














cause the story to lose pace o even coherence - | think Ridley
Walker just about gets away with its corrupted English (it's
certainly convincing and imaginative) but it makes for a
challenging read.

Some of science fiction's notabte innovations with dialogue
include Alfred Bester's The Demolished Man (crossword style
telepathic exchanges), Daniel Keyes' Flowers for Algernon
(language changing as intelligence is artifically boosted), and
Silverberg’s A Time of Changes (where personal pronouns are
forbidden).

In conciusion, [ think that while diafogue might not be
essential in sf, itis very important. Some writing advice has it
that two-thirds (or a half, or three quarters) of a story should be
dialogue. This “rule’ should be taken with a large pinch of sait,
and yet it prompts writers to think about what they've written, and
to decide whether the balance of narrative to dialogue is
appropriate.

In learming how to write, 've made some mistakes with my
fiction, but one thing ('ve never been criticised for is having too
much dialogue. As ong as it's relevant, it's right

Let the People Talk! - by Pamela Stuart

The importance of dialogue in a story was summed up once and
for all by Lewis Carroll in the opening paragraph of Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland. Alice was sitting beside her sister,
feeling bored. She had peeped into the baok her sister was
reading, only to find it had neither pictures nor conversations.
“'And what is the use of a ook, thought Alice, "without pictures
or conversatians?™

Unless itis the matter of text-books. which except in the case
of "Eng. Lit." seldom lend themselves to dialogue, a book, or
even a short story, without any direct speech Is iike a pudding
without flavouring - nourishing, no doubt, but bland and
unexciing!

My own early efforts at story-writing avoided dialogue as far
as possible simply because it seemed so difficult to construct
plausible conversations and put them into the characters’
mouths. | think this was due to the fact that they were “efforts”
while | was under tuition, ordered to write a certain number of
words on a given theme, and to submit the plot-plan as well as
the story. Those plot-plans were a dead weight holding down my
imagination. For a time | managed to evade the issue by teling

Everybody hates it when, in bad books or especialy, it seems, in
bad tv or movies, characters expiain things to ather characters who
know them already.

br Gree

‘Our electoral system calls for a representative from each
moon."

‘Let's try the computer. It has a record of every time a ship
enters or leaves the station.’

‘Was it not that same dragon, my lady, that devoured the
husband sadly lost to you these eleven years?'

Still, there will be many things in your fantasy or sf story that we
will need explained to us. They may wel be things the characters
already know. They may be the most obvious things i the world, to

and’s

my stories in the first person, so that the whole thing was direct
speech; but there were times when another character simply had
1o say something

Whether dialogue adds to the credibility of the story, or
comes across as unnecessary breaks in the flow, is often due to
the way the speech is written. All that “John said”, "Mary
thought”, at the end of each phrase can slow the whole thing
down. Just putting each persan’s words on a new line and letting
the pattern of speech and the actual words used, show which
character is speaking goes faster, but seems to upset some slow
readers who mentally verbalise each word. | weli remember
when | was a child, hearing my father complaining because there
was a whole scene in the book he was reading {(Stamboul Train)
where there were “just a lot of bits of talk, and it doesn’t teil you
who is saying it He was completely at sea over it, whereas |
found no difficulty when | read the book after he had put it down
in disgust; the scene was in the dining-car of the train, and all the
snatches of conversation were floating about in the air the way a
fiy-on-the-wall would have caught them.

It was not until many years later that one of my daughters
brought the fact of verbalising or not, as you read, to my
attention. Only then did | discover that uniess some loud noise or
other distraction disturbs my concentration, | only notice the
actual words when | start reading; | hold the book, and the pages
turn while the story unfolds like a film across my brain. This is
probably why | was always accused as a child of saying
“"wheelbarrow, Manchester” whenever | got to a word | couldn't
pronounce or understand; in actual fact, nless someone points
to the word and asks "How do you pronounce that, and what
does it mean?” it has simply flowed across my brain without
disturbing the unfolding sequence of events!

