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The second volume of the collected works of Writing and Reflections.

I have edited them lightly from how they appeared them on, organized them as best I can to make their cross-references clear, and left in both my shameless plugs for my fiction and some redundancies between essays.

Some essays may continue to develop ideas that I originally talked of in the essays for the first volume, and so may improve on being read after that one.  Still, I tried to make them all stand-alone.

I hope you enjoy them.
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We begin, as stories do, with ideas.

​Ideas And Origin

The mysterious side of inspiration

One annoying side of writing is that once you have done enough—and enough is far less than is needed to master fiction writing—you may read some literary criticism.

Literary critics who are not themselves fiction writers show quite clearly that they have not, and would never be capable of, writing a competent work of fiction.  

This shows when they take it upon themselves to talk about the writing process and the writer's inspirations.  They are annoying in their arrogance.  (Wayne C. Booth is an exception.  There may be others.  But the rule is very frequent.)

They take it upon themselves to decide what was the exact source of everything, and how the process worked.  

It is of use only to boggle at how people can fool themselves.  I could not recount to you the genesis of any work of mine with the confidence that they recount how a total stranger—possibly living centuries ago—wrote his work.

The first issue is that they assume that all works were published in the order written, and shortly before they were written.  This gets truly amazing when a book is traditionally published, and the influences they impute to it occurred after the manuscript would have been submitted in the usual process.

Yes, some topical books are rushed through to hit while the iron is hot.  Those require all sorts of special priorities to manage.  The writer must write immensely quickly, people must be pulled from other jobs to edit and copy edit, and a new slot must be opened.  It is wiser to assume that all books are a year old at the date of publication.

At least.

Assuming the writer rushed through the writing.

Which can happen, but it is wiser to assume not.

Tolkien took over a decade to produce The Lord of the Rings.  Those who trace it to World War II overlook that he began writing before that war.  (Certainly before any inkling of the atomic bomb.)

Even when it's chronologically possible that someone could have noticed something, that doesn't mean that he did.  Every day writers decry claims that this, that, or the other thing came to their notice—claims based on vague resemblances, sometimes very vague indeed.  (Sometimes seeing their own bugbear in the story with all the attention to evidence that led all manner of stories being read as solar myths in the nineteenth century.)

Partly of the issue is that the critics' notion of how ideas develop are out of whack.  Yes, it is true that Phillip Sailor could wear his hair in a ponytail because he is a sailor, but you can't assume that.  It's also true that he could be a sailor because the writer imagined him wearing that ponytail—perhaps even because he saw a work of art with such a depiction.

Perhaps everything else in the work of art has been removed or altered past recognition, but the writer can't shake the notion that this character wears his hair like that.

Which is another aspect of identifying inspiration.  It is possible, in fact, to develop the story so thoroughly that even the writer can only rely on memory for inspiration.  If an illustration depicts a king justly sentencing a criminal, the writer can run with the notion of its being a tyrant punishing an innocent, and conclude that the throne room does not make a good setting—and the original illustration vanishes entirely.

As for the elements that develop around it and push the throne room off stage, the problem is that the imagination can act like a supersaturated solution.  It dissolves into itself history, stories, artwork, folklore, and many other things, and then one day the inspiration hits, acting like a nucleus.

Instantly, dozens, or hundreds, of notions crystallize on the nucleus.

Every step in the writing process may cause another such crystallization, and there's no telling where the original ideas came from, from a news article read the minute before or a story misremembered from earliest childhood.

Once that has happened to you, you will laugh at the idea of a literary critic, having nothing more than the story to go by, can even guess at the origins of the story.

​Linking The Beginning To The Ending

Mushy middles

You have a powerful beginning.  The villain burns a village and slaughters all he finds.  The hero, having been away at the right time, is thrust into adventure and boldly seizes it despite the perils and his ignorance.

You have a triumphant ending.  The hero throws down the villain and inaugurates the age of gold, or perhaps just wins his way to settle down again, this time with the love interest, in a new home to replace the one that villain burned, and raise a new family.

And something has to go into between.

Like seeing the near bank and the far bank, and not knowing whether the ford has mud, or quicksand, or water so deep it requires swimming even on horseback, or a strong current.

And because all metaphors are inexact, you know that you can bring the banks closer together, but that may ruin the story.

And you also know you have to throw something in the middle (which is why you need the distance).  Something just about as large as the beginning and the end, something that will sharply change the journey.

Perhaps, instead of having no notion, you have a glittering if isolated moment in the middle.  As well as, or instead of, a beginning or an ending.  Even two or more.

On the whole, the more the merrier.  Considering every idea that might fit in is wise.  It is generally easier to join ideas together than to invent all the rest of the tale, even if you can make it a short story.

When building up, the important thing is linking them together.  The ideas in the middle may not even indicate whether they come before or after each other.

But you do have to keep an eye out for whether you are forcing them together.  Not all ideas are compatible, and it is the structure of the whole that matters.  If it occurs to you that one idea would work best in a wholly human world, you will have to pitilessly cut the encounter with an ogre.  Or the one with the wholly human world.  Exile them to another work.

The real ugly business is when you have no good ideas.

