by having one of my scripts completely
worked-over and rewritten. For a long time I went around telling
everyone about it, until it filtered through to me that people were
sick of listening. I'd been too well-paid for it to carry much
weight as a hard-luck story.

So although I wos bitter for a while, I hape that I can handle it
better now: television is, after all, as ephemersl as smoke, or so
it seems until a twenty year-old episode of 'Serpeant Bilko® comes
along and knocks that little theory on its tail. Writing for the
medium involves treading a very narrow traill, avoiding condeseension
on the one hend - it'11l show through faster than you could know - and
yst on the other being wary that you don't carry over the techniguss

Continued on page 33
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«IT'S NOT A CLICHE, IT'S A
TRADITIONAL NARRATIVE ELEMENT»
(NOTES ON MILFORD U.K..1981)

BY KEVIN SMITH

(THE MILFORD Writers' Conference was originally an American phencmenon,

the first of these annual gatherings being held at Milford, Pennsylvania,

in 1956. Founder members included Oamon Knight and James Blish. When,
during the last years of his life, Blish left the U.S.A. to take up
residence in England, he hit upon the happy idea of bringing the principles
of the American Conference along with him, and he established the first U.K.
session in 1972 at - guess - Milford-on-Sea in Hampshire. The ninth af
these U.K. Confarences was held thers this year from 27th September to 3rd
Dctober: ths writers prasent were -

Patrice Ouvic Dave Langford
Malcolm Edwards Marianne LeConte
Chris Evans Pip Maddern

Dave Garnett George Martin

Rob Holdstock Geoff Ryman

Garry Kilworth Andrew Stephenson

Lisa Tuttle,

Not to mention KEVIN SMITH, who sent us this report.)

The mechanics of Milford are very straightforward. Each participant brings at
least four copies of either a short story or an extract from a longer work plus
as much synopsis as is necessary. {10,000 words is the limit.) The committee
prepares a running order of stories to be dealt with each day during the week
of the conference. During the mornings the participants read stories and make
notes on them. In the afternoons the stories are criticised; each participant
has three uninterrupted minutes to comment, the author five minutes to reply,
and a second round for afterthoughts. In the evenings there may be a group
discussion, or a game of 'Call My Bluff', or whatever. Generally, the 'new
bugs' are done over on the second or third day -- this giving them one day to
see how it's done, but then getting their agony out of the way as guickly as
possible. Mercy killing, if you like....

Well, there's one of the myths of writers' conferences straight away -- 'dealt
with','criticised', 'done over', 'the agony', 'mercy killing' -- the myth that
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frequently contradictory and which may concentrate on different aspects of the
story. It is not possible, generally, to comment exhaustively on a story in
the space of three minutes. Nor is it desirable to repeat, in detail, what
has already been said by earlier participants -- though it may be useful, or
even necessary, to reiterate points briefly so that the author is made aware
that an opinion is general and not particular. What is very difficult to do
is reproduce in a critical session one's initial reaction to a story, the
reaction (perhaps superficial) of the casual reader rather than the critic.

I grant you that one's initial impression might well colour all subsequent
perceptions of the story, to the extent that the detailed consideration is no
more than a detailed and pseudo-objective justification of that initial impre-
ssion. But it is also possible for one's opinions to be reversed. Certainly
this happened to me at Milford. A story which seemed at first trite and
superficial repaid a second reading by revealing some rare satirical humour,
devastating insights and a multi-level structure. I point this out only as
one of the difficulties experienced by the author-as-critic at Milford, and
make no attempt to resolve the problem here. It would take far too long,

and belong, in any case, more properly in the pages of Vector.

1 said earlier that different participants might well concentrate on different
aspects of a story. It is noticeable -- and not surprising -- that the aspects
they choose are the aspects they themselves would emphasise in their writing.
S0, at Milford, Patrice Duvic was alert to the humour in the stories, Dave
Langford to the science, Rob Holdstock to the emotive imagery, Geoff Ryman to
the compassion and sympathy of the characters, George Martin to the plot and
structure, for example. This is not to imply that they could talk sensibly
about nothing else, nor that their own writing is that limited. Far from it.
But given a restricted time they would tend towards these aspects. What this
meant to me as a critic was that I could safely leave some areas alone, or give
them only cursory consideration, the better to concentrate on areas which
concerned me more. For instance, I am not too bothered about plot in a short
story (though I reckon I can spot a gaping hole as quick as anyone) and could
quite happily leave that aspect to others. George Martin completely rebuilt
the plot of one story by changing the emphasis of a few elements within it; it
was a Joy to listen to a master at work -- though I didn't actually like the
plot he came up with. Similarly, if the science in a story bothers me I can
guarantee that Dave Langford has a detailed -- and probably very funny -- des-
truction to hand, and guite often an equally detailed reconstruction. I
remember a story involving a fourth primary colour. This concept, though
impossible, did not worry Dave or myself unduly (I thought it jolly good, in
fact) but others were put off by its 'scientific impossibility'. Dave promptly
produced a plausible scientific explanation of how something might be seen as
a fourth primary, or at least a new colour, and then another plausible scienti-
fic explanation, and another. I refuse to compete.

