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 For my students.

Thank you for all you have taught me.
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Start Here

Every great writer was once a beginner.
Remember that. Don’t beat yourself up for not
knowing something. Go out and learn it.

The very best writing instructor I ever had was an incompetent.

A terminal alcoholic who could barely find the classroom each day, he was a bleary-eyed, red-nosed, overstuffed, walking elbow-wrinkle of a human being. Whatever writing ability he’d ever had, he’d long-since drowned it, and the corpse was a layer of dried sediment at the bottom of a bottle.

He didn’t like me either.

His lectures were a waste of time. His assignments were pointless. The class was as challenging as the hole in a doughnut. Custard had more substance.

But one day he said to me the most important words in my entire career. Had he not said these words, my life would have been far different—I probably would not have become a writer. He looked me straight in the eye and said, “Stop wasting my time. You’re no good. You’ll never be any good. You have no talent. You’ll never be a writer?’

His words angered me so much that I made a promise to myself. It was very simple. I’ll show you, you stupid old bastard!

That was in 1963.

Within four years I’d sold a script to television—“The Trouble With Tribbles” episode of Star Trek. Within ten years I’d published eight novels, two anthologies, two nonfiction books about television production, and a short story collection. I’d written four more television scripts. And I’d won three Hugo and three Nebula nominations.

Boy, I showed him.

And yes, rage is an excellent fuel.

Later on, when the rage faded out, I discovered that rage isn’t enough. A writer also needs technique. And that’s why he was an incompetent instructor, because he failed to teach the necessary skills for carrying a narrative over the inevitable rough spots—he failed to teach technique.

The second-best writing instructor I ever had was Irwin R. Blacker at USC Film School. Blacker’s theory of writing could be summed up in three words: “Structure! Structure! Structure!”

That was the beginning. Those three words opened the door to understanding. From that moment, storytelling as a craft ceased to be a mystery and began to be an adventure. I wondered what other secrets I could discover.

The trick was to learn from real writers.

A few years later, I started to attend science fiction conventions. The most exciting moments occurred when some of the best writers and editors in the field appeared on panels and spoke candidly of their own discoveries and insights: Harlan Ellison, Frederik Pohl, Anne McCaffrey, Isaac Asimov, Theodore Sturgeon, James Blish, Robert Silverberg, Terry Carr, Randall Garrett, Harry Harrison, and many others whose work I admired.

As a beginner, I was envious of the mastery that the pros in the field took for granted. I wondered how they had gained such wisdom and despaired that I would ever achieve that same kind of skill. At the beginning, every sentence was an effort, every paragraph was an obstacle, every chapter completed was a victory. Writing was hard. (And it never gets any easier. It just gets harder in different ways.)

Here’s the paradox:

There’s a lot of technique to learn, and you can only learn it by doing. Writing teaches itself in the act of writing—but only after you learn the technique, do you find out that writing well is not about technique at all.

There is another domain of creativity, another way of being, a process beyond mere technique. I had inadvertently stumbled into it when I used rage as my fuel, but I hadn’t realized at the time what I’d learned. Only much later did I start to recognize the questions I should have been asking:

       •   How do I take the reader someplace else and make him glad he went?

       •   How do I create an experience of another life so vivid and compelling that for the moment it exists in the mind, it obscures and obliterates the experience of the reader’s own life?

       •   How do I transport human consciousness into the realm of exhilaration and transformation?

       •   How can I get so deeply into my story that I am telling it from the inside?

The first time I asked these questions, they looked unanswerable. That was because I still thought that writing had to be important. That was my mistake. Writing is not important by itself. It is only important if it makes a difference. (Yes, it’s fun to be important—but it’s more important to have fun.)

The truth is that storytelling is a natural skill—it’s part of being human. It’s how our intelligence manifests itself—through conceptualization. Every human being does it. Almost everything we say is a story.

