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How to use this book


I’ll begin by making some assumptions about you – yes, you, holding this book in your hand. I’m assuming that you are interested in writing science fiction. And I’m assuming something more: that what you are looking for in this book is good, practical advice, such that by the time you have finished reading it you are not only writing science fiction but writing good, original, absorbing and thought-provoking science fiction. To that end you don’t want me to peddle you cliché, vague generalities, impossible demands on your time or imagination. I’m not here to tell you what you can’t do.


What this book is here to do is start you writing a memorable SF short story or novel. Each chapter will take you through a different part of this process, setting out in easily digestible chunks what you need to do, why you need to do it and, most importantly of all, how you need to do these things. There will be bullet points and exercises, anecdotes from my own experiences as a writer, hints, tips, pointers and suggestions. Chapters include sidebars that explain key terms and concepts used in science fiction and fantasy writing.


In what follows, I sprinkle ‘story ideas’ throughout as liberally as I can. I do this to illustrate one of my main beliefs about being a writer – namely that ideas are easy, and the ‘having cool science fiction/fantasy ideas’ ought not to hold you up. Now, since there is no copyright on ‘ideas’, that means you are free to use, explore, remix or otherwise exploit any story ideas you find in this book. I actively encourage you to do precisely that. If any of these story ideas grab you, then please run with them. But better yet would be to start having your own ideas.


In keeping with the ‘Get Started in…’ ethos, the emphasis throughout will be practical – on actually writing, rather than on general observations or abstractions.


Although I do discuss rules at several points in what follows, the purpose of this book is not to lay down rules you must follow. My actual purpose can be summed up in one phrase: to get you writing. Once you are writing, and especially once you are in the habit of writing, everything else becomes easier. Rules can help, if only to provide you with structure; but you will measure your success as a writer of science fiction and fantasy by the extent to which you can soar past the limitations the very word ‘rules’ implies.


So: if you write on a computer, open a new file on your machine in which to store all the things you are going to write. If you write with a pen on paper – you old traditionalist, you! – then buy a new notebook to dedicate to these exercises.


The exercises themselves are designed to be done in reasonably short slots of time. Another assumption I am making (there I go again!) is that you are relatively time poor – that you will have, as most writers have, many other calls upon your time: job, family, social life and so on. You are entitled to all three of those things, and shouldn’t have to give them up to be a writer. But you will have to get used to syphoning off as much time as possible to the writing game. If you do all the exercises, you will end up with a folder (or notebook) containing half a dozen original short stories, a plethora of ideas and sketches for longer projects, various exploratory sentences, descriptions and dialogue snatches that might come in useful for later writing: a resource, in other words. Of course, if it so happens that you’re in the fortunate position of being time rich rather than time poor, then hurrah! You can devote as much time as you like to being a writer. Speaking as somebody who is constantly struggling to find time to write around the demands made by having a day job, a family and a social life, I envy you!


I’m kidding! Kidding! I have no social life.


As this book is going to introduce you to the business of writing science fiction, it must also introduce you to the business of writing as a whole. I do not believe that science fiction is something you add on to writing as a kind of afterthought, like chocolate sprinkles on to your Starbucks Mocha. Writing science fiction means baking-in the ‘SF-ness’ from the beginning. It means using the toolkit of science fiction to express things which more mundane writing is incapable of getting at. But writing science fiction is writing; and so before we get to more genre-specific things I’m going to say something about that. To be more specific, I’m going to say three things, and I’d be grateful if you could commit them to memory. They’re not long or complicated things, but they are crucial.


To find out what they are, you need to plunge into Chapter 1.


KEY TO SYMBOLS AND FEATURES
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Snapshot – a brief (usually five-minute) exercise
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Write – an exercise to take your writing forward
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Edit – the opportunity to rework and improve something you have done
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Workshop – longer, structured writing exercise
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Key quote – what others have had to say
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Key idea – the most important element to grasp
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Focus point – advice to take forward and apply to what you write


Where to next? – outlines what we’re going to cover in the next chapter


SF Plotto – Get Started in Writing Science Fiction and Fantasy includes a random plot-point accumulator and story-generator called ‘Plotto’. You’ll find this at the end of the book, and you are invited to use it in order to generate your plots.