I also said that opinjons were frequently contradictory. In fact, it is rare
for everyone to agree about a story, as you might expect. There are a variety
of reasons why, but again this is not the place to go into them. However,
there is an interesting psychological effect arising from the contradictions.

The person who has first turn in a critical session may be able to set the tone
of the session. If he expresses his views strongly, either for or against, then
the people following will tend to go along with him, either because they do
actually agree or because they reinterpret their views to accord with his. They
do not necessarily change their views, but will give the benefit of the doubt
to the first speaker and suppress minor disagreements and contradictions. As
more people go along with the prevailing view, it seems to become harder to
contradict it, and only the most confident will do so. It is all a matter of
confidence. There is always the nagging thought: "What have I missed in this
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in addition to the author's own, all different to one extent or another (as
1've already said) and all coming in quick succession. There was time for
brief and instant debate (no prior discussion of a story was permitted) and a
chance for others to add to one's own appraisal of a story. There was also

the chance -- and responsibility -- of affecting a story, since nearly all of
them were in an early draft, and thus an incentive to make positive suggestions
for improvement.

As ‘author-as-victim' (and despite all my fine sounding words at the beginning
that is how it feels when it comes to your own story) the main value of Milford
is quite definitely not the criticism and advice one receives on the particular
story. At least, again, not directly.

What?

I feel that a story taken to Milford ought to be somewhat experimental, that
the author ought to be trying something he hasn't before (and I confess that
my story was not all that experimentai, though 1 was trying a slightly differ-
ent style, a little more ornate and extravagant with more auctorial presence
than usual), What he should be looking for especially is reaction to that
experiment. He shouldn't draw attention to this, as it will blas the response.
Nor should he ignore the rest of the criticism. The value of the reaction to
the experiment is not solely for that single story, but for all the times the
author might want to use the experiment as a tool or a regular feature of his
writing. I don't particularly want to give chapter and verse about what I
gained in this way; suffice it to say I did gain.

Another gain is in the confirmation of one’s own feelings about one's story.
This sounds terribly smug and conceited. It isn't. An early version of any
story will contain things about which the author is not happy, but which he
can't for the moment see a way of avoiding or improving. Or he might try to
get away with something, in the hope of bluffing or fooling the readers.
Someone will spot it. Milford teaches you that you won't succeed in any
bluff. As Geoff Ryman said (more or less): "You can't get away with anything.
1 thought I could, but I won't try in future.”

An author must also remember that he needn't accept all the criticism and
advice proffered. Apart from anything else, it will be impossible, since

much of it will be contradictory. I said earlier that the critics tend to
concentrate on aspects akin to their own preferences in writing. The corollary
i1s that an author should pay most attention to those critics whose preferences
are similar to his, and give less weight to the others. He must not allow him-
self to be railroaded into a type of writing which is not his. (I have heard
of a participant who paid attention only to Richard Cowper and Christopher
Priest at a Milford, who were the most well-known and established authors
present -- presumably on the grounds that they knew How It Was Done and the
rest were a bunch of no-hopers. Need I say that this 1s not very profitable,
not to mention insulting to the 'no-hopers'?)

Milford 1981 was hard work, very enjoyable and most worthwhile. I came away
pretty tired, mentally and physically, and sorry that it was all over. I think
that Milford could do with being more intense, if anything; it could stand
another four people, making eighteen in all and three or four stories per day
rather than two or three. It would maintain the creative pressure for longer
periods, at the slight cost of limiting the critics strictly to three minutes
{on slack days four or five was not uncommon this time), which I think would
make the sense of achjevement at the end of it that much greater.

If they ask me, I'll go again.
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