You know the hero has to strive.  

You know the villain has to flex his power, or at least some forces have to oppose the hero.

Sometimes it works out when I go to outline and stagger from "what happens next" to "what happens after that" until it reaches the end because some of the ideas are of greater import to the plot, thus making a structure rather than one thing after another.

Sometimes I have to grab a plot skeleton and see if I can throw ideas at it to find high points.  Or merely connection points.

Sometimes I shove it all on the backburner and wait to see if something else pops up.

One story—The Book Of Bone—started with an ending that didn't satisfy me because it was told as the end of an episode, not a story, and also with the title.  A Book of Bone points logically to some form of necromancy.  Thus, I filed off the serial numbers to put in a new villain for the ending.  Then I plopped him in the opening.  Since I wanted the story, not just the episode, to end, the villain cursed something that would, once relieved of the curse, let the heroine be happy.

And then I pondered.

I pondered a lot actually.

The villain disappeared at the end of the curse, so searching for him and finding nothing was a conflict.  Also, there was the book.  Introducing it in a way that looked like progress and failed to resolve anything at that point sharpened the conflict.  It also proved useful in the plot going thus forward. . . .

That story had a lot more work in the outline stage than in the first draft, juggling everything in between.

​Backstory Ideas

Where ideas work

Some story ideas aren't really story ideas.  

They're backstory ideas.

I was once trying to steal an idea where a hero lived in "secret" after an unjust conviction.  It was the backstory of the tale, which was about a girl who learned that everyone was in on the secret, and that she should keep it, too.

Best sort of idea to steal.  Since it's in the backstory, it's undeveloped and also unlikely to remind anyone of the original.

Except that then I poked at it.  And poked at it.  The unjust conviction had actually tied up his options quite tightly.  

It may still become a story of mine, but the radical change needed makes it quite difficult to pry loose.  It is in dire need of work on the legal system, a plot twist that makes a pardon reasonable, or a way for him to go into hiding before the conviction without changing the injustice of it much.  So it's still in outline stage.

To consider a different example, let us take the story of Suppiluliuma, an ancient Hittite king, who received an offer from the widow of a Pharaoh, to marry his son and make him Pharaoh, and who did send his son, only for the son to be murdered.  Suppiluliuma  invaded Egypt to avenge him, and brought back many prisoners—and a plague, to which many, including  Suppiluliuma himself, succumbed.

As a story, it has many problems, but as a backstory, it could have its uses.

Let us suppose that you are ripping off how Korea historically choose royal brides:  the kingdom issues orders that there are to be no marriages until the bride is chosen, all the nobles must submit reports on their marriageable daughters, and one is selected.  

Since this is a high fantasy story, the backstory is that the kingdom uses magic to protect its borders.  One element of this is marrying within the kingdom.  For its kings or princes to marry a foreign princess would open the border to invasion.  Especially if he then fell in love, thus symbolically let himself be overcome by a foreigner.

The story of Suppiluliuma, artfully repainted to be plausible in the new venue, represents a warning to all kings of the disasters that can ensue if you try to intermarry with foreign royalty.  Choosing whether the kingdom where the royal marriage in question is being arranged is the kingdom where the queen sent for the son, the kingdom where the king sent his son, or a third kingdom profiting by their example might affect various things.  (Or might not, it may be history, or even history so old that people claim it's a legend.)

Or perhaps a warning to choose your bride with care.  We have the actual text of the letter that the Egyptian widow of the Pharaoh sent, but we are not, in fact, absolutely certain who she is, because she uses only her title, not her name.

Obviously this could be expanded, and probably given some character.  Explain, perhaps, that the king had married her because of her powerful family, only her father had died, and this was her desperate ploy to seize power without respect for the kingdom.  The king must choose a bride who cares more for the kingdom, and possibly one with a less than powerful family.

Or, maybe it doesn't.  The entire story could revolve about the foreign king's folly, or the widow's folly without reference to the details of her character,  and be summed up in a sentence to warn your hero about the folly he contemplates.

Putting the ideas together would still require large quantities of reworking, since the cultures are too different.  The motives of the character who elects to tell the story also influences the end result.

It would not, however, require anything to force the backstory to form an elegant story structure, or give characters motives, or anything else that distracts from its purpose.

​Muddling From The Middle

Laborious invention as a writing technique

Sometimes, when the inspiration is in the middle, this is a problem.  When I can't catch a plot bunny, or better yet, half a dozen, and stuff them into the beginning, but have to work back.

There is a dull slog of things, settings, characters, and events as I laboriously invent my way to reach the inspiration.

Sometimes I overestimate the amount of set-up needed to a situation until I fall back and consider.  This created a rule for me:  if I know something lies in the middle of the story, and I'm stuck, the next question is whether it can go in now.

The only downside of that is that, of course, often I have to invent more things to go after it.  (Not quite so frequently as inventing events that lead up to it, but often enough.)

In some respects, this is incidental to the scene's being in the middle.  It's just my bad luck that when I get inspiration in the middle, it's hard for me.

So, I settle into testing things.  Throwing in new ideas, of course.  But also trying to logically work out what my inspiration implies.  What sort of magic.  What sort of social structure.  What sort of prior events would lead to this.  