1
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How to write
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Let’s not beat around the bush. I’ll start by laying out the whole truth and secret of successful writing in words of (with two exceptions) one syllable. There’s a bronze, a silver and a gold rule to writing, and here they are:


•  Bronze rule: You must write, and finish what you write.


•  Silver rule: You must revise what you write.


•  Gold rule: Show, don’t tell.


If you bear with me, I’ll explain in more detail why these seemingly bland bromides are so very, very important.





You may be nodding sagely at these three ‘rules’; or you may be tutting with annoyance that such how-to book clichés should be foisted on you so early on – you may believe that the very idea of rules is a ridiculous straightjacket and that all rules should be repudiated. If so, bravo! More power to you. I think you’re wrong, and below I explain why I think that. But you don’t have to listen to me – provided, only, that you have found a workable way of getting from ‘ideas in your head’ to ‘finished written product that people love’.


You must write, and finish what you write


The bronze rule is perhaps so obvious as to not even need stating, except that there are many people in this world who prefer the idea of being a writer to the practical business of actual writing. Not you: you know better. But you know the type I’m talking about: the people who daydream about reclining on their yacht, casting an idle eye over their latest masterpiece which is topping the bestseller list. Or, to be less hyperbolic, they are the people who fancy meeting others at dinner parties and saying ‘Me, oh, I’m a writer’ and basking in their admiration. You are not so foolish as to indulge such nonsense. You know that writing is not a very efficient route to multi-millions; and that if it is money you are after, there are many better ways of getting it.


Nonetheless, there is a version of this evasion particularly common to science fiction – the individual who is happiest planning what she is going to write, rather than actually writing it. In science fiction this can take the form not only of drawing up detailed chapter breakdowns, but of drawing maps and star charts, inventing alien languages and sketching cool futuristic laser rifles and spaceships. All these things may well have a place in your story, but doodling around your story, even with the best intentions, is not a substitute for writing your story.


One of the crucial things that makes science fiction different from other kinds of writing is that it can play with big ideas and include cool imaginary kit.


But books are not made out of ideas.


Books are not made out of imagined worlds, or cool spaceships, or robots, or time machines.


Books are not made out of characters, however carefully you establish their family tree and sketch out their physical appearance.


Books are not made out of feelings, or convictions, or events.


Books are made out of words.


I’ll repeat that. Books are made out of words.


We can be more specific: books are made out of the words the reader reads.


A writer is somebody who writes. The uncomfortable aspect of this truth is that, if you aren’t writing (when you are playing goofing off, but even when you are planning and sketching and daydreaming about writing), you aren’t a writer. But there’s an upside too: as soon as you start putting words next to one another you are a writer, right up there with Tolstoy, J.K. Rowling and your favourite SF author. And while quite a lot of this book will be about encouraging you to treat ‘rules’ with a healthy suspicion, here is one rule that is engraved upon tablets of ultra stone and must not be broken. Write! Write as often as you can. Get into a routine that works for you – find a time of day (morning, afternoon, night-time after the kids have been put to bed, 45 minutes during your lunch break, whenever), arrange whatever aids you need (a cup of coffee, an extra strong mint, a pan-galactic gargle-blaster), pick up your pen, open your laptop and put the words down. Do whatever you need to do to make this happen: some writers like to tweet or Facebook their #amwriting daily totals; some are more private. It doesn’t matter how you write; it doesn’t even matter (in the first instance) what you write. It only matters that you write.