After making this discovery, | scrapped those tedious plot-
plans and awkwardly-constructed “conversations™. Left to
themselves stories unfold like films, and just have to be written
down, while the characters talk naturally, when they fee like it,
and ) write down what they say. This leads to mare editing later,
when 1 is necessary to go aver the whole thing, literally word for
word, to tidy up their conversations and add any missing bits of
the action, but the people certainly sesm more afive when they
can speak for themselves, and the style is lighter and far less
pedantic than if the whole thing refied on only descriptions and
paraphrased speeches.

Yes, dialogue is certainly a necessary part of fiction. Without
it a story would be a barren thing.

Prescription

them; but we haven't been to their world. We don't know those
things, because you've made them up.

Publishers' editors, especially, get exercised when they see
anyons, even your narrator, holding up the action to explain the
world it takes piace in. *Don't hold up the action!” they say.

I you leave out that essential background information, they Il be
just as quick to seribble on your manuscript: "Why is she doing
this?? EXPLAIN."

e
Expository lump, it used to be called. fnfodump is the hipper,
cyber-friendly term.
Alot of the time, these infodumps are there for your own sake
as much as ours.





















Slicing the Hamburger: Some
thoughts on writing non-fiction

part one
Andrew M. Butler

[The critic] can be defined as the one that still has something to say when everything has been
said, that can say about the work something eise than that work’ — Emmanual Levinas.

It has to be said that the writer of non-fiction has a hard life. The
subject of their writing is all too likety to be hostile to what they
have written, friends of the subject are fikely to be defensive of
him or her, and colleagues of the writer are likely to be dismissive
1o the critic's efforts. And that s if the critic is lucky. Its
sometimes tempting to do something really unprofessional —
such as gatting something stupendously wrong in arder to
provoke someone into writing a response. For all oo aften, the
criticism disappears into the void of landfill, and is never heard of
again. Al the critic's efforts come to nothing. O woe is them!

Sometimes you can see an author's point in being defensive.
The noted poet Wiliam Ashbless spends at least a year, maybe
many years, producing his magnum opus, which is a
breakthrough in contemporary poetics and Joe Reviewer comes
along and destroys the work with a couple of hundred well-
chosen wards. Parhaps Joe Reviewer is trying to make his
reputation by such a demoiition — the reviewer who dares 1o fail to
see the Emperor's New Clothes. Perhaps he can have another
go at another book next week. The poor old author has ta start
from scratch all over again, go back to putting quill to parchment
ar digit to keyboard. You can quite see why an author would
choose ot to read their reviewers.

Writers, when asked about their reviews, will often respand.
“The critic said something like: “including a couple of poems.
which (frankly) have not been common fare in fanzines for a lot
fonger than | can remember”." If you were to then go back to the
review, you'd find that the critic said something exactly like that,
A bad review can lodge itself in the mind long after that annoying
fittle ditty ‘Vindaloo' has been displaced by a tater pop tune. | can
stiil see the exact handwriting of one of my student's
questionnaire ('He is unaproachable' [sic]) five years' on
Perhaps it's safer for an author ta ignare all reviews,

But surely this is to miss the point. An author cannot exist
without their readers, They exist to try and communicate with
their public, and must show at least some interest in the
message raceived by their readers — otherwise why do they first
of all feel the urge ta write and then go through the process of
getting this writing published and therefore read? A critic: - at
least a worthy critic, a critic who s being honest in their work — is
first and foremost a reader. | really don't believe that, whatever
their private career agenda, the worthy critic can get around this
The critic is ane who reads and who then attempts to
communicate their understanding of what the author has been
saying in their wark — or perhaps trying to say. The critic also
attempts to piace that work in the great scheme of things,
whether it be within the ceuvre of Ashblass, within science fiction
o within literature as a whole

If all authars were to dismiss all critics s irrelevant, then they
woulld often dismiss their most attentive readers.

