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Stellarcanum
Alessio Zanelli

Mercy, it’s been a busy few months. Having 
said back in October 2005 that I was inundated 
by Clarke Award entries, little did I know that 
the books would Just Keep On Coming And 
Never Stop.

I think it was forty seven novels in the end, 
and I had to read every single one of them 
before the end of January. That was getting 
down to three a week, and let's face it, some of 
those stories would have given War and Peace 
a run for their money in terms of sheer 
wordage.

So for a while, I lived, breathed, dreamt, 
other people’s books. Then we got to the 
shortlisting meeting, and whittled that vast 
number down to six.

I cannot, absolutely cannot, say anything 
about what happened in that room in the 
Science Museum on a cold, clear January 
afternoon, except it was a joy and privilege to 
talk with my fellow judges for three hours about 
what we loved and what we didn’t.

By the time you get to read this, you'll know 
who won the 2006 Arthur C Clarke Award. But 
as I'm writing this, I don't. The final is still three 
weeks and a plane flight away. I don't expect 
everybody to agree with the winner when it's 
announced, and there’ll be five sad authors to 
go along with one happy one.

Whatever: the winner will have deserved to 
win. The competition is incredibly stiff, and all 
six shortlisted books are brilliant. Go and read 
them. Discover for yourselves why we put them 
there.

April 2006

About the cover
On a rare visit to London (for the shortlisting meeting for 
the Arthur C Clarke Awards), I decided to have lunch in 
Parliament Square. I thought that there was in 
interesting juxtaposition between the formal power and 
the organic protest. So I took a picture into the brilliant 
blue sky...

Stars scribble on our eyes the frosty sagas, 
The gleaming cantos of unvanquished space.

HART CRANE

You—
unsoundable body
falsely adrift in unsoundable space.
Let me chart the vacuum you move in, 
calculate your trajectory, 
analyze your spectrum.

You—
once predictable star 
along the main sequence. 
Now I can see you glistening away, 
finally reborn binary, 
closely remote.

Now capture me, 
me— 
novel David Bowman urged astray. 
Just pull me up and sling me forcibly 
into a sighting orbit eternally entwined 
around your mysterious twin spheres.

Or seal me out forever blind.

Alessio Zanelli is an Italian poet who has long 
adopted English as his artistic language and has 
published widely in literary magazines across 
the world. He is the author of three collections, 
most recently Straight Astray (Troubador 
Publishing, UK, 2005), and a featured author in 
the 2006 edition of Poet's Market.
Website: http://www.writesight.com/writers/Zanelli/
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helpful, rather than motivated by misplaced 
revenge, is another step in this learning 
process.

The last workshop I attended was Arvon's 
Science Fiction course in 2004. This was 
taught by two high profile writers in the genre 
with very different approaches to science fiction 
(Christopher Priest and Alistair Reynolds). 
They proved to be not only expert writers but 
teachers as well. Matrix's own Martin McGrath 
was a fellow workshopper on the course and 
demonstrated that he is as insightful a critic as 
he is reviewer. His criticism and analysis 
combined his extensive knowledge of the field, 
his eye for good writing and also his strong 
principles of equality and anti-discriminatory 
practice.

The benefits to be gained in being taught by 
professionals and workshopping with fellow 
students can also be demonstrated by Nina 
Allen's success. Arguably the most talented 
student at that particular Arvon, Ms Allen is 
currently nominated for this year's BSFA award 
in the short story category.

From Dev Agarwal
I write further to Terry Jackman's useful 
overview of writing workshops in the November 
edition of Focus. Mr Jackman's article 
specifically considered Orbiter workshops, 
however I believe similar points could be made 
about workshopping in person, online or by 
post.

The most crucial of these is understanding 
that participating successfully in workshops 
requires a different set of skills to writing. 
Almost everyone involved in a workshop (in any 
of its forms) does so because of their desire to 
write. However, for a workshop to be 
successful, the professional writer running it 
must know how to teach, and the participating 
students must know how to criticise in an 
honest and fair manner. If they can also 
provide real insight and clarity of analysis, 
workshoppers can help shape and refine a 
writer's fiction. This should be exciting for all 
concerned.

My personal view is that criticism is often 
mistaken for reviewing and people tend to 
resort to offering reviews rather than criticism. 
Workshops also generate interpersonal 
dynamics, not all of which are positive. Putting 
aside your ego in order to listen to negative 
criticism, whether justified or not, is a skill which 
can be learned. Responding to other 
workshoppers with criticism that is honest and 

Ed: No quibbles from me. I would also argue that 
there’s always something more to learn, no matter how 
pro you are.

From Keith Freeman

Just (!) got round to reading Focus #48. 
Enjoyed the issue - but was brought up short 
while reading Ken Macleod's article "Politics 
and sf'. I actually agree with almost all his 
points.... but:

“The European settlements in North 
America existed for centuries as separate 
colonies before they became, with much 
upheaval, the United States."

I must really tell my friends in Canada 
they're really part of the USA.... pity I've no 
friends to tell in Mexico....

I'm pretty sure I won't be the first person to 
remark on this....

Ed: Gah, it's a fair cop, guv. I'm sure we should have a 
supply of freebies to hand out to those who spot 
howlers like this. I'll have to rummage in the 
cupboard...
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Poacher Turned 
Gamekeeper?

Juliet E. McKenna

When I became a published fantasy author, I 
didn't really plan on developing a sideline as a 
creative writing tutor. The first time I ran 
seminars was at a convention, when the writer 
scheduled to do them had no choice but to pull 
out at the last minute. Well. I’d done some 
training in my past life working in Human 
Resources, and I have an 
Oxford degree that required a 
lot of studying literature. So I 
answered the call for anyone 
able to help out. Everyone 
involved had fun and seemed to 
get plenty out of the sessions, 
though I went away idly thinking 
how I might do rather better with 
more time to prepare.

That was obviously tempting 
fate. As word got round, I was 
asked to run a full-scale creative writing 
workshop, this time for a library. Which would 
give me an opportunity to try out my revised 
approach. I had to see how that worked, didn't 
I? I'm pleased to say it went very well. Since 
then I've run half and full-day courses, for 
conventions, libraries, literary festivals and 
creative writing organisations, both focusing on 
SF&F and for more general novel writing. This 
year I'll be running my first full week's 
residential SF&F course, at the Castle of Park 
in Scotland. I'm really looking forward to that.

But why do I do this? I joke that I'm afraid of 
karmic backlash. That it'll knock me off my feet 
if I don't repay the cosmic favour of all the 
advice and support I had from established 
authors when I was an aspiring writer. Joking 
aside, helping aspiring writers is just what 
writers do, in my experience at least.

I've found running workshops and courses is 
a usefully structured way for me to 
communicate what I've learned, and what I 
continue to learn. Just because I stand up in 
rooms full of people now with my flipchart and 
marker pens, I don't imagine that I know it all. I 
still go to hear writers talk whenever I can and 
always come away with some new insight into 
the creative process or the practicalities of this 
job. I also keep my eyes and ears open for any 
and all information on publishing and 
bookselling, since I know from my own 

"Now I understand 
how professional 
writers struggle to 

find time to read the 
things they need or 

want to read."

Focus#49
experience how crucial this is. Insights that I 
gained from working for Ottakar's played a 
significant part in placing my first published 
novel. (Please note that wasn't the first one I 
wrote).

An informed, realistic approach is vital for 
any aspiring writer. I hope if I can get that 
necessity across. I'll be saving some from false- 
starts and heartbreak, as well as sparing a few 
agents and editors some of the hopeless 
submissions that pile up around them on a daily 
basis. If I can do that, a few trees might be 
spared the paper mill to do their bit to combat 
global warming.

Working as a creative writing tutor also gives 
me a reasonable answer to that 
question all writers get asked: 
“Will you read my book?” I blush 
to think I once asked a famous 
author that, when I didn't know 
any better. Because now I work 
full time on producing a book a 
year with some short fiction, with 
all the ancillary demands on my 
day that I just never knew 
existed. Now I understand how 
professional writers struggle to 

find time to read the things they need or want to 
read, never mind critiquing scripts by aspiring 
hopefuls.