Write but a page a day, and by the end of the year you will have produced a 365-page novel. In fact, if you’d started a year ago, you’d already have written your novel! Think back in time to a year ago today: what was happening that meant you couldn’t draft a page a day from that time until now? Nothing, right? So there’s no reason to put it off any longer.
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H.G. Wells










‘I had rather be called a journalist than an artist.’
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‘What about writer’s block?’ I hear you ask. And my answer is: ‘There is no such thing as writer’s block.’ That statement might seem to fly in the face of common sense. It might even look callous to people who are struggling to get the words down. But it’s true, nonetheless. Think about it: do you think carpenters get ‘carpenter’s block’? Do hairdressers get ‘hairdresser’s block’? Do taxi drivers get taxi-driver block? (‘Take me to 227 Playfair Street’, ‘I’d love to, sir, I really would; but I’m just feeling really blocked about my driving at the moment …’) Writing is an art, but it is an art built upon craft; and craftspeople don’t get craftsperson’s block.


‘But writing is different!’ you say, and you add an exclamation mark for emphasis.


And, of course, it is.


The key to banishing ‘writer’s block’ is to understand what it is. It is not the fear of the blank page, the awful chasm of existential disempowerment, the ‘I can’t think what to say until the muse moves me.’ The word for that sort of thinking is ‘self-indulgence’. (This may look like two words, but I consider the hyphen to meld the two components into one.) If that has been your problem, then you’re in luck! The book you hold in your hand is filled with exercises, workshop tasks and specific ideas of what to write. By concentrating on those, instead of on yourself, you will work through whatever is holding you up.


But self-indulgence isn’t the same thing as writer’s block. The block is something else. It is that little voice in your head that chimes in as you finish a sentence, the voice that states ‘Well, that’s not a very good sentence; the voice that says: ‘They’re all going to laugh at you for writing such garbage’; that says: ‘Better give up before you make things worse.’ As a result, you stare into space feeling like a fraud and a failure; or else you spend three hours wrestling with the sentence in an increasingly desperate attempt to lick it into shape.
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Focus point










One of the main strategies of SF is the literalization of metaphor. Take something that is in normal usage only a figure of speech and imagine how it would work as an actual thing: how would our current world have to change to accommodate it? How would people handle it? ‘Writer’s block’ is one such. What would a literal writer’s block look like?


Imagine, say, a future where writers are linked via brain implants to a central information processing system; and where any unspeakable ideas are blocked with a literal neuronal block at the point of origin. How might a writer get past that? Let’s say she manages to, and her expression of the unspeakable triggers the blocks in all the other writers, leaving her the only writer supplying the complaisant global audience of story-suckers? How might she use that power – for personal gain, or something more idealistic? How would the system kick back?
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That’s not the way. The way is to silence that voice.


Everybody has that voice. All writers have to deal with it, no matter how fluent or successful they seem to the outside world. Indeed, in its place it’s a good and necessary thing, The Voice, provided only that it comes at the right time in the process. When you are revising your work, you need to listen to your inner critic. But when you are writing your work, you must on no account let The Voice undermine you.


To speak for myself, I silence The Voice by listening to music while I write; I’m not sure how, but it holds the inner critic at bay long enough for me to get my first draft down. Other writers find other ways of ignoring it, with whatever version of ‘Yes, yes, I’ll get to your objections later’ is effective for them.


You can take strength and comfort from this crucial piece of wisdom: writing your first draft commits you to nothing. Everything is still up for grabs, even when your draft is the 365-page chunk of text that your year’s investment of lunch-break scribbling has produced. You can buy The Voice off with this truth: maybe the sentence you just wrote is rubbish. If it is, it doesn’t matter, because you’ll catch it on the second pass, when you are revising what you have written. Because ‘writing’ is a two-part process; and that two-part combines bronze and silver rules in one central truth:


First you get it written; then you get it right.


The beauty of this slogan is not only that it frees you from the imaginary tentacles of ‘writer’s block’; it is that when you do go back to revise what you have previously written you discover, eight times out of ten, that the sentence you thought so hideous is actually fine. Actually works pretty well. Is actually pretty exciting.