When you tell a joke, you’re telling a story. When you tell a lie, you’re telling a different kind of story. When you explain why you were late getting home, or what happened to the chocolate cake, or why the dog is wearing your sister’s hat, you’re telling a story. Every time you relate an experience, you are automatically shifting into storytelling mode. The listener meets you halfway, because he wants to hear about the discovery that is at the heart of every story.

This is the essential definition of a story:

A person has a problem, he explores the problem until he understands it, finally he makes a choice (usually a difficult one) that produces a transformation of understanding and resolves the difficulty. So a story is about the experience of problem solving and the lessons learned.

This is the insight:

Storytelling is the essential expression of human consciousness. It is the way the mind conceptualizes and stores experiences; the mind relates to the universe as things to be discovered, understood, and mastered: problems. We see things as chores and challenges (and occasionally as crises), all of which demand resolution.

The entire process of problem solving is fundamental to being human. So is the process of sharing the experience. When we communicate the experience of solving the problem, we do it linearly—we recreate the problem for the next person in line and that person gets to experience it too, albeit vicariously.

Essentially, the storyteller only needs to answer three questions: What’s happening? Who is it happening to? And why should we care? What’s happening is plot (problem). Who it’s happening to is character (person). And why we should care is the emotional heart of the story—the most important part.

After that, the storyteller needs only one skill: effective communication.

Effective communication is not about giving the reader a totally detailed and completely accurate description of events. Effective communication is not about eloquent language and elegant metaphor. Effective communication is simply about evoking the experience.

First, you create the experience for yourself—then you share what it feels like. The reader recreates it. All you need to provide the reader are the elements essential to the emotional moment.

This is why rage was such a good fuel for me to start with. Everybody knows rage. And everybody can plug into rage very easily. If you write from rage, the reader will access his own in response. This is why some of the most effective stories ever written have a strong component of anger in them—it’s a familiar, easy, and powerful emotional hook.

But while rage is an effective place to write from, it isn’t the best place to write from, because if rage is the highest emotion a writer can aspire to, then there are whole dimensions of emotional power beyond rage that he or she is missing. The challenge is always to look beyond the limits.

So when I finished being angry with my “first-best writing instructor” (sometime in 1969 or 1981 or 1992, somewhere around there, I think), I had to find another fuel. It took a while—several years, in fact—but I found something better than simple rage, something so much more powerful that a single dose of it has been good for twenty years and I’m still accelerating. Since I discovered the source of this better fuel, I’ve written twenty more TV scripts and twenty more books—some of the best work in my life.

So what is this superfuel?

It’s the next step beyond enthusiasm.

Of all the things I’ve ever learned about writing, this is the most important: There’s a domain of excitement and eagerness and delight that can be astonishing. It is a place of commitment and discovery and wonderment. It is the far side of passion. It is a totality of purpose, an inspired obsession. I like to call it stardrive. It’s the engine at the center of your personal starship. It’s your heart of brightness. It is who you really are. It is simply you—you are the source.

If you’ve already been there, then you know what I mean. And if you haven’t been there yet, or if you’re not sure . . . don’t panic. Start writing anyway. Write what you care about most—that way at least one person in the universe loves your story. (And if one person loves it, then surely there will be others.)

If you can do that, then somewhere along the way, I promise, you will ignite the engines of your enthusiasm in ways that will astonish you. You have a natural ability to communicate. Every human being does. What we call creativity is no more than your willingness to fully express yourself as passionately and as honestly as you can.

Write from your heart and you will go into stardrive.

May the source be with you.

—David Gerrold


The Literature of Imagination

The distinguishing characteristic of fantastic
literature is that it evokes a sense of
wonder in the audience.

Start with a simple exercise.

Actually take the time to do this—not as a thought experiment, but as a specific physical writing process. It’ll be more effective that way.

Take out a blank piece of paper (or open a new file on your computer), and make a list of your favorite science fiction and fantasy movies.

List all the ones that changed the way you thought about things, that made you want to know more—the ones where you left the theater reluctantly because what you really wanted to do was climb into the screen and go back into the world of the movie.