So now my answer is, if you come on one of 
my day courses, when you've heard what I 
have to say. I'll read a 5000 word submission, 
with a synopsis if it’s a novel. I'll give you 
feedback without fear or favour, one time only. 
I’m not going to be your script doctor, your 
agent or your editor, but you will get an honest 
assessment in the light of everything I know 
about the industry. You’d be surprised how 
many people don't take me up on that, when 
they've heard everything I have to say about 
the complexity of writing character, atmosphere 
and dialogue, and constructing a robust plot. 
What I have to say is a distillation of excellent 
advice that I've gleaned from many, many 
famous writers and proved though my own 
experience.

These sessions aren't all me talking though. 
A substantial element of every course is 
working as a group. People bounce ideas off 
each other, testing them, twisting them, shaking 
them to see what falls out of their pockets. I've 
never believed that clich6 about the writer's life 
being a lonely one as all my work benefits 
enormously from other people’s input. My role 
in these collective exercises is ringmaster, 
devil's advocate and professional nit-picker. 
Since no one is defending their own pet project. 
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it’s an excellent environment for learning the 
values of constructive criticism and lateral 
thinking to solve problems.

Reading those submissions that 
I do get after a course has taught 
me a great deal. I now know that 
agents and editors are right when 
they say you can tell if a book has 
what it takes in under a few 
hundred words. That when you see 
sample after sample, you see the 
same reasons to turn them down 
over and over again. That recurrent 
errors of spelling and punctuation 
make you want to bin the sinner's 
pages and move on. There really 
are too many books and too little time.

I see too many plots that proceed by 
convenient coincidence, where two-dimensional 
characters react to events rather than initiate 
them. I encounter too many vague syntheses of 
fantasy fiction backdrops. I stumble over stilted 
dialogue where I completely lose track of who's 
saying what. I am overloaded with irrelevant 
detail and clunky exposition. As an aspiring 
writer I know I was guilty of all these mistakes 
and more. As a published author, I remain 
constantly on my guard against repeating them. 
As a tutor, it's my responsibility to point out 
such fatal flaws. Failing to do so does no one 
any favours.

I also see far too many attempts to rewrite 
favourite fantasy themes without offering any 
original insights. Even with satisfying characters 
and vivid settings, these novels are going 
nowhere. I've been there and tried that and 
that's a lesson I can pass on. One rejection 
letter for my first, unpublished (and 
unpublishable) novel said bluntly, 'There's 
nothing to distinguish this from the six other 
competent fantasy novels that have crossed my 
desk this week.' Now I understand that’s the 
useful kind of rejection slip; one you can learn 
from.

I also meet intriguing characters facing 
compelling challenges. I come across sparkling 
dialogue, quirky originality in outlook together 
with unexpected perspectives on genre ideas. 
These are the ingredients for something 
potentially very tasty, if they can be combined 
in the correct proportions, in the right sequence 
and successfully brought to the boil. As with 
cooking, accomplished writing relies on many 
varied skills. Talent without craft is a mass of 
raw ingredients. Since I've been working in this 
kitchen for a while now, I can suggest ways to 
hone the techniques necessary to turn those 
ingredients into a gourmet dish rather than a 

“That when you 
see sample after 
sample, you see 

the same 
reasons to turn 
them down over 
and over again."

fast-food snack. I can also point out how it 
takes practise and repetition to perfect those 
skills. Such as using a metaphor, and knowing 

just how far you can stretch it 
before moving on.

Those are the submissions that 
remind me never to become 
complacent about my own work. 
They tell me I must never be 
content with writing that's 'good 
enough’ rather than 'as good as I 
can make it'. So believe me, 
working as a creative writing tutor 
certainly isn't something I do to 
boost my ego.

Juliet E McKenna has been fascinated by myth and 
history, other worlds and other peoples since she first 
learned to read. Her first novel, The Thiers Gamble 
appeared in 1999, beginning the highly acclaimed Tales 
of Einarinn series. Autumn 2006 will see The 
Aldabreshin Compass sequence conclude with Eastern 
Tide, her tenth book. She is also one of the leading 
lights of a successful SF&F authors' publicity initiative. 
The Write Fantastic. Living in Oxfordshire, with her 
sons and husband, she fits in her writing around her 
family and vice versa. She will be running a week's 
residential writing course at the Castle of Park, in 
Scotland from ist-7lh October 2006. See 
www.castleofpark.net for further details. For more on 
Juliet's work visit www.julietemckenna.com and 
www.thewritefantastic.com

26TH ANNUAL SCI INC I FICTION AND FANTASY 

Short Story Contest
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Phantoms at the Phil
Chaz Brenchley

Time was, when I was just a writer. Writing was 
what I did, how I earned my few and stale 
crusts; to write well was the only responsibility 
that I was prepared to shoulder.

Times change. The role of the writer has 
changed significantly throughout my 
professional lifetime. Granted I'm getting on a 
bit now, I’ve been doing the job for nigh-on 
thirty years, but none the less it’s been a steep 
curve and getting steeper. Sometimes I pine for 
the seclusion of an ivory tower, the simplex life, 
permission just to write; but all extant towers 
have been redeveloped, and these days ivory’s 
illegal.

What am I talking about? Well, it starts with 
an invitation to talk to a writers' group here, 
judge a competition there; it moves on through 
running workshops and being writer-in- 
residence to teaching creative 
writing classes at your actual 
university; it ends - well, 
nobody knows yet where it 
ends, because thus far it just 
keeps going. You can be 
lucky, and have major success 
with your first books, and so 
not need to join this particular 
dance; you can be smart, and 
find a day-job or a supportive 
partner; if neither of those 
applies, chances are you will 
develop a public practice, 
outreach of some kind, simply 
as a survival strategy.

Been there, done all of that 
and more; but just a couple of 
years ago, had you asked, I’d 
have said that was my limit. I 
am, after all, famous for my hopeless lack of 
organisation, my inability to pick up a telephone 
unless it’s actually ringing, a general tendency 
to laissez-faire which has been most 
generously described as 'terminal laid- 
backness' and more usually in other and 
harsher terms. If you wanted something to 
happen, then no, I was not your man.

But then I was in the pub one day with m’friend 
Sean O’Brien (poet, critic, man of letters), and 
he suggested that we might write ghost stories 
for Christmas and read them at a festive 
gathering. Fabulous idea - but I think he meant 

in an M R Jamesian sort of way, inviting a few 
friends round for mince pies and mulled wine 
and a private reading. Perhaps I’m more 
ambitious than I knew; my thoughts turned 
immediately to the Lit & Phil, this lovely private 
library we have in Newcastle. Georgian exterior, 
Victorian fittings, atmosphere you can chew like 
biltong - and the librarian is a friend of mine. So 
I asked if she'd like an evening of ghost stories 
at Christmas, and she jumped at it. As did 
another friend, Gail-Nina Anderson (art 
historian, vampire expert, cultural commentator, 
call her what you will...) when I invited her to 
make a third storyteller.

To my own mind, I had already done 
something exceptional, arranged a gig where 
no gig had existed beforehand; I thought that 
was enough. More than enough, I was really 
pleased with myself. And went bouncing 
homeward up the hill, and halfway up I met two 
friends of mine coming down. Michelle is a 
professional arts facilitator, she makes things 
happen; John is among other things a very, 
very small publisher. Viz, he'd only published 
one book - but that was a beautiful collectors' 

edition of the ghost stories of 
Mrs Molesworth.

So I bounced at them 
about the gig, and John said, 
“New ghost stories? I’d be 
interested in publishing 
those," and Michelle said, 
“What you need now is Arts 
Council funding," and I turned 
around and we all went on 
down the hill to the pub for a 
business meeting.

Somewhere in that 
session, the notion came up 
of recording the event and 
slipping an audio CD into the 
back of the book, for added 
value. Luckily we'd recently 
made a CD with Murder

Squad, a crime writers’ promotional group that I 
belong to, so I knew a man locally who could do 
that for us.

