


FEditorial

Through a telephoto lens, lightly...

‘We're writing this in the aftermath of christmas, and of a number of hardware and software
troubles. Sadly, our production whizz, Carolyn Horn, has had to bow out due ta ill health. Our
thanks and best wishes go to her. This means the layout this time is afl our fau! Carolyn's has
been 2 tough act to follow.

The forum this issue looks at the writer's perspective: background, culture, values, and
how these influence what - and haw - we write.

We hope that you will enjoy this issue of Focus and will write and let us know if you
don'tt No seriously, we are looking for a tively letters column, 5o why not drop us a line and teil us
what we've got right, o wrong in your opinion. Aftematively, if we're not including the articles you

want to see, fet us know what they are, or better yet write ane yourseif and send it to us.
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Forum

Research

How important is research o an sf writer? Do we really need o read
books on anything from steam-powered engines, to how to make
unleavened bread, in order to write an sf story or novel? And if we do,
how do we go about it? What strategies shauld we adopt? Helen Gould
starts the bail roling with her article in this issue. Focus now invites you
to contribute a short piece (600-800 words) to the Forum next issue, on
Research. Tell us how important t is, advise us on your strategies,
share tips with your fetiow writers.

Deadline for ned issue is 30 April 1995

~
Note: anyone interested in buying ‘prints' of John Light's artwork (such as
the cover illustration from issue 26 of Focus, of the iflustration above),
should send an s..¢. for a catalogue ta John at: Photon Prints, The Light
House, 29 Longfield Raad, Tring, Herts HP23 40G, England

BSFA Membership Rates:

£18 UK; £23.50 Europe; £23.50 (surface) elsewhere; £30 (airmail)
elsewnere, £9 UK only for students, unwaged, retired - on receipt of a
photocapy of suitable proof

Remember:

Check the address label on your mailing to see if you need to renew your

Contributions to Focus are always welcome,

Fiction should be of a very good quality and no longer than
5,000 words.

Articies about all aspects of witing are always needed, up to
4,000 wards. Please contact the editors if you are unsure whether the
aticle fits our remit

Contributions should be submitted on Ad paper, double-spaced
on ane side of the paper anly. discs may also be submitted — please
contact the editors for more information in the first instance.

Cover art, llustrations and fillers are always welcome.
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Expatriation - Nicola Griffith

Twice in the last month | have seen myself referred to
in writing s an “expat Brit writer.” It's true, but it
disturbs me. | looked it up in the OED (not Websters,
you note, or the American Herttage Dictionary)

In Enghish, as in Latin, ex- in composition
signifios . to remove, expel or refieve from’ as in
expatriate.

Until | read this thing about being an expatriate,
twice, | had not thought of having permarient residenty
over here as meaning 'ex’ anything but as more of a
plus. And it s, but in allthe wrong ways. | am
definitely ‘ex as far as the National Heath Service
goes: ['ve had to retum my National Insurance card to
the Central Register (how many of you out there knew there even was
such a thing?) and can no longer pop to the free

was once based on fishing, and the Jocals stifl argue
about whether or not they live in Yorkshire. Anycne
who has lived there for more than two hours (which
could, occasionally, seem like a lifetime) will
recognise the place instantly. | didn't name it
because it is an unglamarous place, and while it
remains anonymous | can change its histary and
geography to suit my plot and whim.

But even though | never name it, | hesitated to
use that city. While the British seem willing to read
about things American -- V. . Warhaswski in the grit
and corruption of Chicago; Dorathy in Kansas (and
not) — Americans, generally are not disposed to read
aboul lhlngs British. Not unless they are Olde Englishe: Oxford,

, nineteenth century London etc. etc. And white

of charge when 'm over there visiting friends and family. (And it was
free of charge for me: | was always signing on.) There again, the Iniand
Revenue still want their cut. So now I'm paying taxes on all my UK
eamings with nothing to show for it at all... and I'm paying taxes over
here. Also with nathing to show for & — you don't get free heatth are
here; and because I'm not a citizen, | can't vote for those congressional
representatives who might be persuaded to institute free heatth care.

So. I'm an expatriate British SF writer. Suddenly I'm no longer a
medium-sized fish in a small pond; 'm a small fish in a huge body of
water where there are unknown currents and vicious undertows
abound. There was a certain comfort in being one of a double handful
of *promising young Interzone Brits" who were making it over here and
overthere. | had expected to be no longer young one day, of course; |
ad also expected 1o ulfifl the promise and become — oh, | don't know -
- “falented” instead; | imagined that | would gradually be identified for
my novels instead of the half dozen stories I've had in nterzone.... but
never in my wildest dreams did | believe | would na longer be Briish.