Here’s my list:

            The Wizard of Oz

            King Kong (1933)

            The 5000 Fingers of Dr. T

            Them!

            War of the Worlds

            20,000 Leagues Under the Sea

            Forbidden Planet

            Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956)

             A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Jiri Trnka animated version)

            Slaughterhouse-Five

            Kwaidan

            Yellow Submarine

            Planet of the Apes

            2001: A Space Odyssey

            The Exorcist

            Star Wars

            Aliens

            The Adventures of Buckaroo Banzai Across the Eighth Dimension

            Repo Man

            The Princess Bride

Now make a list of your favorite science fiction and fantasy books.

List all the ones that seemed to be written especially for you; the stories that took you to marvelous new worlds—stories that awoke new feelings in you, and took you to places you never wanted to leave.

Here’s my list:

            1984 by George Orwell

            Brave New World by Aldous Huxley

            What Mad Universe by Frederic Brown

            The Stars My Destination by Alfred Bester

            Starship Troopers by Robert A. Heinlein

            The Moon Is A Harsh Mistress by Robert A. Heinlein

            Dune by Frank Herbert

            Dragonflight by Anne McCaffrey

            Ringworld by Larry Niven

            The Hobbit by J.R.R. Tolkien

            The Left Hand of Darkness by Ursula K. LeGuin

            The Dying Earth by Jack Vance

             Watership Down by Richard Adams

            Inferno by Larry Niven and Jerry Pournelle

            A Wizard of Earthsea by Ursula K. LeGuin

            Bridge of Birds by Barry Hughart

            The Door Into Fire by Diane Duane

            The Long Run by Daniel Keys Moran

            Discworld (the entire series) by Terry Pratchett

            Hyperion by Dan Simmons

Now look at your lists.

Do you remember how you felt the first time you saw these fantastic films? Do you remember what you felt as you turned the pages of a story you were falling in love with?

Do you remember those feelings? The flavors? The emotions you felt? Can you recreate them now, sitting in your chair? Close your eyes for a moment and see which of those images are still floating in your mind. What sensations do they still evoke in you today?

Probably, the first time you saw the movies on your list, or read the books, you were struck with feelings of awe and astonishment. Probably, you were surprised and amazed. Perhaps you even gasped or cried out in startled reaction.

Perhaps these were things you had never seen before, never even imagined. Perhaps your imagination was stretched beyond its limits, stretched and expanded. And afterward, perhaps you were left pondering things far beyond your sense of the possible.

That feeling is the sense of wonder.

The literature of the fantastic is about awakening that feeling of awe—and exercising it.

The sense of wonder is the marvelous heart of every great science fiction or fantasy story. It comes from the surprise of discovery. It comes from the recognition of the magic within. Most of all, it comes from the realization—the acknowledgment— of something new in the universe.

That sense of wonder is what you aspire to create; that’s what you must create if you are going to write effective science fiction and fantasy.


Inventing Wonder

Effective storytelling is about surprising
the audience. The rest is details.

Your goal, as a storyteller, is to evoke the sense of wonder in your audience.

You start by evoking the sense of wonder in yourself. Where one person is awestruck, others are also likely to be amazed.

Think of it this way: Your own head is your test lab, so you have to wake up your own imagination first, drag it out of bed, force it outside, barefoot, shivering in its pajamas, to look up at the dark blazing sky. There is no better way to apply CPR to a snoozing imagination than by confronting it with a skyful of dazzling stars and a bright gibbous moon.

Yes, you think you know what the sky looks like—but go outside and look at it again. It will surprise you. Every time.

And in that moment of surprise, that’s when you are most alive. Your astonished intake of breath is you listening to the universe. Evoke that awe when you share the moment.

Your job is to look for surprises in the world. And share them.

To surprise someone, you have to bring new things to his attention, or new ways of looking at old things. You have to do the opposite of what’s expected. You have to startle. You can startle either with the shock of the alien or the shock of recognition—or both at the same time. Startlement comes when something is unexpected.