Michelle talked me through the Arts Council 
application process, I had a meeting with the 
local literature officer, they both held my hand 
while I filled in all the forms - and behold, we 
got all the money we’d asked for. I set up my 
enterprise arm, and John and I agreed to co
publish the book, a joint venture between Side 
Real Press (which is him) and Northern Gothic 
(which is me).

Lesson One: it's always more expensive 
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than you think. The first event booked out in a 
week, and the librarian was really, really keen 
that we should repeat it. No extra fees for us, 
we did it pro bono, and the room was free - but 
mulled wine and mince pies for a hundred 
people come expensive, and then there were 
the musicians in the gallery both nights, who 
had started as volunteers but then did want 
paying after all, and weren’t in the budget, so...

No matter. It's a learning process, and now I 
add contingency fees to the applications.

Lesson Two: it always takes longer than you 
think. The original plan was to publish the book- 
and-CD package in the spring, just in time for 
Easter present-giving. Then we thought, hey, 
midsummer's good, we could have a launch 
party with extra ghost stories, just for the fun of 
it...

In the end, the book was - just - ready in 
time for the following Christmas, so we could 
launch it at the second year's events. Actually, 
this works really well, and has become the 
official plan, to be repeated -1 hope! - this year. 
Twice as many stories this time round, because 
we knew we'd have two evenings to fill, so we 
fielded a second team of writers. And sold out 
twice, and could have filled a third evening 
quite comfortably, just like the year before.

And the book’s been selling well ever since, 
and I have ambitions to publish more on my 
own account, and it’s all such an unexpected 
change: and one of the unexpectations is that 
I've become all evangelical about this, I keep 
urging other writers to set up their own projects, 

apply for funding, make things happen. 
Literature as a whole gets precious little support 
from public bodies, and genre fiction gets less; 
but half of that is our own fault, because we 
never think to ask. The money is there, if the 
ideas are good enough; and audiences are 
there too, we've proved that. There's even talk 
of taking our show on the road...

Meanwhile, ’Phantoms at the Phil: The First 
Proceedings' - new ghost stories by Sean 
O’Brien, Gail-Nina Anderson and Chaz 
Brenchley, introductory essay by Ramsey 
Campbell, hardback with a green cloth cover 
embossed in gold - is still available, signed by 
all three of us (tho' not Ramsey: it's a new 
sport, Campbell-Chasing, to make him do it 
individually) and for sale for £15, from specialist 
dealers or alternatively sales@chazbrenchley. 
co.uk. How could you resist...?

Chaz Brenchley has been making a living as a writer 
since he was eighteen. He is the author of nine thrillers, 
two major fantasy series (The Books of Outremer and 
Selling Water by the River). A winner of the British 
Fantasy Award, he has also published three books for 
children and more than 500 short stories in various 
genres. He was Northern Writer of the Year 2000.

From left to right: Gail-Nina Anderson, Sean O'Brian, Chaz Brenchley in situ at the Newcastle Lit & Phil
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Website design: 
not just for Christmas
Charles Christian

Four justifications and a cop-out

Whether you are looking for fiction, criticism, 
news and reviews, comment or fandom reports, 
given the commercial realities of conventional 
SF publishing, particularly in the UK. if it was 
not for the internet there would currently be 
very little content to read. But, while websites 
may be the future, it is important not to lose 
sight of the fact that readers are not going to 
put up with any old tosh. To have an effective 
site - a site that is going to attract a regular 
visitor traffic - it is essential to follow a few basic 
rules. I'll be looking at them in a moment but 
first a few justifications and a cop-out...

I've been writing about technology for many 
years. I’ve published my own 
website since 1996 and, with my 
day-job hat on. I've written a 
number of guides to good website 
design and practice. Admittedly my 
specialist area is legal technology 
and law firm websites but there 
actually is a synergy with SF in that 
both cater for the niche interests of 
niche audiences and, compared 
with other areas of online activity - 
such as consumer products, 
national media, movie and record promotional 
sites - both have limited resources to devote to 
the development of their websites.

Now for the cop-out, in my years as a 
journalist I've noticed you can get away with 
many things. You can criticise people and their 
business practices, their families, their morals 
and their taste in clothes and cars. In fact just 
about anything but dare to suggest that 
perhaps black print on a black background 
might not be a suitable design for a website 
providing advice to the partially-sighted and out 
come those long pointy envelopes from their 
solicitors. So. while we will be naming the 
names of some of the good sites, to avoid 
bankrupting the BSFA we will leave the bad 
and the ugly sites to the anonymity they 
deserve.

“It may be 
boring but black 
text on a white 
background is 
still the easiest 

to read.”

The 7 deadly sins of website design

1. Not considering your audience

Compared with the early days of the internet, 
when you could develop in flat HTML code and 

precious little else, today’s website designer - 
even an amateur webmaster - has a whole box 
of wonderful toys at their disposal. We’ve also 
come a long way in that thanks to the spread of 
broadband and a standardisation of web 
browser and related technologies, we no longer 
run into websites incorporating enormous 
graphics that take forever to download or 
requiring us to obtain and download obscure 
plug-ins before we can see the site in all its 
glory. Anyone remember the old adage that you 
should never wait longer than you can hold 
your breath for a page to appear?

Nevertheless there are still far too many 
sites that have apparently been designed 
without any consideration to how they might be 
viewed by their intended audiences. For 
example, not everyone has a very wide screen - 
vertical scrolling good, horizontal scrolling bad. 
Not everyone knows how to (or can be 
bothered to) change the resolution of their 
screens or even the size their fonts are 

displayed in, just so they can see 
your site as you intended. Fantasy 
sites tend to favour gothicky fonts in 
crimson or purple on very dark 
backgrounds. SF sites tend to 
favour ersatz computer printout-like 
fonts in green or gold on very dark 
backgrounds - but are they easy 
read when you get down to small 
font sizes? It may be boring but 
black text on a white background is 
still the easiest to read.

Above all, not everyone uses the latest 
Windows version of Microsoft Internet Explorer 
as their default browser. Something like 10% of 
the browsing world now uses Firefox. Among 
the Apple Mac community, Safari is probably 
the browser of choice. And then there are still 
those fans of Netscape and Opera. Or, to put it 
another way, design specifically for Explorer 
and you automatically exclude 15% of your total 
audience.

2. The triumph of style over substance - 
a.k.a. content is king

In an ideal world, a website will have great 
content and an excellent design that enhances 
the delivery of that content. In the real world 
there are too many sites with either great 
content let down by mediocre design, or else a 
great design masking the fact the site's content 
is dire. Please try to strike a happy medium (as 
they would no doubt say on the TV series 
Charmed) and if you must err on one side or 
the other, go for content.
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The problem is people see the slick sites the 

movie industry produces to promote new films 
and think they must compete. You can't - you 
don’t have their budgets - so don’t even try. 
Focus instead on giving people what they want 
when the come to your site, which may be 
fiction, reviews, comment or whatever. Content 
really is king and your design should 
complement that content, not vice versa.

For example, if you don’t have any decent 
pictures, can’t afford an artist or have nothing 
else appropriate with which to illustrate a story, 
don't bother. Better to have nothing than 
something naff. Alternatively, try for something 
minimalist - such as reversed out ‘drop capital' 
to start off the opening paragraph, which can be 
particularly effective on a fantasy 
site where it can be made to look 
like an illuminated manuscript. Or, 
something retro, harking back to 
the illustrations you used to see in 
the ‘golden age' SF comics of the 
1930s and 1940s. For an example 
of a site that ticks all the boxes and 
delivers the goods - excellent 
content, clean design and 
unobtrusive graphics that 
complement the overall scheme - check out 
AlienSkin at www.alienskinmag.com

“Content really is 
king and your 
design should 

complement that 
content.”