1 propose ta offer some thoughts on the nature of non-fiction,
both in terms of reviews and articles. This of course risks
fottering into a meta-article, as | reflect on what 'm doing in
writing these articles which are (except for the bit about the
banana sticking when it hits the wall) themsetves non-fiction

Hesitantly, in a gesture calculated to simulate humilty for
what ssems like the boasting which begins in the next paragraph
but one, | offer my qualifications {such as they are) for writing
this article. There are clearly people who publish in the BSFA
magazines (and elsewhere) who know more about the process of
writing non-fiction (and phrases like 'since you were a glint in the
milkman's eye' or ‘more than you've had hot dinners’ spring to
mind here). But perhaps my own unique perspective can offer a
few insights that they can't

You probably know me best as one of the seemingly imitiess
number of peaple who work as editors on Vector. (if you are a
writer who has only come across this copy of Focus, | really do
suggest you check aut the whole BSFA package, but then I'm
biased). With Gary Dalkin, I'm responsible for commissioning
and editing into submission around eighteen A4 pages
{something around 21,000 words) of non-fiction every twa
months. We've edited professional authors who have won prizes
for their work on several continents, and we've edited pecple
whase submissions to Vector are thei first non-fiction since
school essays. All the way across the spectrum, we have edited,
if only to save the authors from themseives. (For some authors,
the only being worse than a critic, is an editor).

I've also edited articles for academic journals (such as
Foundation and Renaissance Forum), and have acted as a
referae for a number of journals, deciding whether to further
someone’s career by publishing their article. In my day jobs. fve
marked thousands of essays, and taught people to write clearly.
I've reviewed for half a dozen or so publications; in my time {
have reviewed novels, short stories, poetry, collsctions of
articles, biographies and even a hibliography (you read that book
all the way through). I've reviewed both friends and complete
strangers with (i hope) equal partiality. I've written articles and
websites, encyclopaedia entries and how-tos, and most
significantly (stop me if you've heard this before) four years
researching and writing a thesis on Philip K Dick. And Ive been a
writer of sorts myself — of fiction and poetry. Whilst much of this:
rion-fiction writing has disappeared into the void, occasionally
people have responded, if only ta disagree with what I've said
{see the letters columns in Vector). By my own logic, however, |
shouldn't and can't reject my readers’ opinians of what I've
wnitten even if (at least when they disagree with me) they are
entirely wrong in their assessments.

Of caurse ff | go on now to make a pronauncement on how to
write non-fiction, someone is bound to point out the misuse of
‘it's /its' in Vector 199, or any number of moments where |




break all the precepts that I'm about to outline. It's a risk I'm just
going to have to take.

-

t'm of the apinion that non-fiction should be as well written as
fiction. Of course, it's tempting to overwrite, Take the following
extract from my review of Slow Chocolate Autopsy

Sometimes the page is 100 foir.
Sometimes the text is too obscured: another
ink tone would have lfted things into legibility
unless we are meant to be kept in the dark at
points. (We are - but which paints?). And
the same feeling as | got at reading Alan
Moore's Voice of the Night: yes, ok,
Northampton, why not, but - stiff - why?
There's a whiff of the arbitrary ~ other
incidents could be totd, just as well as these
Norton is trapped in London, yes, but we can
see New York or San Francisco (witness
quotes from Weldon Kees — a suicide from
the Golden Gate Bridge — and Gregory
Corso) or Lawrence, Kansas. Al times ali
places are one. (Paris Alexandria Vienna?
Unireal city!)

Notice the hedging tone that creeps into "unless we are
meant to’. Notice the siipping from I (litle ol’ me) to we. Notice
the oddly chatty tone of those yeses. And the sentence which
starts with a conjunction. Notice the use of imperatives. But
above all notice the references to ather boaks (contextualising
Dave McKean's work in faint relation to Alan Moore's) and the
blithe assumption that Kees and Corso are names which are
known to my readers (both are American poets, by the way) and
that the reader will get the allusion to / quotation from T S Eliot's
The Waste Land" '(Paris Alexandria Vienna? Unreal city!)’

Having played the J'Accuse rdle, | should point out that it was
a subtle ploy to suggest that anyone wha recognised such a
reference, would probably enjoy the book. Sl it risks the charge
of the Imitative Faliacy of reviewing — the (almost) atways to be
resisted temptation to mimic or pastiche the style or format of the
book under review.