Writers all share this one truth (that they write) – but they find a glorious diversity of ways of actualizing it. Some like to plan carefully, with plot trees, chapter summaries and character thumbnails. And that’s fine so long as the planning doesn’t supplant the actual writing. Others like to hurl themselves into the fray and just start writing, and leave the structuring and plotting and polishing to the revision period. Speaking for myself, I tread a middle path, although it meanders closer to the latter rather than the former. This is what I do: I have a sense of where the story starts, I know where I want it to end up, and I know the key scenes or high points I want to hit on the way. Then I sit down and start writing. The idea is to strike a balance between, on the one hand, over-preparing my ground – which can so easily give an arid over-masticated texture to the final product – and, on the other, just splurging any old thing – which can result in a chaos too formless to shape during revision. I tend to find that writing this way gives me enough of the pleasures of finding out where the story is going as I proceed that I don’t become bored, but enough structure to keep the whole thing in view.


And finishing what you write is how we separate out the dilettantes from the pros. For a long time as a young writer I would start writing a novel, only to abandon it after a hundred pages, or a chapter, or even a couple of pages. The idea would be bright and enticing in my head, and I would start writing. Then at some point (and this is inevitable, believe me) a sense of weariness and failure would start to nag at me. It wasn’t working. It wasn’t capturing what was so cool about the idea. I should give up and try again with this other idea I just had! And so the cycle would begin again. I didn’t start becoming a proper writer until I grasped that I had to push through to the end of my initial idea, no matter how bad or hopeless I considered it while it was going on.
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Snapshot exercise










This exercise is going to take you exactly five minutes – set the alarm on your phone to be sure. Complete the following sentence, and then carry on with your train of thought for as long as the time allows. Don’t think too hard about what you’re writing; put yourself into the position of your character and just write:




When the news announced the end of the world that morning, Jay …





When the alarm sounds, don’t read back over what you have read, don’t revise it, don’t even look at it. Carry on reading this chapter and come back to it at the end.
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You must revise what you write


I’ve already mentioned this a few times but I’m going to say more about it here. In the movie Amadeus, Mozart composes flawless music direct on to the staves. But I am not Mozart; and I seriously doubt whether you are either. If you find yourself reluctant to revise, take a long hard look. Is it that you think, ‘Oh, lordy, I’m too embarrassed to re-read what I’ve written. I’ll just chuck this out to a publisher, cross my fingers and hope it’s okay.’ That won’t cut it. Perhaps you think, ‘My job is to get the ideas out there, in however rough a form; publishers have editors to get all the fiddly grammatical and stylistic points right …’ If that’s what you think, then you are wrong!


Revising your prose is as central to ‘writing’ as putting down a first draft.


There’s a particular reason why the silver rule stands higher on my metaphorical medals podium than the bronze rule. It is because the process of revising turns you into a reader again. This is worth dwelling upon, actually, because there are dangers as well as glories in conceiving of yourself as ‘a writer’ (up there with Tolstoy, J.K. Rowling and your favourite author). Not least among these is the vainglory of actually writing something. I’m not snarking when I say this. I’ve been a published writer for many years, but I’m still subject to this little spurt of self-regard when I finish a novel … because, hey, writing novels is really hard and, despite that fact, I did it! It’s fine to take pride in your work, and being able to finish a novel is indeed an accomplishment, a victory over the day-job deadline and the pram in the hall, a series of smaller victories over time-poverty, exhaustion, discouragement, illness and self-doubt.


Finishing your novel meant triumphing over many hardships and obstacles. I congratulate you! I do so honestly, with (as the phrase goes) a laurel – and a hearty handshake. I do so because I have been there with you, in the trenches. I know how hard it can be. Just getting to the end of the process of writing is a signal achievement. But I also have to tell you this: the reader doesn’t care. She has no interest in what obstacles you overcame to write the book. She doesn’t care about your time pressures, your bouts of depression, the knockbacks and rejection letters you had to steel yourself to get past. The reader only cares about one thing: is this book any good? And that’s what you owe the reader: that your short story or novel be good.