Sometimes—to whom would the event in the inspiration be deeply meaningful, and how can I show it beforehand?  (That is, getting into character arcs.)

It is always wise to consider how much of it is necessary, whether you can cut to in media res and fill in the beginning as backstory.

But sometimes it is.  If your hero is fleeing for his life from friends who betrayed him, their interactions before the treachery may be essential.  The emotional wound is not real without seeing the relationship that was violated.  Back-filling it means that the readers already know out it will turn out, and may eye it with jaundice.  It also means that the back-fill will involve dramatic irony rather than identifying with the character.  Perhaps the story works better without the irony.

Likewise, if a character is kidnapped, and the story is about the rescue, the character will be a MacGuffin unless there's enough time before for characterization.

Or if two characters meet in school, it is wise to give them some scenes that show their developing friendship before putting it to the test.  Perhaps you could just cut to the test, since friends are a known thing, but if you need to open before they become friends, cutting to the friendship may not work, particularly if it needs to their bond needs strength.

All sorts of things need to be developed before the inspiring scene so that there will be objective reasons for the character's emotions.

You may need bridging conflict to get to the scene that inspired it all, and that means you need to invent bridging conflict if it does not spontaneously arise.

One odd thing about it is that you have to avoid getting too attached to your ideas, just as you have to avoid getting too attached to inspiration.  While with inspiration the problem is getting too fond of the idea, the problem with these is that you don't want to go back and dredge up new ideas with all the effort involved in that.

Go back and dredge up new ideas if necessary.  The dangers of trying to work out how things work is that the ideas that are most obvious to you are likely enough to be the most obvious.  Cliched.  Unsurprising to the audience and so undramatic.

On the other hand, the idea you so laboriously devised to support something may perk up and charge across the field of your story, pulling everything after it, until the original idea has vanished.

And on the third hand, in the finished work, you may not be able to tell, while reading, which is the inspired stuff, and which was the stuff you laboriously invented, constructed, and fit together to make it work.  If you do not remember which you do, you may be as baffled as anyone else.  (It's a bit frustrating.)

Such is the nature of writing.

​Adventures In Art Inspiration

On this beginning

You start with what you start with.

If you start with a work of art, and develop it into a scene, and from there into a work, that's one way to do it.

There's a trick I've found, which is that if you start with an image, one thing to avoid is looking up the context.  For instance, if you start with a print that tells you it is of the Great Ryogoku Fire, and shows you a bridge with two looming fires on either end—and your imagination roars off with the panicking people knowing that the conjuration of two fire elementals means the war is on again—don't look up the fire.

It may tell you nothing more than that two fires started at the same time, coincidentally, but it may tell you more.  

Imagination is a finicky thing.  If you perturb it with the knowledge that something is other than what you are building it up to be, it may be a problem.

This is more of a danger when working with illustrations, and art about stories, because those have already been fit in dramatic patterns, and usually been chosen to illustrate.  (Usually.  The Brandywine School warned against spoilers, but also observed that you could depict a scene not technically in the story that nevertheless summoned up the spirit of the tale.)

But if you see a woman on her knees with a man forcing her onto them with a spell, you might run with the notion that she's the innocent victim.  Or that she's a nefarious villain being brought to justice.  Or that they are opposite sides in a war, and both doing their duty.  Or perhaps that she's just being trained in magical combat—the man's face is contorted in the image, but perhaps that's just effort—or perhaps he's trying to force her to admit she's not up to it.

If you run with the notion that she's in training, and perhaps he's trying to make her unusually tough because she can cope with unusual training, only she can't, and so washes out of the school—well, there you have a story.

If you learn, later, that she's just a villainess resisting arrest, it may not affect your imagination.  Then again, it might.  Such is the finickiness of imagination.

Referring back to the picture may be unwise, particularly if you do it frequently.  As with any idea that you steal, you want to change it to fit your story.  If it's not a public domain image, you want to change it as much as is feasible, for the same reason as when you steal from another story.  Referring back may introduce a magnetic attraction to the original idea.  Independence is best maintained with distance.

Especially if the image has things that fix it in time and place.  Put a character in a tartan kilt, and there is no way to fix it without either dressing the character in something else, or putting the tale in, if not the actual Highlands, a Highland analogue.  And if you are up on your history, a reasonably modern Highlands, because it is the modern kilt, not the historical great kilt, which was large enough to use part of it as a cloak.

On the other hand—and this may be a "your mileage may vary" sort of thing—if I go back to the image (or to any other source of inspiration) when I have run out of interest in the tale, it often can freshen my interest.

What makes this truly wacky is that it can refresh my interest even if I stripped out every element of the original, if only my memory allows me to know that this was the original inspiration.  And it does so without dragging me back to the original elements, if I have it well-founded as my own story.

That is the sort of wackiness that imagination gets up to, which is why it is so tricky to handle.
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An excellent source for ideas, and issues for world-building.  Including how to make the world different. 

​Myths of Religion

A caution about sources

After advising reading primary source for research, and secondary source only secondarily—

Today, I advise against it.  When world-building your religion, you may want to turn chiefly to secondary sources and give the primary sources limited inspection.