3. A website is not just for Christmas

Still keeping on the theme of content, not only 
does it have to be good but it also needs to be 
up-to-date. In a trawl through far too many sites 
during the preparation of this piece, I kept 
finding moribund sites where either the 
enthusiasm or money (probably both) had long 
run out and the pages had not been updated for 
months and in some cases not for over a year.

As the old saying goes, a website is not just 
for Christmas and if it is to serve any purpose at 
all (unless you just want to impress your Mum, 
in which case you are very sad and you 
probably won't be reading this anyway) you 
must have regularly updated content to give 
people a reason for coming back to your site 
again and again. Now unless you are a martyr 
to your cause, you don't need to update your 
website every day but perhaps once a fortnight. 
Alternatively, adopt a magazine type format, 
with new issues published every month, so 
visitors know when to return for fresh content.

Other tried and tested combinations include: 
online surveys - if you use a free facility such as 
Survey Monkey (www.surveymonkey.com) you 
can build effective online surveys very quickly. 
Having an archive of material that people will 

want to revisit and search. And carrying must- 
read listings of some sort. A good example of 
the latter two in the SF world is Dave Langford’s 
multi-award winning Ansible website 
(http://news.ansible.co.uk). It may have a no
frills design but it has a searchable archive 
going back to 1979; links to just about every SF 
resource anyone would want; and an up-to-the- 
minute listing of forthcoming SF events, 
conventions and pub meetings.

4. Pointless portals and dotcom delusions

Don’t get me wrong, portals - as in a website 
whose primary purpose is to provide a single 
point of access to a collection of information - 
do have a role to play. The British Fantasy 

Society’s website
(www.britishfantasysociety. org.uk) 
is a good example of how to do 
this properly, with the home page 
providing links to everything you 
would ever want to know about the 
BFS and its activities.

What concerns me more are 
those pointless portals where 
someone clearly thought “let’s 

create a Google type portal to everything about 
science fiction" - with the subtext “and we will all 
become dotcom zillionaires as commercial 
organisations fight among themselves to book 
the best banner advertising slots on the site”. 
Sorry guys, but this is a dotcom era delusion 
and the fact is that within every niche market on 
the web, there are dozens of Google-wannabes 
trying to create money making portals by 
providing links. Unfortunately many of these 
links are either defunct or merely link through to 
other portals containing links back to where you 
have just come from.

If you want to find something on the web 
today, you use a search engine - it is what they 
are good at - or a links facility put together by 
an enthusiast (such as Dave Langford) who 
clearly cares about his subject. Ironically, 
probably one of the key lessons of the internet 
during the past five years is that if you cynically 
set up a niche site with the sole intention of 
making money, then you are unlikely to 
succeed because the content will be weak. 
Whereas if you set up a site, which has good 
content and subsequently develops a following, 
then you will attract some commercial 
revenues.

5. Sex raises its ugly head

Another thing I noticed during my surfing was 
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the number of supposed SF/fantasy sites that 
had a sexual content. Once again, don’t get me 
wrong, I’m not subscribing to the stereotypical 
view that SF fans are all speccy-geeks with no 
interest in the opposite sex, but rather, there is 
a time and a place for everything. To give a 
simple analogy, you may be interested in video 
games and snowboarding but that doesn't 
mean you want to hit the powder on a 
snowboard fitted with the latest Sony 
PlayStation. On the web however, I came 
across (no pun intended) an SF site where, 
immediately below a long and learned posting 
on the evolution of the Dalek emperor on 
Doctor Who, plus links to some genuine SF 
sites, was a link to a hard porn site where some 
hapless sex industry worker dressed as Snow 
White was doing something very 
rude with an apple.

To be fair, fantasy websites 
seem to suffer the most from this 
‘we can sell everything with sex’ 
approach, with Goth fashions 
seeming to slip very quickly from 
leather, to rubber, to bondage 
and on to lesbian and S&M sex 
scenes - but with more tattoos 
and piercings than Snow White. 
As Mary Whitehouse once said, 
albeit with a very unfortunate choice of words 
“We don’t all want oral sex rammed down our 
throats". There again this may be the online 
equivalent of claiming, as we did in the 1960s, 
that we only bought Playboy magazine for the 
articles.

“It used to be said that 
you should be able to 

find anything on a 
website - including 
back to where you 
came from - within 

three mouse clicks.”

6. Are we there yet? - the perils of 
navigation

So, content sorted. Design sorted. Anything 
else? Yes, navigation. It used to be said that 
you should be able to find anything on a 
website - including back to where you came 
from - within three mouse clicks. Great idea but 
still widely ignored. Two issues seem to be the 
root of the problem here. The first is that you 
need to draw up the scheme and plan of the 
website before you start laying down its 
content, otherwise you end up with links 
following links down cul-de-sacs. The second is 
that once you have an established site, you do 
need to invest time in some regular 
housekeeping to ensure there are no dead links 
and to clear away out-of-date material 
otherwise your visitors will start hitting <page 
not found> error messages.

It really all goes back to my earlier point that 
a website is not just for Christmas and that if 

you are serious about running a site, you must 
be prepared to make an ongoing commitment 
in terms of time - and money if you are using 
professional resources to manage the site. The 
Alien Online webzine at www.thealienonline.net 
is a good example of this, where although the 
scope of the site has changed in recent 
months, the navigation - via the menu on the 
lefthand column, with content appearing in the 
centre column - ensures visitors can still go 
straight to the content they are looking for in 
just two clicks.

7. Who cares anyway? - originality please

The final point that needs stressing is you must 
introduce some professional editorial discipline 

to your choice of content. 
Merely cramming in words to fill 
space is a false economy. Be 
honest about your content - if 
you saw it on anyone else’s 
website would you bother to 
read it? Currently blogs are the 
biggest culprits, in the sense of 
being a source of rambling self
obsessed drivel that would not 
get airtime anywhere else - and 
probably even the authors’ own 

mothers never read.

And please try to be original. The world does 
not need another website complaining that the 
second Star Wars trilogy was not as good as 
the first series. As for news, I think we all know 
that Serenity is now available on DVD. Look at 
what other sites are publishing in terms of 
content - you will not win any fans for repeating 
the same stories they have already reported. 
But can you generate new stuff? Or can you 
devise a novel spin or different way of looking 
at a story or subject that has been published 
elsewhere? Ultimately all SF websites are a 
niche market and the way to win - and keep - 
readers is to create your own unique niche 
within that niche.

Charles Christian is an award winning technology 
journalist (no, really, the trophy is on his bookcase) who 
also writes the TV reviews for the BSFA's Matrix 
magazine.
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From Page to Rage (Part 1)
Some thoughts on the progress of a script, from 
initial idea to vague waving distance of the 
screen.

Gavin Williams

“Getting those 
ideas to the 

people who might 
actually get them 
made is a much 
more challenging 

prospect.”

Screenwriting is a messy business. Certainly, in 
contrast to novel production, the torturous and 
painful journey most screen ideas travel on 
before they reach fruition should appal even the 
strongest mind. To roll out an 
analogy, if novel-writing is like 
town-planning - one map, one 
vision - then the progress of a 
script is more akin to how a 
shanty-town accretes, with new 
ideas, compromises, lean-to 
concepts, dirty accommodations 
and people with filthy dogs all 
drifting in almost at random, then 
refusing to leave. It's also true 
that in screenwriting, as with 
shanty towns, when people do 
leave they tend to throw out all their useless 
shit over your doorstep and expect you to clean 
it up.

A novelist goes through a (comparatively) 
sane process - they have an idea, agree on it 
with their editor, then write it (or, even simpler, 
they've already written a book, they submit it to 
a publisher, then after a veeeery long time 
someone reads it and publishes it). A 
screenwriter, by contrast, goes through... 
Development Hell (fear its name)

The intention of this article is to convey - in 
a hopefully tongue-through-cheek fashion - just 
a flavour of what goes on as a film or TV idea 
weaves its way, like a wounded snake, in the 
direction of the screen. What this piece is 
explicitly not meant to be is a comprehensive 
how-to guide for realising a dramatic project 
(though there will probably be a bit of that). 
Partly this is because if I knew how to do that I 
wouldn't have any spare time to actually write 
the article, I'd be too busy production-lining my 
own work. That stands to reason. The more 
prosaic truth, however, is that there is no magic 
bullet for getting your screenwork produced, 
and there are as many routes to success as 
there are ideas searching for it. Screen 
development is an incredibly mercurial and 
exciting - not to say tiring - process. There ain't 
no miracle grow, however.