The converse is also true, actually. The reader is not impressed that you managed to bang out this whole 90,000-word space opera in only three weeks (‘I was on a roll! I hardly slept!’) – the reader only cares whether your 90,000-word space opera is any good. It is no use addressing your imaginary reader with ‘Hey, maybe my book isn’t perfect, but you gotta understand the trials and tribulations I underwent writing it …’ Your girlfriend or boyfriend might conceivably care about that. Your friends may care. Your mother should care. But your readers have no obligation to forgive shoddy work because you happened to be going through a tough time writing it.


Not that you will produce shoddy work, of course. You have too much self-respect, and respect for the craft, to do that. But the glamour of actually writing something can dazzle even the most discriminating writer. Me, I comprehend how impressive it is that you finally finished your story. Bravo! But the reader is going to take that for granted. She will not say, ‘Well, it’s not very good, but the fact that the author managed to get it written at all is an achievement! So I’m going to cut the work some slack.’


Revising is the time you turn yourself into a reader of your own stuff. Rewriting is a kind of reading. It may be that you need to give yourself a suitable length of time between composing the work and revising the work in order to be able to see what you have done with a reader’s eye: days, or weeks, or (if you can spare the time) longer still.


Here’s the good news: we are all readers first, and therefore foremost. We all read before we started writing; so we can all return to that state to revise our own writing.


What do I mean by ‘revising’? Well, in part I mean the obvious: spotting typos, grammatical solecisms and clumsinesses of expression; recasting clichés, eliminating inelegant repetitions and deleting that section when you fell droolingly asleep on the keyboard and inadvertently typed the phrase &^XSDW??ER21”$ over and over again. That’s all (certainly) part of it. But there are more important things revising should do.
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Samuel Delany










‘I’m a very bad writer. What I am is a good rewriter.’
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Writing is slow. More specifically, writing is slower than reading. It may take you half a day to write a thousand words; but even quite a slow reader can read thousand words in a quarter of an hour. And this is one of the central problems any writer faces: knowing how to scale their writing up from the pace at which it gets written to the pace at which it gets read. There is an added complication: different readers read at different rates. Some rattle through whole novels in an afternoon; others carefully and scrupulously follow the sentence thread over many weeks. Yet your job, as writer, is to construct your work so that the readers hit the beats they need to hit for the story to work.


It’s not often discussed in writing manuals, but actually this is one of the most intractable technical problems a writer faces. I have nothing but respect for authors who are very good at it – Stephen King, for example, possesses an almost superhuman ability to time and pace his narratives; to know how long to draw out the tension, to know exactly where to place the shocks and bombshells. How does he do it? How can you do it? Only by going through your own work as a reader, surrendering yourself to its tempo. To do this, you need to disengage your writerly mechanism, slip the clutch on your amour-propre and forget where you were and what you were thinking when you penned it. You need to imagine you’re encountering it for the first time.


Revising is correcting the specific copy-text, either by actually changing what you have written or else (and this is just as valid a strategy) marking text as ‘not quite right’ and coming back to it later. But revising is also acquiring a sense of how well timed the plotting is; of how believable the characters are; of whether the dialogue has the snap and verve of actual speech or (too often in genre) has only the grey drone of characters infodumping mercilessly upon one another. Revising is when you get a feel for your piece.









	

[image: image]




	

Key idea










‘Novum’ is the word coined by SF critic Darko Suvin to differentiate the SF story from other kinds of story. It means ‘new thing’, the thing that the SF story has that is not in the real world. A story with no ‘novum’ is just a regular story. The novum might be a piece of kit (starship, robot, time machine or so on); or something less concrete – Le Guin’s Left Hand of Darkness is based on the ‘novum’ of a society in which gender is not ‘fixed’ as it is in our world, such that everybody has periods as both a man and a woman. A short road to a good SF story is to make your novum both original and resonant – not just to recycle the starships, robots and time machines of a thousand earlier SF stories, but to come up with something more striking.
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Show, don’t tell


Is that really the golden rule? Didn’t I just say, earlier, that one business of the writer was to wage war on cliché – and isn’t this the hoariest ‘how to write’ cliché of them all? What does it even mean? Surely a storyteller tells a story … it’s right there in the name! What’s wrong with telling?


Give me a moment and I’ll show you.