Someone asked me the other day: do you use Brifish or American
spellings, and what about usage — you know, The pavement was the
colour of mud versus the sidewalk was the color of mud? | realised
that what | do differs according to the length of the work. My shart
fiction tends to be written in first person, with a definite 'vaice'. As the
voice isn't me, [ don't mind it belonging to an American: | use US
spellings and usage — "Move your fat butt offa that sidewalk, Hank" -
but not grammar (Americans react suspiciously to anything more
complicated than a comma). At novel-length, though, ¢ invest a great
deal of myself emotionally. It would feel like a betrayal to not say, “Shift
yer lazy arse off tpavement...” assuming the book was set in, of the
relevant character from, Yorkshire.

And though f don't specify the name of the city where my latest
novel, Stow River is set, I'f ket you and the cther five thousand BSFA
readers into a secret: it's in the north of England, where the economy

someone from Leeds might be happy to read about an underground,
bar-hopping, on-the-edge net surfer in New York, how happy would they
be to read about the UK equivalent: some scrounger on the dale in
Preston who plays with his Atari and goes out for a pint. The ambience
is different . Americans and their milieux are not inherently more
exciting than Brits but readers on both sides of the Atiantic perceive
themn to be.

To the more cynical and savoir faire British, the US ~ which is,
after a, thousands of miles away — is accasionally the repository of
hopes and dreams and, well, faintly embarrassing and never-to-be-
admitted optimism. Americans, of course, are stil at the stage where
everything they do is fascinating to themselves.

Americans still believe: in themselves, in others, in ideals. When
T'mat a party over here and someone says, “What do you do" and |
say, *I wiite,” they don't fold thelr amms, give me a scepticat look from
under their brows and say, “Yeah, but have you had anything pubfished,
and how do you really earn your money?" No. Here they say, “Oh,
cool. Where can | buy your stuff?” Americans want to believe in you; if
they believe that you have achieved the American Dream of making
‘something from the sweat of your brow (or brain), then it might be
possible for them, too.

Belief is crucial to someone like me. When | sit down at my
Keyboard | can't afford any doubts about the validity of my chosen
career. | have enough doubts about the quality of my work without
wondering whether | should be even trying. Living here, amongst
people wha believe in Art and Craft and Stccess — and see nathing
mutually exclusive about the three — | do indeed feel lie an expatriate. |
have shed the burden of other people’s cynicism: | am remaved from it
But like all expatriates, | miss much that | no longer have: the pubs, the
hurmour and the public transport; to that extent, | feel exiied and
expefled. | just wish there was some way | could be relieved of the
taxes.

Dragon in the Flower

Neal Asher

A scream: chopped and diced into a billion pieces, rammed into

ucked between shadow-stars. It is kniown, the scream,
but quine never remember. For Cormag there was merely a flash of
biack and red, a Dante glimpse, and he was completing his thoughts far
from where he began them

on mince and stices of quince which they ate with a runcible
spoon. Is that right?
les change: terms change. He was well aware of that as he

fought to overcome the disonientation of mitter-lag.

Quince (Kwins)n. 3. Collective noun for mitter travellers.

And the runcible spoon flicks them acrass the galaxy... Hah!
Myths rewritten. tm a knight in shining armour only my hardware's on
the inside.

Caught in the flaw of a jewel Cormac considered dragons,

Dragon. The only sentient autochthon of the pianet Aster Colora.
Considered by xerologists to once have been a mobile entity it is now

stationary. lts appearance is of four conjoined spheres. Each sphere
is a kilometre in diameter.

Ten seconds and four hundred light years later his mind caught
up with his bady. The scream was lost in a twilight place. Echoes. He
stepped from the shimmer of the cusp inta alien light.

“lan Cormac?"

“Yes."

And more..

The sky was metallic red, the land pink rock with biack striations.
The curve to horizan was different. He sneezed then breathed deeply.
The ait tasted salt, and sifica dust coated his tongue. After a moment
of deliberation he tumed his attertion to the speaker

"t am Maria," said the girl whose hair was red with no white light to
show him different. Cormac held out his hand to silence her as his.
breath gouted in the chill air like lung-blood. He continued to look
around,