Think about the fantastic movies and books you listed. They all have one thing in common: They’re full of surprises—all sizes, all shapes, all flavors. That’s what hooks the interest of the audience—all those marvelous new discoveries and possibilities.

Readers look for the surprises in your story the same way a child looks for the prize inside a box of Cracker Jacks. If you don’t surprise your audience, they walk away from your story wondering why they bothered.

A great story is a series of surprises. Every chapter should have a surprise, every paragraph should have a surprise, every sentence should have a surprise.


If-The Most Powerful Word

It doesn’t take a powerful lever to pry open the
doors of imagination, just a well-applied one.

Before we can understand the differences between writing science fiction and writing fantasy (or the similarities), we have to examine what’s unique to each of the forms. Science fiction first:

A science fiction story is an extrapolation of what we know about how the universe works. The classic definition of science fiction is that a story is based on one of two possible extrapolations: “What if . . . ?” or “If this goes on. . . .”

Notice that both starting places include the word if. In fact, every science fiction story starts with an if:

       •   If beings from another world decided to invade Earth, how would they do it?

       •   If a computer could achieve sentience, what would it think about?

       •   What if we could hang a cable from orbit down to the surface of Earth and run elevators up and down it?

       •   If someone fell asleep for a hundred years, what would the world be like when he woke up?

       •   If John F. Kennedy had gone into acting instead of politics, and if he had ended up playing the captain on Star Trek, what would the sixties have been like?

       •   If you had a belt that let you travel backward and forward in time, what would you do? Where would you go?

       •   What if human beings had three sexes? What would families be like?

       •   If faster-than-light travel was possible, what would war in space look like?

       •   If telepathy was real, how would telepaths live in our society?

       •   If an asteroid were on a collision course with Earth, how would humanity react?

       •   If a science fiction writer suspected that his adopted child might be a Martian, what would he do to find out for sure?

       •   If vampires were real, what would the scientific basis be for their condition?

       •   If some people started mutating into a different form of humanity, how would the rest of us react?

       •   If we could put a colony on the moon, what would we have to do to make it self-sustaining?

Notice how each of these story ideas begins with the assumption of possibility. The next step is to extrapolate the circumstances from the possibility. That’s the science part in science fiction; sometimes it’s one of the so-called “hard” sciences like physics, mathematics, astronomy, or biology; sometimes it’s one of the “soft” sciences like history or sociology or linguistics. Many times it’s a complex mixture of many sciences, all in one story.

But remember: The most important part of science fiction is the science. Otherwise it isn’t science fiction.


Science

A true scientist doesn’t believe anything.
He is the ultimate agnostic. He is all
question and no answer.

Unfortunately, a lot of people seem to think science is just another kind of magic. Or worse, they think that science is a kind of religion, and that it’s just a different kind of faith. Or that science is mutable, and that reality can be voted on. Some people even think that science is the enemy of religion. No, it is not any of those things.

Science is an access to knowledge. It is a rigorous and unforgiving discipline. It is unsentimental—it discards old ideas on the trash heap of history as fast as they are discredited.1 It accepts new concepts only so far as they explain the facts at hand better than the old ones.

Science is not— as some people think—the place where answers are found. It is the place where questions are asked. Science is not about knowledge—it is about ignorance, because science is about nothing if it is not about the search for greater knowledge. In science, an answer is only the place where you stopped asking the question.2

The core of science is the scientific method— a procedure for determining the difference between knowledge and belief.

Belief is kind of like wishing. It exists inside yourself. It’s a derivation of what psychologists call “magical thinking.” Belief is a conviction that the universe works a certain way, even though you have no physical evidence at all to prove it, only your faith. Faith is useful, very useful, but it’s not science.

Knowledge, on the other hand, is evidence. It exists outside yourself. It is measurable, it is testable, it is repeatable, and it is demonstrable. Most important, it can be communicated to other people. They can repeat the measurements and tests and demonstrate the same facts for themselves. In other words, knowledge is what we can all agree on, because we can each verify it for ourselves.