(Whilst I'm looking back at this review, | should confess to
the unfairness of the carping note at the start of this extract
“Sometimes the page is toa noir. Sometimes the text is 00
obscured: another ink tone would have lifted things into legibility’

1 was sent a proof copy to review, which was indeed much darker
and muddier than the published version. | saw this work of art too
late to change the review.)

The review is a tad overwritten, but still readable enough
Compare it to this deathless prose, selected at random from my
thesis:

Al the same, just as Horselover cannat
abandon his search for God, and just as
ethics cannot be totally divorced from
theological questions raised in and by this
novel, so Levinas aiways already returns to
the concept of a God. In fact, despite the
privileging of ethics aver ontology which |
have emphasized, Levinas always seems to
presuppose a God in his ethics, albeit a god
forever out of reach of the individual and
limited in power  In his phitosophical writings,
Levinas is carefu not to fixate upon the God

of any particular religion — reserving this for
his Talmudic exegesis

It's all to easy 1o take an extract from academic writing, and
poke fun at it - particutarly when it is buried under the excreta of
Byzantine terminology. It is, after al, writing for a particular in-
crowd.

And thereby lies the first lesson: know thy market.

The chances are that the reader of Vector (o Focus, or
Matrix) knows that Philip K. Dick is a writer best knawn for his
science fiction. They may not knaw who Gregory Corso is,
though the Beat aficianado will, and may need Dick explaining to
him. A new writer being discussed perhaps needs such an
introduction, but let's face it any writer discussed at length in
Vector, Matrix or Focus ought to be a writer of f, fantasy or a
refated genre. Its also probably likely that the readers of these
magazines know what Hugo Awards are (although it doesn’t hurt
to exptain it oceasionally for the benefit of latecomers), even if
they are hazy about the exact nature of the Bram Stoker or
Golden Dagger Awards.

Soin the above extract, I'm using a piece of jargon (‘always
already’) which I've presupposed the reader is familiar with (i
think it's a way of suggesting that something is always the case
and has been since the beginning of time, as it were, if not more
s0) and my use of words like ‘ethics’ and ‘ontology’ is within a
particular set of definition that the lay-person is not familiar with.

Part of the skil of the non-fiction writer is to know when such
things need to be explained, and in explaining to do so in a clear
and concise manner which does not patronise the reader. (I still
cringe at one piece published in Vector — which received less
editorial attention than it needed — where such explanations
appeared more as a way of demonstrating the writer's knowledge
than as a means of helping the reader).

The second precept s to el 2 story. Every piece of criticism
is in its own way a story. There's a body in the library and
someone’s responsible. The Sparrow needs explication and the
critic — Holmes like — will unravel the mystery for the baffled
reader. The work of non-fiction requires a beginning, a middie
and an end — but unlike fiction, it really does have o be in that
order. The classic tripartite structure is central to the game of
writing an essay: begin by saying what you are gaing to say, say
it, and then say what you've said. Answer the question, the whole
question, and nathing but the question. A work of non-fiction,
such as an article, probably does not have ta be as stark as that,
but the scene needs to be set or the problem established, and a
conclusion needs to be drawn

I've been telling a story here, beginning (after a prolague-like
epigraph} with a popular prejudice against critics which I've
attempted to undermine. !'ve introduced myseif as a character,
apen to criticism, shown that | can survive it, and then sketched
in my own background. Through demonstrating my own practice
~ itself open to criticism which | demonstrate — | show that the
criic is not only a reader, but a writer, This self-reflexivity is of
course foreshadawed in 'This of course risks tottering into
meta-article’. From description P've moved out to prescription,
with the assumption that by now you are trusting me, and that
¥m giving advice which would in itself be advice suitable for
fiction writers: know the market, tell the story. With any luck, by
now you are indeed seeing critics as writers, as creative, as
saying more than the wark they criticise (which brings back to
my epigraph to some extent)

In my rext article | will turn to loaking at the skil of reviewing
in closer detail, and in the final piece examine the art of article
writing. Will | ever explain my title? Wil | break one of my own
rules? Do critics really read the boaks they review? Tune in, next
time, and find out.
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