It is a commonplace of books like this to say, in one way or another, ‘rules are there to be broken’. That’s a slightly puzzling phrase, actually. Clearly some rules – let’s say, rules concerning murder, robbery and the conspiracy to pervert the course of justice, are very much not there to be broken. Even in a writing context, there are many rules that you should strive earnestly and with all your heart to uphold, including the rules of basic grammar. The justification for it is the notion that the author who slavishly follows the rules can produce only hack-work, whereas the true literary genius treats so-called ‘rules’ with gay, James-Joyce-ish abandon.


I think the mistake comes from rolling together two senses of what we mean by ‘rules’. I am not trying to be prescriptive or (worse) authoritarian in this book. The path to being a good writer is not the slavish internalization of a set of rigid ‘thou shalt not’ commandments. As a matter of personal philosophy, I consider it the business of the artist to follow the wise words of a recent contemporary poet and fight the power, fight the powers that be (you got to, etc.).


There’s another sense in which the word ‘rules’ is relevant here. This is rules as form. Rules structure our experience of the text. You can play various formal and structural games with your writing; but completely formless or structure-free writing isn’t avant-garde or envelope-pushing: it’s a mess. And, above all, you must avoid making a mess. Mess is not the index of aesthetic sprawl; it is an index to a failure of ambition.


This is doubly applicable to science fiction. Science fiction is a genre, and genres are determined by ‘rules’ or ‘forms’. If you blindly reproduce these forms, it’s likely your story of a singing spaceship, a friendly alien visitor or a Pinocchioesque robot will seem merely stale and over-familiar. But by the same token, you cannot simply sweep away all these forms and hope still to write science fiction.


‘Show, don’t tell’ is not a rule to be followed, so much as it is a discipline to which you should apply yourself; and the point of that discipline is to prevent yourself from writing in a lazy or merely formulaic way. In that sense it is a kind of anti-rule, or at least a means by which you can avoid being trapped by too-strong conventional elements.


Keeping ‘show, don’t tell’ in view is a way of pushing yourself to think harder about how to present your cool SF idea or neat SF prop; and that means it is a way of helping you write more interesting, engaging and elegant prose.
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Key idea










‘As you know, Bob’ is shorthand used in the SF/fantasy world for those moments when characters egregiously explain to one another stuff they almost certainly know already, in order to bring the reader up to speed.


[image: image]


I’ll give you an example of what I mean. If you are writing a story about adultery in Hampstead or robbery in Chicago, you can take it for granted that your readers have a pretty good sense of what Hampstead or Chicago are like. You can sketch your setting; no need to layer it stodgily on with a trowel. But science fiction is trickier, because you can’t be sure your readers know what Frolix 9 or The Ultramatrix look like. And in that situation the temptation is – to tell them.


Resist that temptation.


Here’s one form of ‘telling, not showing’, from my ongoing and totally imaginary Space Opera Magnum Opus Captain Diehard and the Comet Chameleons:


Jamie Church settled into his Captain’s chair on the Bridge of USS the Megasaucer and addressed himself to his second in command.


‘As you know, Bob, Einstein’s laws make it impossible to travel faster than light. In order to get round this difficulty, our spaceship generates a warp-bubble in spacetime, which is then directed towards the stars by means of superquantum directed vibranticules. Theoretically, once within the superquantum bubble we should be immune to attack.’


‘And yet the Spectre Aliens were able to fire a de-integrator beam directly through our hull!’ exclaimed Number Two.


‘Indeed they did. Which means they must have found a way precisely to match their directed vibranticules with ours. And to do that, someone must have given them access to our navigation codes. Somebody …’ Abruptly he leapt to his feet, holding out his arm in accusation.


‘… on this bridge!’
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This gets key information across to the reader, but does so in way that is both inelegant and clogging. Compare this paragraph from the equally made-up and imaginary novelization The Fast and the Furious 13: Green Ideas Sleep Furiously, set not in the SF future but in the realistic present-day:


‘Dirk –’ Bob expostulated. ‘We’ll never get there on time! It’s right on the other side of town!’