I'd also better lay out a final rider to the 
effect that this is only one writer's - inherently 
skewed - perspective and a very personal 

perspective at that. Talk to a producer or 
director and you would, naturally, get a very 
different point of view. I am a freelance 
scriptwriter, I have no affiliations. I don't write 
for any of the soaps or other long-running 
series. I have been writing full-time for 
approximately five years and trying to get my 
own ideas made for the majority of that time. I 
have been commissioned, multiply, both by 
television companies and by independent film 
producers but, as is not uncommon, have had 
limited - though some - success in having 
those commissions translate into actual 

production. I've also done all 
manner of other intriguing writing- 
related jobs to make ends meet, 
such as writing all the scripts for a 
set of interactive short films to 
accompany a museum's new 
Victorian life exhibition. Right now 
I'd probably answer to the 
nickname, “struggling writer", but 
that’s inherent in the life of a 
freelancer. Some years good, 
some years baaaaaaaaaad.

Waaaaaaaah goes the baby, 
or How Ideas Get Born!
Broadly speaking there are two places screen 
ideas can germinate, out of a writer's mind or a 
producer's dark imaginings, bwa-ha-ha. In 
principle things get a lot murkier than that, but 
it’s a good division to start with.

Naturally, for any writer original projects 
should always begin with a good idea for a 
story, but getting those ideas to the people who 
might actually get them made is a much more 
challenging prospect. Its certainly the one I 
banged my head against when I decided I 
wanted to try my hand at scriptwriting- where 
do you go? Unlike the prose-field there aren't 
many well-defined entry-points to the screen 
trade. TV in particular - and to a lesser extent 
film - feels pretty much like a closed shop. It's 
tremendously difficult, though not impossible, to 
go in cold and get your work considered by 
screen power brokers. Sure, you can shoot off 
scripts to the BBC and they do read everything 
they receive - eventually - but you'll have to 
wait an for inordinately long time with a slim 
chance at success (only a tiny handful of scripts 
are EVER plucked out of the BBC slush and 
even less actually end up on screen). If you 
really feel that cold submissions are your best 
avenue of approach you would probably have a 
better hit ratio contacting independent 
production companies direct, and trying to 
interest them in your work, but do be aware that 
smaller companies, by their very nature, may
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already have a full slate of projects they are 
developing. That said, anything that enables 
you to meet people in the industry and become 
more widely known as a scriptwriter is a good 
idea.

A much better idea, however, would be to 
find an agent to represent you. Getting an 
agent in the first place can be a grind, but is a 
comparatively straightforward process: you buy 
the 'Writers and Artists' year 
book, make a list of agencies 
who seem to be handling the 
sort of material you write (and 
make sure you are contacting 
a TV/film specialist rather than 
a predominantly prose-specific 
outfit), then send them your 
very best full-length script as 
example of your work, along 
with a covering letter saying a 
bit about yourself. If your work 
shows merit - you have an 
original voice and it's not so 
idiosyncratic as to be 
unsaleable - then you will get 
picked up. At that point you 
are allowed to take a breather, as it can be as 
difficult these days to secure representation as 
it can be to sell your work.

A good agent will know the market, have 
links to all manner of independent production 
companies and in-house drama departments. 
Most importantly, they will have an intimate, 
real-time understanding of what is going on in 
the industry at any given time. They'll know 
who's been hired, who's been fired, and who is 
looking for what sort of project. This is crucial to 
your success. They will send samples of your 
work to prospective producers, to try to 
generate a buzz around you as a new writer. 
They will pimp you hard. It's something that 
really is an uphill struggle to achieve on your 
own, so they should be earning their keep right 
there (and, of course, they only get paid when 
you get paid, so it's in their interests that you 
succeed). It's at this stage that you will get to 
pitch your ideas, either on the page or in 
person.

Die You Pitch! Die!
On the whole writers tend to be pale, bloodless 
creatures, crouching in the shadows like 
Morlocks, afraid of the light and willing to do 
almost anything to avoid human contact... Well, 
maybe, it's not quite that bad, but most of us, 
given the choice, would prefer our words spoke 
for us rather than, y'know, have to say them out 
loud. It would be nice to never have to speak to 
any industry figures again, but, instead, go on 

“In the pages of a 
novel spectacle is 

cheap. Detonate suns, 
throw five armies from 
seven different periods 
of human history into a 

war to end all wars, 
shave tigers and put 

them in clown suits...”

to be talked of in hushed tones, almost like a 
fabled mythological Greek beast, half man, half 
keyboard, issuing pure, untainted missives from 
the garret on high. Ahem.

If you are pitching your work on the page, 
though, it should be literally that, a one-pager, 
two if you really can't squeeze all the idea in. If 
you are successful in this first step then you can 
layer in more complexity later on. Your opening 

sally needs to be a brief, 
attention-grabbing burst of 
enthusiasm and intrigue 
which highlights the killer app 
at the centre of your idea- the 
reason why the person you 
are pitching to should choose 
your serial killer story over the 
hundred other serial killer 
stories they have yawned 
over before. If you can sum it 
up in one line (“Selfish guy 
has to relive the exact same 
day until he learns the error of 
his ways and does it right."), 
then great, call that a "tag
line" and pop it at the top of 

the page. It's good, also, if you can boil down 
the whole five act plot into a few sentences; 
beginning, middle and most importantly, your 
ending. I almost never can - "breaking" the 
entirety of a narrative before it's even been 
written is a lot of head-work - but I'm assured 
that its worth doing if at all possible. Anyway, at 
the end of the day, if the idea does make it to 
the screen chances are it'll go through so many 
revisions, rewrites and unpleasant mutations 
that you may not even recognise it.

The crucial note to add at this stage, and 
really it should be in every writers' mind from 
the point of inception, is Know Your Market! 
Moderating your imagination to an audience is 
a tough skill, but with screenwork above all 
others it really is an essential goal because of 
the iron-clad restrictions inherent in the form: 
fundamentally, cash.

In the pages of a novel spectacle is cheap. 
Detonate suns, throw five armies from seven 
different periods of human history into a war to 
end all wars, shave tigers and put them in 
clown suits, all you've used is a bit of ink and 
your reader's imagination fills in the rest. On 
film this would cost a billion squillion pounds 
and - especially if you are a relatively unfamiliar 
writer - no one will give you a billion squillion 
pounds to play with. Trust me, since my ideas 
have a nasty habit of bloating way beyond the 
boundaries of practicality, I know. But a skillful 
writer looks around at what is already being 
achieved in the field and sees ways to be 
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ambitious without being ridiculous. That's the 
trick of it, and what separates good from bad, 
or, at least, bad from canny and sometimes 
employed. It's possible to be extraordinary 
within a modest budget, just look at 'Memento' 
or 'Being John Malkovich'.

In spite of a writer's predilections towards 
hermitude very few scriptscribblers can actually 
go through their career without ever having to 
meet other another human being, and everyone 
has to pitch, face-to-face, at some point. 
Luckily, in my experience 
Development Executives and 
Producers are pleasant, well
meaning people who never pin 
you down and try to suck your 
brains out through your nostrils 
with a glistening, death
proboscis that explodes out of 
their pulsating throat sac.