This is because for a good number of religions, the primary sources we actually have are the myths, and they are misleading.

Even if you read myths unhomogenized and from the source.  I've read fantasies that clearly got their religion from neatened, homogenized, put-into-order myth books (probably written for modern-day children).  Cicero's On the Nature of  the Gods gives a pagan's eye view of their disorder, with mild comments about how many Jupiters there have to be, to match all the myths of his birth.

The homogenized ones, for instance, tend to start with the creation myth.  Assuming you are prudently shoving the metaphysics off-stage, so you are using this with an eye toward the culture's myth, not the actual creation of the world—it's still unwise.  Creation myths often have very little importance in the actual practice of religion.  Witness the Greek myths take several generations to get to the actual deities that they worshiped.

(You will run across claims, to this day, that this reflected the conquest of peoples whose gods were earlier in the myths.  I have not seen any non-circular evidence in support of this claim.)

But the unhomogenized ones—while they do tend to give the flavor of the wild discord of mutually exclusive myths, such as Athena being born from the head of Zeus after his splitting headache is relieved by Hephaestus hitting him in the head with a hammer, and Hera being angry that Zeus had a child on his own, and having one on her own after, namely Hephaestus—may not catch the actual views of the worshipers.

Compare any of the mythological tales you can run across about Ares, to this picture, drawn by the Homeric Hymns:  


Restrain also the keen fury of my heart which provokes me to tread the ways of blood-curdling strife. Rather, O blessed one, give you me boldness to abide within the harmless laws of peace, avoiding strife and hatred and the violent fiends of death.



Even the aetiological myth of the Areopagus, which explained the name from the myth that Ares was the first to be put on trial there.  Poseidon prosecuted him for the murder of his son Halirrhothius, and Ares defended himself on the grounds that Halirrhothius had been trying to rape his daughter Alcippe.  He was acquitted.  And that's probably the most favorable myth.

Still, he wasn't that big in the worship.  Sparta had more shrines to Pallas Athena (the Maid of Athens, quite likely) than to Ares.

Nothing like Mars, who was much bigger in Roman religion and the god of agriculture as well as war.  There is, however, a small problem in looking at the differences in myths.

Many religions were not big on myths.  The Romans imported Greek myths because they had virtually none of their own.  The Egyptians had gods of locations; only when they unified into one country did the gods of the triumphant cities take on mythological, sphere-of-influence roles, and these tended to shift as the fortunes of cities rose and fell.

On top of this, even for cultures with myths, the problems get aggravated when the myths were only taken down by Christians as amusing stories.  The Norse have the Elder Edda, written by pagans, and the Younger Edda, written by a Christian.  The Irish stories are entirely taken down by Christians.  This deepens the complications, because they wrote down what was of interest of them, and obviously could hardly help coloring them with their own viewpoint.

Furthermore, there has been a lot of mythologizing of myths.  People inventing what the pagans ought to have believed, or projecting their own beliefs back in time.  The Great Mother Goddess and the Triple Goddess appear to be not ancient but Victorian myths.  There is no evidence that there was ever a religion of a single maternal goddess, or of a goddess whose aspects were Maiden, Mother, and Crone.  (Check out Ronald Hutton's The Pagan Religions of the Ancient British Isles.)

Better than myths are primary sources about the actual religious practices.  What rituals are actually performed.  What festivals are celebrated.  What acts are required, or forbidden.  Reading a lot of these, even of cultures you have no desire to rip off base your story culture on, can alert you to the possibilities.  Teach you such things that once-a-week rituals are, in fact, an uncommon eccentricity of certain cultures, for instance.

However, these are often rare, and have the added disadvantage of being elite.  Roman and Greek writers have been known to philosophize about and even render the myths into allegories without affecting the ordinary religious practice in the slightest.

Then writers must turn to secondary sources.  To read Paganism In The Roman Empire by Ramsey MacMullen and learn, for instance, that the Greek Tyche/Roman Fortuna was, by inscriptions found to her, one of the most popular goddess to worship.  Do you remember any myths about her?  Me neither.

Even for modern-day religions, the focus down on the individual worshipers in the act of worshiping is the most useful thing, since it will show what your characters should do.  The good secondary sources talk about the difficulties and the evidence, and also give all sort of interesting details.

Such MacMullen's work telling how communities that received a useful answer from the oracle at Delphi would send choruses of nine boys—carefully watched over by adults—hundreds of miles to sing hymns in thanksgiving, as recorded in inscriptions.

Or to read Portrait of a Priestess: Women and Ritual in Ancient Greece by Joan Breton Connelly and learn how both men and women had tombs inscribed with a list of priestly offices, for all sorts of gods, over a lifetime, and how some priesthoods were simply sold.

These are the essential details, and you won't find them in myths.

​Hobbies On The Side

What does your character do in spare moments?

Particularly on the road.  Sitting around gives you advantages, if not great ones.

After all, hobbies can just be useful background noise.  The sort of things that signal that this is a real world and not just the stage setting for your story, which can be crucial in giving weight to your world.

They can also be useful for characterization and for setting up plot devices.