‘Normally you’d be right,’ said Dirk, through clenched teeth. ‘It would take hours to walk the distance. But I have a car! And as you know, such a vehicle operates according to the principle of internal combustion, where a series of controlled mini-explosions created by releasing and igniting a succession of small amounts of petroleum in a specially designed chamber drives pistons that in turn turn the driveshaft and so the wheels. It sounds cumbersome, but in practice the motor runs so rapidly and smoothly that the vehicle can be propelled at speeds in excess of a hundred miles an hour. We can be there in minutes …’
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That’s not a fair comparison, of course. As a writer you can take it for granted that your reader knows how an automobile works, whereas you can’t take it for granted she knows how a warp drive works. The challenge, though, is to find a way of conveying the salient points of your SF novum that is graceful, elegant, amusing, cool and never dully informative.


Infodumping insults the reader. Worse than that (much worse!) it bores the reader. In effect, it says: ‘In order to understand my story, you need to understand a few things about my invented world, and here is a mini lecture to get you up to speed …’


The way to avoid infodumping is already to be up to speed. Since I earlier perpetrated one ‘how to’ writing guide cliché (‘Show, don’t tell’), I feel ready to drop another on you. It’s this one: less is more. What that means is that the less you tell the reader about your ingenious spaceship drive, the specific design of your robot or the layout of your future city, the more she has to fill in for herself. That ‘filling-in’ is called imaginative engagement, and the best reading experiences are the ones where we readers are imaginatively drawn into the world of the book.


Common sense tells us that ‘less is more’ only goes so far – extrapolate it to its logical conclusion and we’d have ‘nothing is everything!’ which is clearly nonsense. (If that were true, then bookshops would sell books full of empty pages to which readers would then apply their imaginations to create worlds of marvel. Bookshops could sell ‘imaginative marvel seeds’ along with their books. Readers would swallow these and begin the writing. Actually, that’s not a bad starting point for a fantasy story …)
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Snapshot exercise










Write an account of one of the following things as if you were a Martian author, writing for other Martians who had never come across them before. Spend no more than five minutes doing this, but ensure that you let your imaginary readers know all the crucial elements – what they are, how they work and how it is that human beings are so attached to them:


  •  a coffee machine


  •  a pogo stick


  •  an electric nose-hair trimmer


  •  a woman taking her dog for a walk


  •  a man using Twitter to tell the world that he has just eaten a biscuit.


The real challenge now (should you wish to accept it) is to rewrite your description so that it no longer infodumps upon the reader but in a way that would still make sense to a Martian who has never encountered the item before.


[image: image]


You need to give your readers’ imagination something to chew upon. The point is that you should take care not to stuff their craws with great quantities of fact. You want to suggest, not exhaustively explain, your world. It’s not only more elegant, it’s more effective. You could spend a whole page detailing every futuristic gizmo and prop in your character’s twenty-second-century living space, which would certainly get across to your reader that the story is set in a future world. But you can do the same thing in a sentence that describes the character leaving the apartment with the phrase ‘the door dilated’. That happens to be a phrase famous in SF circles, from golden-age SF writer Robert Heinlein. There’s a reason fans love it: it finesses the need to establish the future setting without holding the reader up.


Now it may be that there are elements of your SF universe that you have to explain in greater detail. For instance, you may have to give specific details that are vital for your story, or lay out something for the reader that they will need to know if they’re to understand the rest of the story.


If so, then keep ‘show, don’t tell’ in view: aim for elegance rather than the clumping foot of over-explication; try to pare away all the stuff that you don’t need until you’re left with just enough to put your point across. Keep it natural.