Wasteland: beautiful as rubles, scabrous as fust, dead as them
both
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SHOULD WE, SHOULDN'T WE?
Sf has a cultural tradition of its own which differs in the countries in
which it is popular and depending on the purposes it is put to -
entertainment, education, specutation - but becatse of its future
settings it can't escape laying bare its ideotogies. Particularly because
it deals with technological change, which is interlinked with pitical
power and social structure, it is obliged to inform us of al of thase
dimensions. Therefore an sf book can't help being a political statement,
whether overt of not, whether dys/utopic or not, and that statement must
always be read in contrast 1o the present day and to our own history
since we have no other comparisans. Thus Sf is always a comment on
the present. By predicting which ideas survive and in what form it asks
the reader to question their own ideas about the present day world and
perhaps demands some kind of change in response to them. However,
the vision of writers as architects of the future is lttle more than a
dictator's pipe dream. You see, | think that ideas have lives of their
own, like genes, and that it is as much the case that we use them to
make ourseives as  is that they use us to propagate themselves.
Perhaps that is too strong a case to make - Darwinism run riot - and it
causes havoc with whale notions of authorship among other things.

The point | want to make by mentianing this is. isn't it rather odd to be
asking should we/shouldn't we in the first place? For one thing it
presumes that we have massive influence and that we are fesponsible
for the effects what we say might have on others. It begs the question
Wha is Responsible for Ideas? with the assumption that the idea and a
fesulting Action are directly cannected without any warkings in between
And they want me to discuss this in 600 words? You need a whole
degree course. So | leave thinking about those problems to you, reader
THUNDERING ON

A wiiter is limited only by their willingness to understand, their ability to
understand. and their own personal goals. You cannat write what you
do not know. It appears at the moment that there is some suggestion
that what we know in our shettered. first warld bit of life is not sufficient
because it does not encompass all of the world's ills within its
immediate scope. I it cannot see all it cannot say anything. But there
are as many sides to an idea as there are people who hok it in their
minds. Why should any one person's experience be devalued because
itis not exhaustive? Who can say who the Ideal Narrator is to be? Will
You write better about suffering if you are in actual pain? Must you be a
victim of injustice to be a reliable witness to #? Do you have to be an
alien to get a 'real’ view of what humanity is or do you just have to be an
astute observer, a quiet historian, one of life's note takers and
speculators?

CONCLUSION

In the end it seems to me that if we have any particular responsibility it
is 1o ourselves, personally. We must acoept ful responsibility for what
we write and be prepared to explain and defend it to anyone who asks

Thinking Qut of The Box
by Stephen Baxter

Every story you write, sf or not, bears the imprint af your
personality - your culture, your background, your prejudices and beliefs
- on your material. You are, after all, deeply involved in every step of the
creative process: from the Gathering of your subject mater from the
environment around you, through the formulation of ideas and shaping
and selection of material, all the way through ta the drafting and
palishing of the actual text

This imprinting is very apparent in writers from whom we
curselves are remote. My sixth novel is The Time Ships. a sequel o
H. G. Wells's The Time Machine. In Wells's original, you may
remember, the Time Traveler visits, and is harrified by, the bleak,
cannibalistic future of Etoi and Morlock. But what does he do, an his

el to the comfortable 1890s? 'What & treat it is to stick a fork info
meat again! And, having got some ‘peptone in my arteries’, he leads
is guests out of the dining room, 'ringing the belin passing. So, after
his horror at cannibalism, he tucks into a plate of meat; after viewing
with dismay the long-term consequences of man's subjugation of his
fellow man, he treats his own servants as i they are machines, mere
extensions of the bell he rings

Was Wells being ironic here? Some critics think so, to be fair; but
| feel the language is so casual, the incidents so commeonplace, that |
side with those who argue that Wells here, for al his youthful genius,

was unable to step completely outside his own narow cuftural
background. This mightn't have struck his contemporary readers, but it
jars with us, who don't take meat-gating for granted. and few of whom
have servants. The Time Machine is a wholly wonderful book, but is
suvely diminished by this lapse.

what? Does it matter? Yes, { would answer. | feel we al, in
EA have a responsiblifty to try to think out of the box. St is, after all,
supposed to be a Iterature of the different-from-the-here-and-now,
arent we required to make a strong effort to put ourselves in the minds
of thase alien or unsympathetic to our own point of view?

Yes, but there's little point if we don't mean . Sf lends itself to a
sort of cosmetic alien-ness, and too often our aliens are essentially
ourseives in costume. In Star Trek: The Next Generation you'l find a
Kiingon on the bridge of the Starship Enterprise, but you won't find an
Iragl. Why? Because modern-day (ragis are more teuly afien to the
creators of the show (and its sponsors, and its intended audience) than
Klingons.