On the other hand, they have to be realistic.  True, having your character wager large sums on dice games, leaving him broke, can be a useful plot device, but we have to be convinced that this character is a reckless gambler, and his actions before and after must be compatible with it.

While we're at it, dice are accurate in many more eras than cards.  If your character wagers large sums on card games, he's in an era of cheap paper, which has ripple effects.  Mind you, vellum is excellent for making books that last for centuries on end, but since the first question for making a book is how many sheep you have to breed, even their durability does not make them common.  Cheap paper, even if it falls apart in decades, means cheap books.

Thus opening a way for your character to have a hobby of reading.  If, of course, it's in character.  And it's more dangerous than most.  If your character is an omnivore, or has the right kinds of interest, you can info-dump, but then, you have much more difficulty making for honest ignorance when that's preferable for the plot.  Lugging around books makes this a more suitable hobby without travel.

Drawing also requires paper.  It was a standard accomplishment for a fine young lady once upon a time.  A lord, or gentleman, might also draw, and indeed, it would be more practical for him.  An officer can't take pictures before cameras, and everyone knows how accurate a verbal description was.  Much better if he can sketch whom he saw, and see if anyone can identify him, and draw up a picture of the fortifications.

Music is an easier one.  A period-appropriate instrument can be lugged about, or the character can sing.  Indeed, just about everyone can sing, or tell stories.  In the absence of recorded or broadcast entertainment, everyone could do some entertainment, so in any gathering, people could switch off.  Prince Esterhazy had his own orchestra, and Hayden for a composer, but he played a musical instrument at small parties.

Though given the notorious accuracy of ballads and other songs in fantasy, it may give you more issues with info-dumping.

It also allows people to indulge in dancing wherever the ground is clear enough.

Games involved some objects, usually, but not so many or so large they could not be lugged about.  Balls, or cups to catch them, or blindfolds for Blind-Man's-Bluff.  On the other hand, some games drifted into dancing, depending on the measures and what the dancers did.  And all sorts of games would be played straight through adulthood, even at a royal court.

Sewing can be lugged about, but probably is not, properly speaking, a hobby.  Most women sewed for practical use.  Even the well-off ones sewed for the finery they needed for formal occasions, though there would be a certain sliding scale between those who do it only out of necessity and those who love it.  Poorer women would be more likely to lug about a distaff and spindle.

Men, too, would be able to sew.  Particularly rough, tough men.  Soldiers on campaign.  Foresters.  Merchants who fared through wilderness.  Anywhere, in fact, where no woman are likely to be found to mend things.

Scrimshaws are more likely to be their hobby in that situation.  Carvings on bones were a common hobby among whalers.

Then, hunting is actually a hobby that befits from sitting about.  All the moving about in search of the prey?  It doesn't get you farther on the road.  It gets you, if you do it right, and the circumstances add up, some catches.  And then things have to be done to make them useful.  It's possible that you might get a lucky moment on the road, but then you'd have to field-butcher it and hope you can do the rest in the next village.

It's a useful way to get a character far from the castle, to be sure.

Gardening is even more sedentary.  As a hobby, it's very old.  We have records of a Spartan sneering at King Cyrus, because he gardened for a hobby, and a Spartan, of course, considered any such thing below him.  St. Augustine's gardening spurred him to philosophical reflections, given the burden that farming was, to many souls about him.

At least it will give the character a good eye for noticing flowers on the way, and for other people's gardens.  Which is another way of tying the background color in.

​What's Cooking?

How it changes

Cooking has changed a lot over the centuries.

Starting with how you learned it.  Until nearly the twentieth century, all the cookbooks we have start with the assumption that you already learned how to cook—at some cook's elbow no doubt, even if she were also your mother or mother-in-law or aunt or grandmother—and could use some tips on how to vary your menu.  (With tips on how to handle the seasonable availability of food.)

True, most people did learn.  Aelfric's Colloquy has the Master tell the Cook, "We do not care about your craft, nor is it necessary for us, for we can ourselves cook the things that need to be cooked, and roast what has to be roasted."  But not all.

At the tail-end of the nineteenth century, many American women were studying how to make the home better and easier to keep.  One of them, Fannie Farmer, was a rich man's daughter precipitated into the kitchen after the family suffered financial reverses.  When she wrote a cookbook, she wrote the book she wanted to have had, a book written for people who had never boiled a pot of water.

Thus began the recipe as we all know it nowadays.

She's also the person who decreed that a cup (of flour or sugar or anything else) was measured level.  Ingredient measurements were rather haphazard in old recipes.  After all, you could judge by the dish's appearance whether you had added enough, or you were no cook.

When writing of such an earlier era, or a world based on an earlier era, it may be wise to check out such earlier cook books.  Fortunately, many re-enactors publish them with both the original recipe and the brought-up-Fannie-Farmer-standards version.

Some old recipes bring up other changes.  "First catch your rabbit"—all the food arrived much less processed.

A lot more people would be involved in a large kitchen, but a lone cook might have to start with slaughtering the chicken, plucking it, butchering it to be ready before roasting it.  A noble household of any size probably has its own slaughterhouse, and a butcher, too.