Instead of describing your futuristic device, talk about the ways it works or, better still, the ways it doesn’t. The person on the car’s passenger seat today would never turn to the driver and ask, ‘How does this car we’re travelling in work, then, Bob?’ – but they might well ask, ‘What’s that weird knocking noise in the engine?’ – and that question can be enough to enable you to let the reader know how the engine works without lecturing them.
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Key idea










Award-winning SF author Jo Walton has coined the word ‘incluing’ to describe how she puts her stories together; and she has some characteristically wise words about the practice:


‘Incluing is the process of scattering information seamlessly through the text, as opposed to stopping the story to impart the information. Incluing is anything where you provide the information through clues and implication rather than infodumps. And you can inclue everything, though background is the easiest to talk about – you can inclue character development and plot. “The door dilated” (Heinlein, Beyond this Horizon) is incluing. Stopping the story for an infodump about how traffic lights work and how amazing this is (Heinlein, Job) is incluing about how the person doing this comes from a world without them. It’s just plain more interesting to read about the shadows growing more purple as the red sun sets, and then later have someone out early seeing the blue sun rise, than to start off with the astronomy of binary stars – even if you do want to get into that, getting into it when the reader already cares about the shadows is better.’
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Try to fold your infodump discreetly into some other piece of crucial storytelling. If your future world is one in which people have genetically engineered their hair to work like fish gills, filtering oxygen directly into the bloodstream so that they can live under water without cumbersome breathing apparatus, don’t start your story with ‘In the twenty-fourth century scientists had found a way of genetically engineering human hair to work like fish gills, filtering oxygen directly into the bloodstream so that people can live under water without the need for cumbersome breathing apparatus …’ And don’t have one character say to another, ‘Do you know what, Bob? I’m real glad science found a way of genetically engineering our hair to work like fish gills, filtering oxygen directly into the bloodstream so that we’re able to live under water without needing cumbersome breathing apparatus, since it has opened up whole tracts of the seabed for human habitation, easing the pressure on our over-populated Earth …’ Instead, start telling your story, telling just enough to show that it’s set under water. Then, once the character dynamics and the storytelling have started building up momentum, work your infodump slyly into some more important feature of the tale. Maybe it’s central to your story that your main character is depressed, or heartbroken, or ill – so have him neglect his personal hygiene with the effect that an algae growth builds up on his hair, interfering with his ability to ‘breathe’ under water. Maybe he has to be hospitalized, or taken to the surface. Have one character murder another by cutting off his hair. If you’re feeling bolder, only hint at the hair thing, with a few choice descriptions of the fronds of your main character’s splendid mullet, drifting through the oxygen-rich waters. See how far you can take it before the reader starts to think ‘Wait a minute, how are these people able to walk about on the sea bed without drowning …?’


The general rule of thumb is: you convey much more with the form and style of your writing than your content. If your characters are twenty-second-century Venusians, it’s a poor idea to have them walk around and talk like 1950s Londoners. They need to walk and talk like twenty-second-century Venusians; and if they do that, then you hardly need to add external description of them at all.


Context is also your friend. Readers are clever, and they pick up more than you think.



	

Workshop 1




	

Here is a story I wrote a few years ago in part as an exercise in finishing a story in 100 words (because my stories tend to go on and on …); it was republished in my 2013 short story collection Adam Robots. Do you see what I did there, with the title to that collection?




	

The Cow


The cow jumped over the moon. The cow jumped under the moon. The cow went around and around the moon. The cow, altering its course fractionally, spiralled in and landed upon the moon. The cow docked. The cow vented four hundred thousand litres of milk into the lunar refectory reservoir. The cow was made of a mixture of metal and plastic. The cow refuelled. The cow decoupled. The cow was piloted by an AI with an equivalent 30% more-than-bovine mental capacity. The cow jumped to orbit again.


Dawg, watching from Alpha’s main observatory, sucked on a stimulant delivery package. The stimulant filled him with pleasurable thoughts.





	In order to write a story in only 100 words I had to rely upon the reader being able to apply a larger context to my words. How much work can such context do before the reader loses her bearings?



	Is the character ‘Dawg’ a tall man or a short man? Yes, I know the story doesn’t specifically tell you how tall he is; but you can answer the question anyway. In some way the story manages to show you his height.



	Does this story seem to you complete in itself, or does it need to be developed further? If you had to carry the story on, what would you do? (Hint: what science-fictional dish? What science-fictional spoon?)
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