Well, maybe once.
Generally, though, my 

meetings with development 
bods have almost always been 
relaxed chats and very amiable little affairs, 
either in Soho prod com offices (which all look a 
bit like the CTU offices in '24'), or dinky coffee 
shops across the road staffed by people with 
serious haircuts, dude. All my meetings have 
been with people who've already expressed 
interest in my work after seeing samples from 
my agent, and so encounters are more like 
“what are your influences, what do you like, 
what are you working on now?" type, getting-to- 
know you sessions. Pitching in this atmosphere 
tends to evolve organically out of, say, 
discussions about favourite shows, or the 
current state of British cinema. If you've got a 
reasonably nimble mind it's dead easy to segue 
into your own roster of ideas and pitch 
something in a soft, chatty way. If the other 
person is interested they'll ask questions, 
maybe offer suggestions and it becomes more 
of a back and forth discussion. That's a good 
sign. I've certainly never been required to 
suddenly go into a The Playeri-style, “Ok, give 
me 50 words" pressure-cooker performance. It 
might be very different when producers go on to 
pitch for money from investors, but my 
experience isn't anything like the cliche. But, 
really, sitting there talking with someone is far 
more valuable then a one page e-mail pitch. 
They've met you, they'll remember you for next 
time, the next one-pager you email through. It 
becomes a personal connection.

However much you dislike networking - and 
I shudder even to type the word - it really is 
invaluable if you intend to write for the screen. 
Go on courses, attend lectures on script craft 

“However much you 
dislike networking - 
and I shudder even 
to type the word - it 
really is invaluable if 
you intend to write 

for the screen."

and Q & As with filmmakers, introduce yourself 
and talk to people in the bar afterwards. It'll be 
of enormous value in the long run. This 
business is all about building personal 
relationships. Certainly, when you start out, 99 
per cent of the time you get work from the 
people you know, not the people you meet. 
Treasure the mates you make in the business, 
nurture their friendship, it will pay off (it may be 
the only thing that does!)

The principal issue, certainly in TV, is trust 
and this is perfectly 
understandable. Producers want 
writers who they know will be 
able to deliver, and not flake out. 
Commissioning can seem from 
the outside to be quite a risk- 
adverse art-form, but, really, it's 
a high wire act. Greenlight too 
many duds and you're looking for 
a new job. This is why so many 
TV writers come up through the 
ranks of the Soaps. It gives them 
experience, it shows “form". 
Basically, you need a track 

record to show you can play nice with the other 
children. Feature films are, by their nature, a 
little more open to the mad. the untried and the 
wacky - especially the Indie, low-budget end of 
the market - but not really at the concept stage. 
There's so little development money sloshing 
around in the industry that you'd need to 
already have a full script ready, written on spec. 
It can feel a little Catch-22-y.

This is also why if you aren't a very well 
established scriptwriter with a string of 
broadcast credits to your name, it can be 
maddeningly difficult to get producers to take a 
punt on you and your virgin pitch. Which leads 
us back to that other way screen projects begin 
life, which is as a producer-led project.

Creative producers come up with ideas, 
normally in-house at their production company, 
perhaps generated through staff discussion, or 
snatched from the pages of magazines or 
papers. Once they've cracked that initial 
concept they will bring a writer on-board, not 
exactly as a hired gun, but as the proper artisan 
to give life to that mewling grub of an idea (to 
my mind, “Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless 
Mind", the best film by celebrated screenwriter 
Charlie Kaufman, didn't even start out as his 
own concept). This is the very definition of 
specialisation of labour, to put our economist's 
hat on for a mo. But, again, you'll only get such 
a call if you are already in the fold. You need to 
Know People, or they need to Know You. If you 
do get involved in such a production, however, 
this can bud off into further projects in the 
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“A treatment is the 
Everyman of screen 
work, a mercurial, 

protean, shapeshifting 
entity, part synopsis, 
part sales document, 
part great big pain in 

the arse.”

muddy, chummy way that the industry 
operates- writers getting into boozy 
discussions down the pub after a long day 
working on Project A. Someone says 
something, it's sets off another idea, and, bang, 
before you know it you're sitting pretty in prime
time with your own show, or speeding off to 
your own opening night premiere. Lucky you.

Another non-Soap way in for newcomers is 
to get on the roster for a new 
show. An independent 
production company might, for 
instance, pitch an idea for a 
series to one of the big TV 
broadcasters. Broadcasters 
tend to tease and tease 
projects like that for what 
seems like an eternity, but 
when they press the big red 
“GO!" button, they'll want the 
scripts now, now, now, 
yesterday, last week! The 
series' creator simply won't 
have time to write all twelve 
episodes, for instance, and the prod com will 
need warm bodies to fill out the rest of the slots. 
If a producer knows your work from samples 
then they might be willing to give you a try-out 
on an episode of someone's else's show. Your 
name isn't on the billboard, so it's much less of 
a risk for them, and screenwriting always needs 
New Blood (a cynic might say. needs it to suck 
dry then discard the dead husk it came in... but 
I'm emphatically not a cynic. If I was I'd 
probably be a teacher now, instead).

Phew! So, after all that, let's assume that 
someone likes you and your idea enough to 
invite you into the hallowed halls of Project 
Development. Congratulations! You're troubles 
are just beginning...

Needing Treatment, Getting a slap.
However you slipped through the multiple 
baffles and entrenched fortifications of pitching, 
there will now be some sort of Next Document 
you'll be asked to produce. If the firm you are 
working with has a development fund you might 
be paid a modest fee for this. Which is nice.

What is less nice is trying to work out exactly 
what they are after, and who the document is 
intended for. They will probably tell you, but 
listen carefully, ask penetrating questions, and 
make notes. They might want an outline, a 
synopsis, or - much less likely - a Step 
Outline. In all probability, though, the document 
they will ask for will be called a “treatment". A 
treatment is the Everyman of screen work, a 
mercurial, protean, shapeshifting entity, part 

synopsis, part sales document, part great big 
pain in the arse (no, I don't like them and am 
not very good at burning them out; I want to be 
left alone with my genius at this stage).

The basic problem is that there is no 
industry standard for what a treatment needs to 
contain. Some commonalties you do need to be 
aware of, though: a treatment should outline the 
story, yes, but it's a bit more than that. It needs 

to generate excitement and 
energy and, most of all, 
foreground the characters. 
Big, memorable characters 
tend to be “the way in" to a 
story, an easy hook to get 
hold of when, perhaps, the 
exact details of the plot 
remain hazy. A character-led 
treatment is also a good way 
of slipping through more 
challenging material. For 
instance. I know a friend who 
had enormous problems 
trying to get people to even 

read her treatment for a TV series set around a 
refuge for battered women. Ultimately, she was 
advised to rewrite her treatment, keeping the 
refuge very much in the background, but. 
instead, focussing on the individual women who 
came to it, and what made them sparkling, 
dramatic and interesting to an audience. It's 
valuable advice. I think.

A treatment needs to try and capture the 
tone of the film or TV programme, what it will 
feel like, maybe what it is similar to, though 
there is a difficult line to tread here when 
referencing work exterior to your own. After all 
your work should be original and striking on its 
own merit. As a rule of thumb I'd avoid the “It's 
'Die Hard'- but at Tap School!" school of 
description, though it’s probably legitimate to 
mention other places that inspired particular 
elements of your story (say, “Indiana Jones" 
style traps sequence). A treatment should also 
detail the major “beats' (fancy film chat for 
steps in the story) of your narrative, the 
surprises, revelations, some key scenes and, 
perhaps, a few truly arresting images you have 
come up with. You are trying to conjure up the 
potential film for people in their minds.

A treatment can sometimes just be an 
internal document for the producers to 
understand your vision, and see how you 
propose to flesh out that initial germ of an idea 
into real, consistent drama. Equally, though, a 
treatment can serve as a literal sales document 
which the producers take out to investors to 
help raise funding for the project, or to 
persuade a broadcaster's drama department to 
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buy the property. Obviously, although there is 
cross-over, these objectives are qualitatively 
different and it's best to establish exactly which 
goal you need to fulfil.