Vegetables might be quite fresh, pulled from the garden moments before, but then you have to wash, peel, chop, and cook before they get to the point of canned vegetables today.  After you carefully remove any pests.

(Not to mention that the cat, of course, would have free run of the kitchen and pantry.  Or cats.  They fed themselves, of course, and were very necessary for that.)

The milk processing at least could be done in advance so that the cheese and butter could be brought out for the meal, or the cooking.  Indeed, if you lived in a hot enough clime, it had to be done in advance.

Grain needed to be ground before you had flour.  There were significant conflicts over the mill throughout the Middle Ages, millers not being noted for their honesty and lords setting high fees for their serfs, but it was an improvement over hand grinding—which peasants would still resort to when revolting against the lord's appointed miller.

And then there's the gentle art of cooking on a fire of some kind or another—and besides the danger to yourself, there is the matter that differences in fires translate to differences in cooking.

China's land is much more likely to be farmable than Europe's.  Consequently they suffered more from lack of firewood and so have finely chopped foods; the labor is worth the decreased fuel.  The roasts of Europe relied on its ready supply of wood so that they could spare the labor.

English perpetual ovens—an oven where the heat is applied during the baking process—were the most likely reason why pastry shops didn't take off as they did in France, where people were much longer engaged in the old process:  heating up the oven with a big fire and then baking the dishes in big batches, in stages according to the heat required as the oven cooled off.

At that, one real disadvantage of modern electric and gas stoves is that you can not shape the heat.  A cook used to arranging the coals in any shape needed would find fixed burners frustrating.

One real advantage is that the pots and pans do not get covered with soot, making cleaning them a real challenge—just when you didn't have modern dish-washing soaps.  There's a reason why the scullery maid is such a wretched job.

And every night, you would put the cats outside.  Not because the mice would not play, but because you banked the fire so you would not need to relight it in the morning.  (This one, in fact, has wider applicability.  Someone trying to move with even some degree of haste will not stop to light a fire on the way.)

​The gentle art of cookery has had many changes over the years.  Something to note before you make a character a scullery maid.

​Replacing Itself

Where do your characters come from?

Does your world-building allow your society to replace itself?

Now, I grant you that many stories are not settings conductive to pregnancy and child-rearing.  Wresting one's way through a snowstorm in a mountain pass, fighting a fire-breathing dragon, or descending to the otherworldly labyrinth are not places where prudent people introduce children.

In many fantasy words, the proper thing for the hero and heroine to do would be to conclude their adventures, have their wedding, and settle down so they can get a house and all that in order before the baby's born.  In a good number, any child appearing in the story setting would be a reasonable grounds for panic.

Not to mention that if you have a family with two parents and ten children, you are already pushing the bounds of how many characters the story can reasonably hold.

If you look at nineteenth century fiction, you often have families of three, four, five children, without any suggestion that children had died.  (To be sure, to an extent the writers would expect that most readers would take it as there having been a dead child or two in the family.  Charles Dickens, since he was actually depicting the family life between the marriage of Charles and Lucie and the French Revolution, calmly gave them a son as well as a daughter and killed the son off in the only paragraph where he appeared.)

Still, many stories show enough of the world around the edges to make it very questionable.  Especially cozy stories where the characters are in a settled place, exactly where people would have and raise children.

What do we find?  Characters who are only children, or have only one sibling, when obviously many people are dying without children.  Couples who have only one or two children.  Worlds in which we are told that miscarriages and stillbirths have vastly increased, but in which no customs are in place to encourage or compel reproduction to make up for it.  

There are cultures where a barren woman has been known to raise the bride price for her husband to have a second wife so he won't divorce her.  A culture in which the reaction is a shrug is much more unusual.  Divorce, or a second wife/concubine, is routine for handling the situation.  Many disputes with the Church stemmed in the medieval era when a king, or a nobleman, wanted to repudiate a wife who had no children, or only girls.

If you take advantage of fantasy magic to decrease infant mortality, and to prevent infertility, you can make many changes.  What you can not change is that if your setting does not reproduce itself, it will dwindle and die unless importing enough replacements—which means there has to be a location that not only reproduces itself, but which has surplus enough to overflow.  And does overflow.

Countrysides have long been the source of inhabitants for the lethal cities.  Country folk really do have more children—stork nests correlate with fertility for that very reason—and they do leave for the bright lights of the big city.

As a consequence, if your city is not reproducing itself, there need to be newcomers, and people who have not been settled long, and it needs to be a commonplace that very few city people did not come from somewhere else.

In Britain, in the nineteenth century, the Queen's List annually handed out noble titles among other honors.  Yet the numbers of new nobles only replaced families dying out.  Some people merely compared society to a lamp, burning from the top but being fed from the bottom, but others investigated and concluded the culprit was the nobles' habit of marrying heiresses for their money.  The thing was, the fewer siblings she had, the more stunning the portion she could bring to her marriage.  Then she would go on to have as many children as her mother had.  If she were an only child—the best situation for the wealth—and the child were a daughter, or even if it were a son, and he died with no brother to serve as the spare, that was the end of the line.  Old houses might be able to trace back to a cousin, but the cumulative effect was the extinction of noble lines.