1f you do stick, perhaps even deliberately, to yous own nafrow
perspective, your work wik suffer. Returning to Wells again, in the
course of my research for The Time Ships | became aware of how
Wells, as his career progressed, moved away (deliberately) from story-
teliing to proselytising. In the later books we sfill glimpse marvelious
landscapes, but we are always in the uncomfortable comparionship of
Wells himseif, who seems determined to ram home his morat at every
tum. Wells's popularity - and his critical profile, and his sales - suffer.
asa result

On the cther hand, the sfnal possibility of thinking out of the box is
one of literature's most pawerfu features.

Totake an antique example, think of the Houyhnhnms - the
intelligent horses - in Swift's Gulliver's Travels. After his sojourn with
the Houyhnhnms, who are possibly the first fully-realised aliens in sf (or
pre-sf, depending on your definttion) Gulliver retuns to the England of
his day, but considers it with a new, outsider's eye: he sees the savage
‘Yahoo lurking beneath the mundane surface of the Englishman. | siil
remember the frisson of horror this dislocation evoked in me on first
reading this passage

Atits best, sf lets us look at curselves - our times, our culiure -
from autside, and enriches our world-view as a result

You, the author, are a sort of filter through which your fiction must
pass, on its way ta the reader. This much is inevitable; you can't help it
The question is, does it matter? | argue that, yes, t does make a
difference. (f you stay inside your box for your whote creative fife your
work will suffer. On the other hand, those who have been strong-
minded enough to think out of the box have created some of the most
compelling sf.
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Do SF Writers have any Responsibility
At A2
by David Piper

Atthe risk of disagreeing with everybody else: no, | don't think that
SF writers have a special responsibiity 10 take a wider perspective than
their own cuiture, On the other hand, it is my firm befief that, today,
EVERYBODY has such a responsibility

We'e iot talking about a technical aspect of writing here, but what
wiiting actually is of tries o be. Since every writer is an individual with a
Unique perspective and experience, what each seeks to communicate
and why they do it will differ from person to person, Writing is,
hopefully, a creative pracess in which the writer attempts to
communicate with other persons his of her vision of reality. Itis
inevitable and unavaidable that such a vision of reality will be shaped
and structured by the cultural perspectives of the writer.

Until fairly recently t was fine to be sexist, facist, speciesist, and
normalist in one’s communications, whether written or spoken. We had
not realised how culturally exclusive our societies were and had always
been. In the sixties many of us were thrilled to read uncritically about
Galactic Empires ruled by WASP American men. But things are
different now. It is not only that we have grown older or that we now
have better technology and wordpracessars. Our whole way of tooking
at the world is slowly but surely changing. My belief is that a truly
planetary consciousness is developing amongst us, partially as a result
of our technology, and partally because the anly way our species is


















research your answers can be recorded as necessary and will be
easily accessible

In both business and witting, people are as much a resource as
time and money are. They can provide time and money-saving fittle
snippets of information, though be prepared to check their
information. It's best to ask a el expert, or you could end up
inheriting someone else's confusion or wrong information. Treat your
sources with respect. If you make an appointment to talk to
someane, keep it o let them know if you need to change the
arrangements. Apart from amything else, it's good public relations. If
you need to ask for help again and are unveliable they may be
unwilling to talk to you again

Tailor your approach to each person you speak to, but don't be
affaid to ask for help. Most people feel incredibly flattered if asked to
make even the most minor contribution to your novel, perceiving
themselves to be in a position of power. I've only ever had one less
heipful reaction to a request for information, when | was speaking to
a rape crisis counsellor, researching for a character who had been
raped. Her attitude (not unreasonably) was "get off the lin, there are

pie who need to call me.” But a colleague of hers was super, 50

it probiably depends who you get.

Obvious sources are fibraries, videos, films and
museums. TV programmes may contain very fitle
information at all; their factual content depends on the
director's aims and target audience. Some books and
magazines have similar drawbacks

Libraries now offer services such as on-line
computer searches for information on specific topics, (
requesting books and periodicals. You may still have
to pay for some of these services, bt borrowing
books is of caurse cheaper than buying them. Trave!
agencies or the travel sections of libraries are
cheaper than going abroad if part of your novel is set
in another country. Visiting speakers at clubs and
evening class tutors are other possible sources of information. Some
local calleges have their own librarles for students. Maps, available
inlocat reference fibraries, may be helpful. Constructing my own
diary of events has proved invaluable for working out the sequence of
events in a novel. Although you'll undoubtedly set aside special
times to visit the libeary of watch a tv programme on your special
subject, your mind will probably work overtime. You never stop being
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a writer or gathering facts. This can be a littie inconvenient in the
middle of a dinner party.