That said, in our example, you'll be writing 
about five to eight pages and it's still a pretty 
open-weave, Big Picture kind of document, very 
liable to wholesale revision a few steps down 
the line. Later on, if the project is being very 
closely nurtured by its producers (or 
micromanaged, take your pick here depending 
on how benevolent you feel towards the people 
you are working with) you might still be required 
to crank out yet another, even more detailed 
treatment of maybe up to twenty pages. This 
would nail down specific events much more 
definitively, showing all the major and minor plot 
lines, though this is blurring into a Step Outline 
which is basically the full script, minus dialogue, 
presented as a numbered list (e.g. 1) ET is 
abandoned by his parents. 2) ET hides in Eliot's 
shed, and so on). Yeegads, people may even 
hold you to this one, or at least ask why, in the 
treatment, your heroine marries a banker called 
Phil and is forced to move in with his 
overbearing mother, whereas in the fully 
scripted version she goes on a sex-crazed 
killing spree with an alien Meth addict who has 
springs for eyes.

However, right now, once you've delivered 
your short treatment and the crew you are 
working with are happy to go forward with it, 
then you'll get into contract negotiation (this 
might have happened already if you got paid for 
the treatment). If you managed to squeak 
through earlier without an agent, you need one 
now A) because you don’t really know all about 
waivers, governing law, changed format rights, 
“making of' book rights, Merchandising rights 
not directly related to format (and a bazillion 
other lines of small print minutiae) do you? And 
B) one of the most liberating things about 
having an agent is never having to talk to the 
people you are working with about money, 
deftly circumnavigating any potential 
embarrassment regarding financial queries with 
a mild, “ooh, I'm not sure, you'll have to talk to 
my agent about that..." Well, anyway, it makes 
me feel very rarefied and pure, a little clerical 
and unsullied by the smutty paws of Mammon. 
Ahhhh. Agents are experts, they know contract 
law. They might charge you 10 per cent 
commission, but they should get you 10 per 
cent extra in the first place. It all works out.

Normally your script fee will be broken down 
into a few stages. You might get 50 per cent on 
signing of contracts, 25 per cent when you 
deliver the first draft, then 25 per cent when you 
deliver the second draft/ first rewrite. There is 

one big unh-oohh warning clause you should 
watch out for, though, regarding delivery. If the 
contract states a portion of the fee is only liable 
“on acceptance" DON'T buy that new 
conservatory on credit. You could be waiting a 
long time for your last tranche of cash as the 
clause essentially means that the 
commissioners only have to pay you when they 
decide to be satisfied, which could be as long a 
piece of string. Still, this is all cool. You've been 
commissioned to write a script, you will get a 
portion of moolah upfront. You are now - girl or 
boy - in a very real sense The Man. Pats on 
backs all round. Hurrah.

Gavin Williams principally works as a scriptwriter for 
television and film. He has written for Channel 5’s 
Urban Gothic horror anthology series and in 2001 his 
film. Rob of the Rovers was long-listed for a BAFTA. 
His 2000 novel. Hush, written in collaboration with Tim 
Lebbon. was republished in 2005 by US-based Delirium 
Books as part of their Dark Essentials series.

E =
James T. Lay

Designs of life and cosmic forces 
all appear thoughout the void 
time it seems is beyond the counting 
forever onwards forever free 
but when time shifts on sideways 
then the thoughts of man will question 
should we take these vague ideas 
or consign them to the deep.

= MCA2
James T. Lay

The sands of time present a problem 
for, you know, time does not exist 
time was made for man's convenience 
not from science, not from fact 
we exist just here and now 
there is no future and no past 
we stand on this rock Earth 
it simply orbits round the Sun.

James T. Lay was bom in London and now lives in 
Chard. Somerset. He has been into science fiction 
since 1952 as an avid reader of the Eagle comic and 
Dan Dare. The first SF book he ever read was The Star 
Kings. He has now written three Science Fiction Novels 
in the Galactic Rescue Inc. series, with Vol 4 in the 
writing.
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Author Advance Survey 
(version 2.0)

Tobias S Buckell

(Editors note: this article is adapted from Tobias' ongoing 
project based at www.tobiasbuckell.com/wordpress/  
?p=1695. It is not just fascinating, but if you’re a published 
author, he’d very much like you to complete his short 
survey. As you're about to find out, the results are 
illuminating...)

Here is the latest article about the Author 
Advance Survey I’ve been doing over the last 
year. Basically I put up a survey on my website 
that people could fill out who were SF or 
Fantasy authors (sorry other genres, I don’t log 
your data, even if you do submit it). It’s basic (I 
don't try to deal with royalties). You can choose 
to remain anonymous, although most people 
who filled out the survey chose to give me their 
names.

We now have 108 authors who replied to 
this author advance survey versus the 78 or so 
for the last article I wrote about this.

There are some changes in this article. You 
will no longer see much in the way of 
'mathematical averages.’ I use the more useful 
median, which isn’t as affected by high outliers 
(figures that seem out of the ordinary). 
Everyone kept worrying about occasional large 
advances that weren’t normal, like $500,000, 
but those outliers don’t affect the median.

First Novel Advances:
The range is from $0-$40,000 for an advance 
on a first novel. The median advance is $5000. 
The median figure is a better indicator of what 
most people consider 'typical.' Mathematical 
average for first time advances was $6424.

Adjusted for inflation, as the figures range in 
year from advances given in 1970 to this year, 
the median advance is -$6000.

First Novel Advances, Fantasy vs. Science 
Fiction
The range in Fantasy first novel advances is 
from $0 to $40,000. The median first novel 
advance is $5000 for Fantasy (average is 
$6494) The range in Science Fiction first novel 
advances is from $0 to $20,000. The median 
first novel advance is $5000 for SF (average is 
$7000)

In version 1.0 of this article, with 74 
respondents, I had enough of a difference in 
the data that I hazarded a guess that Fantasy 
first novel advances were larger than SF 
advances. I was wrong.

First Novels: Agented vs. Unagented:
58% of our first time novelists had an agent, the 
other 42% sold the book without an agent, and 
a high number indicate they got agents right 
after or during the sale of the book. The range 
in agented advances is from $1500 to $40,000 
The median agented advance is $6000 (the 
average is $7500)

The range in unagented advances is from $0 
to $15000. The median unagented advance is 
$3500 (the average is $4051)

These figures have noticeable differences 
any way you look at them. Not having an agent 
looks to cost one well more than the agent’s 
percentage on average, and certainly most of 
the higher ranging figures come from people 
with agents.

note: Geoff Landis points out that the 
reverse may be true, agents may not choose to 
represent clients with lower advances.

Hardcover vs Trade Paperback or Mass 
Market for First Novels

Hardcover advances had a median of 
$5000. Paperback advances had a median of 
$5000.

First novel advances by year and amount 
(adjusted for inflation)
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Careers
When I initially created the survey I added fields 
asking what the last novel the author in 
question got for an advance, as well as how 
many books they had sold, and how many 
years they'd been selling books. I was curious 
to see if the data would reveal any certain 
trends over time.

89 authors in this survey have sold more 
than one book. 47% answered the survey 
saying they were ‘full time writers’. Here is how 
that data breaks down:

The range was from $0-$600,000 for an 
advance on their latest novel. The median 
advance for the multiply published is $12,500.

Broken down by Fantasy and SF
The range in last Fantasy novel advances is 
from $1000 to $600,000.The median novel 
advance is $15,000 for Fantasy.

The range in Science Fiction novel 
advances is from $0 to $45,000. The median 
novel advance is $12,500 for SF.

Fantasy novels seem to breakout into higher 
sums.

Broken down by Agented vs. Unagented
16% of our authors with multiple books sold 
over multiple years had no agent. The range in 
agented advances is from $1000 to $600,000. 
The median agented advance is $12,500. The 
range in unagented advances is from $0 to 
$21,500. The median unagented advance is 
$7250.

• Advance by years published

Hardcover vs Trade Paperback or Mass 
Market for Multiple Novelist
Hardcover advances had a median of $15,000. 
Paperback advances had a median of $10,000.

Summary
The typical advance for a first novel is $5000. 
The typical advance for later novels, after a 
typical number of 5-7 years and 5-7 books is 
$12,500. Having an agent at any point 
increases your advance. There is some slight 
correlation between number of books and 
number of years spent writing as represented in 
the 5-12.5 thousand dollar advance shift of an 
average of 5-7 years. Charting individual 
author's progressions, which I will not release to 
keep anonymity, reveals a large number of 
upward lines at varying degrees of steepness 
for advances, some downward slides.