Note that this set-up is entirely dependent on people desiring those titles.  If your situation is dependent on new blood, your current population has to allow them in, and they have to want to come.  And this will influence the size of the group.

I have seen online fringe groups discussing and belittling the idea that most children take after their parents on the grounds that they were mostly different from their parents, and not realizing that was why they were fringe.

Likewise, if most people who live in the Adventure Outpost never have children, their number will be severely limited by the rarity of people who are willing to drop their lives and everyone they know to trek to the outpost and its danger.  

Demographers consider it an important transition when most people in a place are born there for good reason.

​Character of Class

Birth, station, rising, falling

What standing does your character have in society?

This is an unwise question to consider in a vacuum because it is too vast.  What status will serve the story turns on so many other factors.

Is it enforced by law?

Does it restrict what occupations he may go into?  And that may be because his birth is too high or too low.

Can he marry as he chooses?  If he marries as he chooses, are his children his heirs?  Will people sneer at his mesalliance, and what effects will that have?

Can he travel?  Bear a weapon?  Wear certain clothes?  Eat certain foods?  And notice that he may be too high-born for things as well as too low-born.  Or, of course, both, for different things.

What is the correlation with wealth?  Many societies have tried to declare that the merchants are the lowest of the low, far below farmers, but their unquestionable wealth keeps perturbing that.

If he resorted to witchcraft, what sorts of animals can he change into?  (In Aztec lore, only nobles could change into jaguars.  Commoners had to settle for more lowly beasts.)

Trying to start a story with social class opens a whole can of worms.

I did start with one, once, because of an open call for an anthology, where the condition was lower class in a port, but that one was a real pain.  In fact, I gave up the notion of trying before another idea collided with it.  True, The Turtle In The Sea of Sand did ensue, but it was the other idea that really drove it.

Part of it was that the society came with it.  Social class is tied so closely to its society that it doesn't really make sense to talk about class in the abstract.  A young woman who is gentry in an equivalent to Georgian England—an impoverished and orphaned third cousin of a nobleman at the end of the Middle Ages—an impoverished scholar of good family at the university in the middle of the High Middle Ages—all are shaped by the society around them so much that their relative status is loose.

And those are three relatively close societies.

Still, if it's not a good starting point, it may bear some consideration.  Since a story turns on conflict that is difficult but feasible for a character, social class is implicated in all sorts of stories.

Could your character feasibly bring a legal action against the villain?  Would he be bound to lose because the judge won't take the testimony of a lower-status character?  Or because his oath is not so binding as a nobles?  Or because he can't afford a lawyer?

Can he appeal to the king?  That depends on the size and formality of the court as well as his own status.

Can he rise in status?  Would a title get him scorned among the nobility as a new creation?  And if so, how scorned?  A few sneers?  Not be presented at court because not all of his great-grandparents could be thus presented?  Able to join the army in the artillery because technical skill is more important there, but never ever in the infantry?  Would he have to conform to aristocratic practice, but if he did, would be acceptable?  Or at least his children would be?

Is that why your hero lives in the marches, with monsters beyond?  Because there, no one cares who his great-grandparents were, or whether he can name them, just how good he is while fighting monsters?

It still may be a sharp point, where the wizard recounts how his grandfather was a prince of the realm, but his marriage was morganatic, and still his children had to flee for their lives on his death, and the survivors settled here.

Just as the former street urchin may still find it a sharp point that he had no honest way to make a living except to flee to the marches and use the tricks of skullduggery against monsters instead of men.

And even there, in the marches, social classes will evolve, from the skill in adventurers, from profiting from supplying them, from instructing the newcomers.  Newcomers are unknown; a family of adventurers for the last seven generations has a heritage to live up to, but also to speak for them.

Consider how and why the society your characters move in organizes its structure, and classes will spring from that, and they will affect much.

​School And Studies

Subjects and scholars

And off your character goes.  The second age of life, as Shakespeare puts it:


Then the whining schoolboy, with his satchel
And shining morning face, creeping like snail
Unwillingly to school.  




Historically, of course, private tutors, or governesses, were relatively much more common than they are now.  Partly because many more children (relatively) went uneducated.

Still, you may find, if you look at a society, that it has a lot more education, and a lot more of it happening at schools, than you think—or may have been told.  In medieval times, Paris ordered all schools to subscribe to principles by which women could only teach girls.  Nevertheless, a third of the teachers who assented to the principles were women.  Obviously a lot of girls went to school.

Indeed, there are medieval works for girls that hold up saints as particularly admirable for academic studies, telling them they should emulate St. Agnes, who went to school, and the standard iconography of the Virgin Mary as a girl, with her mother, showed her mother teaching her to read.

On the other hand, you do have to consider the extent of teaching at those schools.  The ones Shakespeare described often taught reading and basic arithmetic.  Not even writing.

I note here, because I have seen some confusion about it, that you do not need to read or write to send letters.  If you can read without writing, you can read yours, of course, but then you do what an illiterate person would do to read and then return a letter.  Get someone else to do it.