So the scientific method is a procedure for determining the evidence. It is a way of establishing agreement.

It works like this: You observe a phenomenon of some kind—a condition, a behavior, a curiosity—something that you do not understand. Other people observe it too, so you know it exists, but you have no explanation for it. So you postulate a theory.

Is your theory accurate or not? How do you find out?

You test it.

You design an experiment that allows you to test only that single question, nothing else; i.e., the only variable is the one you are testing; everything else is a constant from one test to the next.

Whatever the specific result of the experiment, it is always a success—because it always gives you information. It is either information about what works, or it is information about what doesn’t work; but either way, the result of the experiment is a fact, and each fact is a piece of knowledge.

Even if the experiment confirms your theory, you’re still not done. That’s the annoying thing about science—you’re never done. One of two things can happen: Either a better theory comes along and you throw out the old one, or another fact comes along that doesn’t fit your theory and you have to come up with a new one.

So the scientific method is about asking the question, and asking it again, and asking it yet again. It’s about testing the facts as well as the theory, forever. To the scientific mind, there is no end. Theories aren’t proven, they are simply used—and only as long as they are useful.

A theory is a map of a specific terrain of knowledge. It’s not the territory, it’s just a representation of it. Depending on what we need to do, we specify what kind of a map we need. Road maps are different from weather maps, rainfall maps are different from geological survey maps, terrain maps are different from maps to movie stars’ homes. Every map is useful for the purpose it was designed for—and useless for the purposes it was not designed for.

As the researchers in our world continue to refine the different maps of the terrain we’ve discovered, the various maps become more accurate and more useful, and we become more powerful in what we can accomplish. That’s why we make maps, and that’s what science is about—map-making.


Science Fiction .

There are two parts to a science fiction story.
One is science. The other is fiction. The
excitement is in the mix.

Most science fiction stories are about intelligent folks dealing with an unknown phenomenon. During the course of the story, the reader (if not the hero) discovers the nature of that phenomenon, whatever it is. In that regard, a science fiction story is a lot like a murder mystery. We follow the detective as he figures out who the killer is—only in science fiction, the mystery involves much more than a dead body on the living room floor. The mystery is some facet of the universe that we haven’t yet included in our maps.

Here’s the good news. You don’t have to be a scientist to write effective science fiction, but you do need to be enthused about the adventure of discovery. In science fiction, the sense of wonder comes as an internal klunk of recognition.

The bad news. It’s not enough to be wonderful, it also has to be believable.

Here’s an example. The planet Tatooine, as portrayed in Star Wars, is shown as a vast desert, with nothing growing anywhere. It’s desolate and dry and uninhabitable. But if nothing grows there, where does the oxygen come from? How do the inhabitants breathe?

And if nothing grows there, how do banthas survive? Those things are as big as elephants. You find elephants on the savanna, on grasslands, in forests, and jungles—where there is plenty of greenery for them to graze. You don’t find elephants in deserts. A bantha is an elephant in a hair shirt. What does it eat?

(Please don’t send me letters explaining how it all works. I can do that exercise myself if I need to. But if you can figure out how to feed a bantha on a desert planet, then you’ve already learned one of the most important lessons of writing effective science fiction: world-building.)

The first issue in any science fiction story is believability. Because science fiction is rooted in science—what we actually know about the way the universe works— the writer has a responsibility to stay consistent with that body of knowledge. Assume the reader is at least as smart as you are. Assume that your audience has just as much experience with the real world. Don’t contradict what is already known. You cannot rewrite the laws of physics and expect the reader to believe that your story is possible. (Sometimes you can cheat a little, like Wile E. Coyote, but that’s a different discussion.)

Readers come to your story wanting to believe. To create believability, you have to believe in it yourself—because if you don’t believe in it, how can anyone else?

If you write about a creature as big as a tank, like a bantha, then let us know what it eats—and what wants to eat it. How does it mate? How do
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