Some authors noted that they'd gotten large 
advances in the 90s but were being paid less 
now.

What now?
I hope that we can get more people to provide 
anonymous survey data. Please, please fill out 
the survey. I will release updates on the 
website every several months or so if I keep 
getting data.

I welcome all feedback and discussion, 
either here in the comments or at my email. 
Please be civil ya'll.

Somethings to note about these charts. 1), I 
cut them off at $100,000 as only a few data 
points were above that, most of the data charts 
in the 0-$50,000 range. 2) they seem to be 
fairly randomized, meaning that there is no 
guarantee between years and numbers of 
books sold.

Tobias S. Buckell is a Caribbean-born speculative 
fiction writer who now lives in Ohio. He is a Clarion 
graduate. Writers of The Future winner, and Campbell 
Award for Best New SF Writer Finalist. His work has 
received Honorable Mentions in the Year's Best 
Fantasy and Horror and Year’s Best Science Fiction.

His first novel, Crystal Rain, is out from Tor Books in 
2006.
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(continued from page 20)

One tiny tiny point is neglected, that being 
Venus's 26,000,000 mile closer proximity to the 
sun. A probe sent merely to study that planet is 
not going to get as much airtime as one sent to 
study global warming.

Those same scientists, aware that global 
warming is a touchstone of political correctness, 
know that towing-the-line is the best way to get 
their funding renewed, and that nay-saying a 
good way of getting yourself cast out into 
wilderness. Recent studies of Antarctic ice 
cores prove that our present CO2 levels are 
higher than ever before. Shock, horror, probe! 
Further research reveals that the timescale of 
these cores is almost entirely self-referential, 
and that one warm day at any time in the past 
can destroy as much as centuries of data. So 
what would a past period of global warming do 
- before anyone started up an SUV - wipe out 
evidence of itself? And where does our CO2 
come from? Burning fossil fuels. How were 
those fossil fuels produced? By plants. Where 
was the CO2 throughout the process when the 
plants trapped it? Erm. Should we consider the 
Carboniferous period, when all this was 
occurring and every square inch of Earth 
burgeoned with growth, to be a time of eco
catastrophe?

Also, the Arctic is melting and polar bears 
starving because they can't get to their food. 
Again a bit of further research reveals that the 
Arctic has always gone through cycles of 
melting like this. The last time was sixty years 
ago when it was hotter there than now. The 
availability of food for polar bears is less simply 
because their population has grown and there 
is greater competition for what there is. And 
while the Arctic is melting, the Antarctic is doing 
precisely the opposite.

Another misleading story is the one that is 
the basis of all the above: our CO2 production is 
causing global warming. Ask anyone now, what 
is the main cause of the greenhouse effect 
(without which, it must be noted, we'd all be 
under a few hundred feet of ice by now) and 
because of the nonsense in the media every 
day they will reply, ■‘CO2!" Wrong. The main one 
is water vapour, which causes 95% of it and 
also rather shoots down the idea that hydrogen- 
powered cars will save us. CO2 causes 3% of it, 
and man-made production of the same is 3.5% 
of that. For those who believed the bull about 
passive smoking, let me make the calculation 
for you: our overall CO2 contribution to the 
greenhouse effect amounts to just over 0.1% - 
one part in a thousand.

But the temperature is rising and those 
experts can’t be wrong! Just like they weren't 

wrong back in the 70s when a group of them, 
after a few chilly winters, decided we were 
about to descend into a new Ice Age. In fact, 
only a few ‘experts' said this, but the media 
grabbed that ball and ran with it. But what about 
the temperature rise of, supposedly, one 
degree? Well, on the one hand this could easily 
be part of the cyclic nature of Earth's weather, 
on the other, even the ‘experts' can't agree on 
what the overall temperature of Earth is right 
now. There's also some cherry-picking of the 
data. Most of the climate modelling done by the 
doomsayers takes its temperature data from 
weather stations, all on land, and most having 
their data corrupted by the heat of encroaching 
urbanization. The most accurate reading of 
Earth's temperature is by satellites, which have 
shown very little rise at all.

For the conspiracy theorists amidst us it 
might be worth noting that without global 
warming our government would have some 
problem justifying a near 80% tax on petrol. 
Also, that what we are supposed to do to 
prevent the eco-catastrophe, is precisely the 
same as what we should be doing in 
preparation for our fossil fuels running out. You 
have to ask yourself, which should I worry 
about most: global warming or that we are 
running out of the stuff that supposedly 
produces it?

Way back in the mists of time an English 
teacher told the class I was attending to get 
hold of two papers with opposing political slants 
- the Sun and the Mirror or the Mail and the 
Guardian - and in them compare the reportage 
in each of the same story. It's something 
everyone should do since it opens the eyes to 
the adage: They don't like to let facts get in the 
way of a good story. From different reporters 
you might read the lines: 'Man assists suicide of 
terminally-ill wife.' Or 'Brute slaughters sick 
wife.' We must therefore, all of us, follow the 
dictates of that other adage: Don't believe 
everything you read in the papers, to which I 
would make the alteration of ‘papers' to 'media'. 
In the end there is no ultimate fount of truth in 
this world (even me), so we must all use our 
own judgement.

Not content with being shortlisted for the Philip K Dick 
Award. Neal will have entries in Hartwell and Cramer's 
Year's Best SF 11 (Mason's Rats) and Gardner Dozois’ 
Year's Best antho (Softly Spoke the Gabbleduck). The 
Sable Keech has sailed!
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Neol Asher gets

HYPE AND AGENDAS

It is a constant source of annoyance to me how 
facts are twisted to either fit political agendas or 
to hype stories, and that when you peel all of 
that away, even the facts are dubious. Take for 
example the recent furore concerning passive 
smoking. Apparently, breathing secondhand 
cigarette smoke increases your chances of 
getting lung cancer by 25%. Most people, 
whose acquaintance with mathematics was an 
unhappy affair from childhood to teens and 
quickly forgotten, will illogically look at that 
percentage and think breathing secondhand 

smoke gives them a one in four chance of 
getting lung cancer. They don’t seem to realise 
that to understand the statement you need to 
first know what your chances are without 
breathing that smoke. They are about 1 % - one 
in a hundred. A 25% increase in your chances 
of getting lung cancer means these odds rise 
by a quarter per cent - substantially less than 
your odds of being killed in a car accident, of 
committing suicide or being gunned down. But 
how much passive smoking are we talking 
about: a lifetime serving behind a bar or a whiff 
of cigar smoke in your high street? Well, you 
can guarantee those odds are predicated on 
the first instance and not the second.

Another fact the media is throwing at us 
lately is that human-produced CO2 is causing 
global warming which will lead to an eco
catastrophe. There are stories about this every 
day now because it's ‘sexy’. ‘The scientists’ - 
as much in love with appearing on TV as those 
sad cases in the Big Brother house - try to 
mention this in relation to any research they are 
conducting. Thus we learn that a recent shot to 
Venus will enable us to learn much about the 
coming disaster, for the greenhouse effect is 
operating there and on the surface the 
temperature is high enough to melt lead. The 
usual corollary is that if we carry on as we are, 
Earth could end up like Venus.

(continued on page 19)

Release your talent and join 

Juliet E McKenna 
for an inspirational course in writing SF&F 

at Castle of Park (Aberdeenshire). 1-7 October 
Numbers are strictly limited so that you have lots of individual attention 

“She gives the best creative writing courses I know of” 
(Colin Bruce, author of Schrodinger's Rabbits: The Many Worlds of Quantum)

By the end of this intensive week you’ll be writing better than ever 
and well on the way to finding a publisher.

For more details check the website, www.castleofpark.net

This course is for those of you just starting out as well as those 
who need help with work in progress. To be sure of a place 

call Bill or Lois on 01466 751111, or email info@castleofpark.net
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