In nineteenth century France, market days would include a row of professional letter-writers.  They would read you the letter you received if you needed that, and then write the letter you wanted to send.  Which, among other things, gave value to the basic literacy.

One notes that in China or Korea of the day, the basic arithmetic was far less likely.  Numbers were the tools of merchants.  In Europe, on the other hand, the quadrivium held four of the seven liberal arts, and though taught after the trivium, was held to be all numbers:  arithmetic was pure numbers, geometry was numbers over space, music was numbers over time, and astronomy was numbers over space and time.

This is the sort of thing that makes it very difficult to think of schooling in general terms.  Learn about schools in the eras most like those your high fantasy setting, and apply spackle as needed to make them fit your society and serve your purposes.  

Or, of course, realize what kind of schools you need, and build the society to match.  

And do not neglect their info-dumping usefulness.  Not all classes are equal for that.

Basic arithmetic has little utility, but word problems can do a little from the most basic (a merchant buys grain for this much, and sells it for that much, after a river voyage that costs this much, what was his profit?) to the positively creepy (a mental institution was built for that much money, how many loans of this much money could have been given to newly-weds if the money had been spent there, instead?).

History is far more useful, especially since the conventions of the genre allow it to be far more accurate than would be plausible in real life.  Though of course if it goes on too long, it will be dull.  Give and take helps, but only some.  Bear in mind that different societies select differently what to teach in history.  Not just what events, but how they treat them.

Geography can also help, though it's less likely to be taught.  

Magic and science can have a lot of theory explicated in the classroom, with the same problems.

There are also subjects in which the subject matter does not matter.  Composition, for instance.  Or handwriting, when the child is set to mimic a perfectly written sentence in a copybook.  Or foreign languages.  Set the pupils to translate a passage.  Or elocution.

I have recently read some nineteenth century works by Charles Walton Sanders.  The early books in the series are about learning to read—though even those might be useful in info-dumping—but the later ones present selections to be read aloud.

There, you must take care to provide such selections as your society would deem wise.  Even the selections in a copybook will be of wise proverbs.  Elocution samples can range from biography to rhapsodies over nature, from stories to poetry, but they will be chosen to form character as well as practice elocution.

Which is one more way to build the world.

​Only The Dead Have Seen The End Of War

War, and why

In a book I read recently, in the background, the prince was a great hero for having conquered many other countries.

No causus belli was mentioned.  Indeed, the tone of the tale strongly suggested that no such thing was considered, let alone deemed necessary.

Which is to say, it was a normal international situation: international anarchy.  No one is in charge.  Everyone does as he pleases, and if you want to conquer your neighbor, that's your neighbor's look out.

In many ways, all the armies, generals, and forces of civilization did not fundamentally change warfare from the raids.  They were all out to get other people's stuff.  It was more likely to be land once it was warfare, but it was still simply grabbing.

After discussing in Federalist Papers No. 3, how the Constitution's unifying elements would help prevent other nations from having just cause to war on the United States, John Jay goes on to observe, in No. 4, that


It is too true, however disgraceful it may be to human nature, that nations in general will make war whenever they have a prospect of getting any thing by it, 



To be sure, there never was a time when the problems in this were not known.  In a hunting and gathering culture where the mode of warfare was still raids, one woman told an anthropologist, "The men fight, and the men die, but the land remains.  It exists in its own right.  It does not ask anyone to fight over it."

And Jay's very discussion shows that people were aware that some causes were more just than others in his era.

In fairy tales, the tales will just say that the king had to go to war—eliding the issue—or else that another king was coming to attack him, thus giving him a just cause.  (One wouldn't want to go into too much detail anyway, since this is either to separate him from his queen, leaving her in peril, or to allow the gardener's boy to save the day disguised as a knight.)

In a less pared-down tale, you can give a causus belli anyway.  "Another country has invaded ours, bent on conquest" is, of course, a legitimate one in any world.  In order to make it justify conquest, you would need to elaborate it some:  Perhaps the foreign king will not admit defeat, and so you must overrun his country and take control.

Or perhaps this is the third time in a quarter century that his kingdom has attacked, and it is clear that nothing will stay him from violating the next peace treaty as soon as he sees his way clear to a more victorious war—and he's quite foolishly ready to see such a way in the teeth of the evidence.

A pirate kingdom, or a kingdom where bandits run wild and attack travelers from your kingdom, also offers an only slightly less clear reason.

Then there is the option of leaning more into the international anarchy.  This does require bringing into the foreground, because the situation must be made clear in its complexity.

In that condition, all security is a Red Queen's Race.  You can make your nation stronger:  build up its wealth, increase its army, improve its armaments.  But all your neighbors can do the same.

Assuming that the world-building gives the countries neither magical nor technological means to beef up defense in way that can't be countered by your neighbors' offensive abilities, there is no way to better your safety, really.  Not for longer than it takes for your neighbors to realize that you have lessened their safety with your new capabilities.  They will race to catch up, and try to surpass you, for their own safety.

Alliances, diplomacy, treaties, and even diplomatic marriages can do only so much to keep people at peace.  And those measures can also lead to war.  Your alliance with Ruritania does you little good if you don't join the war when Graustark attacks Ruritania.  Thus, keeping the
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