Science Line provides help on specific questions on physics
and astronomy, biology, genetics, and medicine, geology, chemistry
and suchlike. The staff work on a rofa, sa if the specialist you need
to speak to isn't available, your question will be noted and answered
as soon as possible. A question which needs a more detailed
answer is passed to a panel of experts. The line is opened from 1.00
p.m il 7.00 p. m. every weekday, and calls are charged at local rate
Call 0345500444
Your action plan.

1. Plan what you need to find out in general, then plan what you need
to ask in particular. Write down your questions to avoid forgetting
them, and of course, the answers. If sing the phone this is
particularly important. Treat it as you would market research. Ina
sense, that's just what it is.

2. When making notes of questions or answers, express yourseif
clearly and unambiguously so as not to waste time stumbling over
questions or puzzling over what you meant by a particular phrase. It
helps if your wiiting is legible as weli!

. Don't get nervous if you're using the phane. You have
nothing to lose, except a few pence far the call, and possibly
alot to gain
4. Once you have the information, consider how you can
best use it.

Of course, research has pitfalls and disadvantages.
There's always the temptation to make the reader suffer for
your art by including too much information. It's hard work,
expensive on books, magazines, the phone or car, and
above all it costs in terms of your precious writing time. It
may not be appropriate for every type of fiction. What use
you make of the information is of course up to you; you may
‘even choose to ignore it in the interests of the needs of your
story.

But its advantages make it money and time well spent. Apart
from helping the credibility of your work, particularly when designing
alien worlds or civilisations, methodicat research heips create a
disciplined approach to writing in general. Framing clear questions
clarifies ideas and their expression. And that's part of what good
writing s about,

More Than Just a Non-Stick Frying Pan
a dialogue by John Madracki

Intensive research by NASA into the feasibilty o interstellar
exploration inevitably led to the science of cryogenics progressing to
the Stage where ‘suspended animation’ became a viable proposition.
Corporate businesses were tiick to recognise the commercial
possibilties of these deveiopments, and exploited them fully. 1.C.E. -
Impetial Cryogenic Enterprises - was no exception

A door opens and someane enters.

“Good morning, Mr Kay. Sorry to keep you waiting. Please,
take a seat. Right, well, I've been through all the paperwork and | can
see no reason why we should not draw up the final contract today. |
trust you are satisfied with all the details of the procedure? The safety
aspects, in pamcular must have been a primary concern..."

'm quite happy about that. 've visited ane of your
eslabllshmen(s lalked to the staff and.
.and found them to be fully qualified. Quite. All our
operalives have had the most exhaus'twe training in montorng
and their ieve me, there is
tar less risk involved in undergolng s L.C. - that's Synthetically induced
Coma - than there is In crossing the road.”

“I'm sure. Although, 1 stili have a little difficulty taking it all in -
that it is actually possible.”

“Well, | assure you, itis. After all, it has been a dream of Man
for aeons. It was just a case of waiting for the technology to arive.
Right then, if you have no more questions we'll get down to the nuts
and bolts of your contract. Now, | see you've opted for Plan Nine...”

“That's right."

" popular choice. And you have selected January 14 on
which to commence the S.1.C. programme.”

“I't's my wife's birthday."

“How thoughtful. So, an that date Mrs Kay will presert herself
10 the nearest |.C.E. Station whete she will be placed into a D

Sleep Mode. Thenceforth to be resuscitated twice each year. For
three weeks in July and a fortnight in Decernber. Is that corect?"

“Exactly s0.”

“Which will unburden you of the bulk of your matrimonial
responsibiliies and leave you free to pursue your own destiny with al)
the latitude of  virlual batchelor. The only difference being that you
will continue to have the benefit of a seemingly ageless young wife on
tap - 50 1o speak - with whom to share your Summer vacations and
Christmasses. However, legally speaking, you will both remain
husband and wife for the duration of the programme - and all that
entails. So any ofher relationships you may wish to enter into must be
broached with that in mind. But, Mr Kay, 'm quite sure you will always
dothe proper (hlng glven the circumstances.”

I, 1 wil

“Well, nnmk tha(s about . So, if you and Mrs Kay vill come
round to the office tormorrow and co-sigh the contract..”
We'll be here. Bright and ea

*I can assume, then, that your wife s still as keen as you
are?

"Ohyes. In fact, the whote thing was her idea in the first
place.”
A phone | nngs and someone picks up the receiver

? Maureen? This is Jennifer. You'l never guess what

I've been tuu That you're going to be a frozen fish finger - you know,
do that SIC thingy. Isn't that the craziest-"

“Oh, butit's true! We sign the contract tomorrow.

"You can't be serious! Have you any idea what this-"

“Of course! I've given it plenty of thought, and I'd be a fool to
pass up this opportunity.”

“But - listen-"
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